
September 2016 

18 

P 
V 

rogressıve 
oıces 

Gerhard Bögner 
https://www.pexels.com/photo/field-summer-straw-straw-bales-33131/     Creative Commons Zero (CC0) license  



Love our neighbour!  
Adapted from a speech delivered by Richard Tetlow, convenor 
of Moseley Faiths Forum and PCN trustee, on Sat 9th July to 
about 100 locals gathered on Moseley Green encouraging 
them to challenge the racism and divisiveness unleashed by 
Brexit by taking up the challenge to ‘Love Your Neighbour’.  

Love our neighbour! Yes, what a good idea. It is not new, 
you know, only over 3,000 years old. But through all that 
time people have asked: ‘Who is our neighbour?’ 

We live in ‘interesting times’, but we have to beware of 
‘interesting times’ as they can prove difficult. At present, 
times are undoubtedly very difficult and they may get 
tougher both in Britain and in mainland Europe. They 
may not, but I do think our government has made a 
terrible and unnecessary mess. It is not helpful to be too 
alarmist and we do need to keep a sense of proportion. 
There are parts of the world in much direr straights. We 
are where we are, and we have our own responsibilities. 

It is our responsibility to try to shape the society in 
which we live. But what kind of society do we want: for 
ourselves, our families, our young people, for one 
another, and for our far-off neighbours? For we are all 
interdependent. What kind of community, what kind of 
country, do we want to be members of? 

Do we want it to be one in which our neighbour, 
however we define neighbour, feels unwanted, nervous, 
fearful, insecure, and not at home? We know, and we 
hear about, people who are feeling like this and being 
made unwelcome in Britain; the scorn, rudeness, 
offensiveness, and apparent hatred these people have 
experienced that we see in the huge escalation of hate 
crimes recorded; people being told to leave and that 
they are not wanted, or just a threatening atmosphere 
however personal their response! We have seen or 
heard of violence from the TV and newspapers, bullying 
in school, and even a shop set on fire. 

I have talked with people in my home of Moseley, be 
they Christian or Muslim, British Bosnian, Polish, 
Nigerian, Afro- Caribbean, Pakistani or British Jewish, 
who feel very anxious despite having been in this 
country for years, or even born here. The situation is 
especially frightening for the vulnerable of our society.  

Such behaviour on our streets and in our public places is 
not acceptable. It feels to me that since the Referendum 
process began we are in a national morass of 
dehumanising others, splitting families and 
communities, and propagating instability and anxiety. 
Space, and even permission, has been given for racism 
and xenophobia. If such behaviour becomes the norm, 
then that really would be dangerous. However, I do 
think we have to seek to understand the behaviour and 
attitudes of others, and our own too! 

What should, and can we do about it right now? Are we 
as powerless as we often think? Certainly, some of us 
are more powerless and more powerful than others.  

That’s probably a factor in why some of us voted to 
leave, but whatever way we voted is not our issue now. I 
do not accept that any of us are totally powerless, we all 
have some influence on our circumstances. 

What matters most to you in your body, mind and spirit? 
What is life basically about, whatever faith, philosophy 
or belief we have or do not have? Of course we are all 
different, with different backgrounds and lives, but I 
believe that there are three fundamental questions for 
everyone, everywhere: what matters to us, what is life 
about, and what is our vision for it? I also believe that 
the prime issue for humanity is … well, humanity. 
Human relationships and behaviour, how well we love 
and care for one another, and give respect to all people. 
The central word in this is love. It’s not a political word, 
nor one fashionable in public, except when we hear 
there is no love lost between a and b. We could use it 
more, especially those of us who are men. Surely we are 
not powerless concerning matters of love, whether in 
receiving or giving love? I do not believe that anyone is 
at heart indifferent to loving and being loved, including 
those perpetrating acts of the hatred and violence. 

What can we do publicly? Perhaps performing one act of 
kindness each day. We may wonder how, and I suggest 
we begin by simply listening and paying our full 
attention to someone else and not ourselves, especially 
someone we think is very different to ourselves. We 
could switch our phones off for a while. We could all do 
that and if that is too little for you, do it all day! And that 
may mean actually learning another’s experience and 
point of view.  

For what is this love anyway? It is many sided, but I think 
love is about wishing the best for someone else and 
trying to act on that. Maybe you agree with me that that 
attitude goes both ways and it can be win, win. It is not a 
lot to seek but I suggest it is our responsibility. We do 
not know what is going to happen politically in Britain or 
the EU, but we have to start somewhere. I do not find 
hope easy right now but hope is vital. If everyone 
listened to one another we can hope that wonders will 
result. So let us do our part to discover these wonders. 

Richard Tetlow 

#loveyourneighbour       William Baldwin 
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It has definitely been an eventful time since the last 
issue of PV arrived through your letterbox!  

We have voted to leave the EU (and we’re still working 
out what that means), we have a different Prime 
Minister, the Labour party is having another leadership 
election, and the USA is having an interesting time 
deciding on its next President.  

Sadly some things haven’t changed. The civil war in Syria 
continues, ISIS carries on its direct and indirect 
aggression, and violence fuelled by hatred, prejudice and 
disturbed minds still shakes our spirits. 

I hope that the contributions of our fellow travellers  on 
the progressive way will offer us solace, inspiration and 
challenge as we all strive after living, declaring and 
embracing the Kingdom values that Christ exemplified.  

Despite what we see and experience around us the life 
of the Church moves into the season of Harvest. A 
season of thanksgiving and also of celebrating the 
wonder, complexity and indifference of the created 
world. We face the world and our humanity in its reality 
and in faith, in trust, we still give thanks. We know its 
harshness, we hold on to its tenderness, and we hope 
and pray! 

Welcome to the 18th edition of Progressive Voices. 

Enjoy!  

 

Progressive Voices is the magazine of the 
Progressive Christianity Network Britain 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

www.pcnbritain.org.uk 

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

prayers and other contributions are all welcome. 
 

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

 

Copy Deadlines: 
Dec: Friday 11th November 2016 

 

March: Friday 10th February 2017 
June: Friday 12th May 2017 

Sept: Friday 11th August 2016 
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Reader Feedback 
Many thanks for the June issue of Progressive Voices. It 
really got me thinking once again.  

Nigel Bastin's ‘Who was Jesus the man?’ was really fresh 
and opened up so many perspectives. The honesty of Guy 
Whitehouse's book review was helpful - and amusing- too. 

By the way the cover was great; it really worked for me as I 
am sure it did for others.  

Derek Webster 

mailto:info@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PV%20link
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk
mailto:dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PV%20contribution
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To friends across PCN Britain. 

One of the privileges of being Chair of the PCN 
Britain trustees is to receive emails and letters 
from people from all walks of life, and all parts 
of the world. In early August I received one such 
email from a long-standing PCN member, Mike, 
who is moving to New Zealand. Mike says: 

The fact that I will no longer be associated with 
you is one of my biggest regrets in making this 
move. I joined PCN when Jack Spong came to the 
inaugural meeting at St James Piccadilly and 
have valued my membership ever since. I cannot 
count the times that PCN has kept be sane. I will 
follow you via the website with very fond 
memories and PCN will always have my good 
wishes and prayers. 

It was very humbling to receive this message 
and I guess its sentiments would be endorsed by many 
in our network. PCN keeps us sane! As Mike looks back 
well over a decade I am prompted to say that PCN, like 
other sister organisations, finds itself in the long haul 
when it comes to promoting progressive Christianity in 
the UK. This is especially true in our work with churches 
of the historic denominations. Bishop Jack Spong 
exemplifies this long haul as Jack returns again to the UK 
in October of this year, as zealous as ever to promote 
radical change in how the churches express the Christian 
faith.  

In July I received a letter from a retired clergyman, Peter, 
in Chichester, who happened to see a short letter which 
I had sent to The Guardian about the reasons, in my 
view, why the Church is becoming so irrelevant to the 
majority of our citizens through its unbelievable set of 
doctrines. Peter, like many others after a lifetime spent 
in serving the church, had also come to the view that the 
face of Christianity needed to change and now sees our 
organization as a valued ally in this cause. 

A third piece of correspondence comes from Alison, a 
PCN member from Devon, whose ‘open letter’ is 
reproduced in this edition of Progressive Voices. Alison 
expresses the need for churches and their leaders to 
better support people who are yearning to live the Way 
of life shown by Jesus but so often lost in the services 
and doctrines of the church. 

All such correspondence reveals a considerable 
groundswell of thought and desire for change in how 
Christian faith is both perceived and experienced. PCN, 
through all of its groups, through our presence at 
gatherings such as the Devon County Show, the Solas 
festival in Scotland, Greenbelt, our public lectures and 
conferences, is in this long haul of promoting change. 

I also understand that many people see an urgency in 
 our work if younger people are ever to return to the 

organized religion of the churches. I understand that 
many have given up altogether on ‘church’ and see the 
humanitarian ethics of Jesus needing to be expressed in 
social and political movements intent on changing the 
face of our society. PCN recognizes these desires as well 
and is attempting to hold together in its membership 
and groups such a broad coalition of views and aims. 
This is why I am looking forward to a lunchtime meeting 
with Don Cupitt, the founder of the Sea of Faith 
movement. This is why I have enjoyed the company of 
Quakers in the Sheffield meeting house and this is why I 
still hold a Bishop’s licence to conduct services in the 
Church of England. Yes all this can seem to be a very 
contradictory set of pathways but I would prefer to see 
this merry dance as soul-searching for whatever ‘God’ 
might mean to me and others. 

And so PCN is this diverse set of people on many 
different pathways, an organisation looking back to 
those eight points which first came to us from the 
Centre for Progressive Christianity in the USA and which 
for me can still encapsulate so much of the essence of 
what our movement is about in the long and short term. 

In September I have the privilege as Chair, of attending 
the Common Dreams international conference in 
Brisbane, Australia. This will be another opportunity to 
look at progressive Christianity in the wider global 
context, to assess how progressive Christian movements 
are faring and to see how such interaction can 
strengthen our common dream of a world built upon the 
compassionate and challenging message of Jesus. 

Letter from the Chair 

Adrian Alker serves as the  

Chair of PCN Britain 

adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Francesca Gallo www.flickr.com/photos/photos/francegipsy/3817219936 

Attribution-ShareAlike 2.0 Generic (CC BY-SA 2.0) 

mailto:adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Response%20to%20Chair's%20letter%20-%20PV
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Imitating Jesus:  
How an inclusive approach to New Testament 

ethics affects the way we live today 
Saturday, 24 Sept 2016 (10am-4pm) at the Centre for 

Radical Christianity, St Mark’s, Broomhill, Sheffield. 
Canon Professor Richard Burridge, King’s College, 

University of London, will lead on how we need to pay 
attention not only to the demanding ethical teaching 

of Jesus, but also to the model of inclusivity and 
acceptance found in his deeds and example, and in 

the early Christian communities. 
£14, CRC/PCN Members £12, Students/Unwaged £5 

To book go to:  http://www.stmarkscrc.co.uk. 
0114 266 3613   admin@stmarkscrc.co.uk. 

Silence by the Sea 
A UK Wisdom School led by Don & Jayne 

MacGregor and Janet Lake 
26-29 Sept at The Othona Community, Coast Road, 

Burton Bradstock, Bridport, Dorset, DT6 4RN 
£225 (or £200 concession), deposit £30 

www.othona-bb.org.uk      01308 897130 

Bishop John Shelby Spong 
johnshelbyspong.com 

  

Malvern Lecture 
Sun 23 Oct, 3.00-5.00pm  

St Matthias' Church, Church Rd, Malvern WR14 1NP  
£10 (£17 for 2); £7 for students and PCN members  

01684 566054 revpeterknight@me.com 
  

Cardiff Lecture 
Mon 24 Oct, 7.00-9.00pm  

Salem, Market Road, Canton, Cardiff,  £10 
01443 205944  geraint.rees@pcnbritain.org.uk 

  

at the Church at Carrs Lane 
Sat 29 Oct, 10.00am-4.00pm, £20 

Church at Carrs Lane, Carrs Lane, Birmingham, B4 7SX 
office@carrslane.co.uk  http://carrslane.co.uk/ 

  

Maidenhead lecture  
Sunday 30 October 2016, 2.30-4.30pm 

£10; £7 for seniors, students and PCN members 
sathindsbc@waitrose.com     01753 858123 

Is a Radical Church Possible? 
Rev’d Adrian Alker 

Sat 22 Oct, 2.30pm,  £5.00 
Oadby Trinity Methodist Church. LE2 4LA 

Oadby and Market Harborough PCN Groups 
Keith Baker : 0116 2127013 kbaker@cix.co.uk  

Increase our Compassion 
A Two-Day Retreat with Julian of Norwich 

Rev’d Robert Fruehwirth  
Fri 7—Sat 8 Oct, 9.30am-5.30pm,   

Two days £75/£43 concessionary, one day only 
£37.50/£21.50 concessionary  

St. Luke’s Church, 61 Aylsham Road, Norwich NR3 2HF  
Rev. Suzanne Cook: suzanne@cookehouse.co.uk 

Solas Festival: 17–19th June 2016 
This is a Christian 
Arts Festival held 
over the 
midsummer 
weekend at the 
Bield, Tibbermore 
near Perth. It is on a 
much smaller scale 
than its sister 
festival Greenbelt, 
and has a very 
friendly, intimate 
atmosphere.  

This year PCN Britain 
became an associate partner in the Just Peace tent. It 
gave us the opportunity to work alongside organisations 
with whom we shared the tent, like the Iona community, 
Corrymeela community, Wild Goose Resource team, 
Christian Aid, and the Church of Scotland, and it gave us 
the opportunity of advertising PCN more widely in 
Scotland.  

The organisations were invited to lead 20 minute 
services within the tent and four PCN folk took the 
Sunday morning session. We also had one speaking 
session of 60 minutes and we invited Madeleine Parkes 
to talk about her progressive chaplaincy work and invite 
people to take part in the creative activities which she 
does with her patients. Madeleine works as a spiritual 
care advisor within the Birmingham and Solihull Mental 
Health Foundation Trust. Her team has carried out 
research to show that spirituality is a more important 
factor in the lives of people with mental health 
conditions than people without them. She has also 
observed how a very high percentage of people suffering 
from eating disorders have come from conservative-
religious backgrounds. The creative programme which 
she has developed gives patients the chance of opening 
up to a wider perspective of spirituality and faith. Her 
talk was much appreciated by the festival goers, and the 
hands-on workshop even more so! 

Note: PCN local groups currently exist in Aberdeen, 
Dundee, Edinburgh and Forth Valley (Stirling) and each 
would welcome new members.  

Maureen Foxall  

Solas 

http://www.stmarkscrc.co.uk
mailto:admin@stmarkscrc.co.uk?subject=PV%20Link%20to%20CRC%20conference
http://www.othona-bb.org.uk
johnshelbyspong.com
mailto:revpeterknight@me.com?subject=Spong%20via%20PV
mailto:geraint.rees@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Spong%20via%20PV
mailto:office@carrslane.co.uk?subject=Spong%20via%20PV
http://carrslane.co.uk/
mailto:sathindsbc@waitrose.com?subject=Maidenhead%20Spong%20-%20via%20PV
mailto:kbaker@cix.co.uk?subject=Oadby%20-%20Alker%20via%20PV
mailto:suzanne@cookehouse.co.uk?subject=Increase%20our%20Compassion%20via%20PV
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Question (& Answer) Time  
I was just wondering: Does God have a Family Tree? Or 
at least a mum and a dad? What about brothers and 
sisters (who might have created other things? but don’t 
be silly!) Anyway, if this ‘Ancient of Days’ existed before 
time began, how did ‘It’ come about? This is a ‘chicken 
and egg’ question which even the ancient Greeks 
decided couldn’t be answered.  

We are animals on one of many millions of planets in a 
possible ‘multiverse’ containing other parallel universes 
to ours which expand and contract over time. So what’s 
the point of it all? And why ‘worship’ a creative ‘Power’ 
that doesn’t intervene in the world - unless of course 
you believe ‘It’ had a ‘divine son’? Whether the Power 
which Christians call the Holy Spirit is actually the 
creator of the ‘multiverse’ no one really knows.  

Eventually the Earth will end in a cosmic collision or our 
Sun will burn out. So does the Creator care what religion 
we follow or what we believe? Does ‘It’ require 
sacrifices, church singing, grovelling, rituals and 
ceremonies? What should ‘church’ (or mosque, 
synagogue or temple for that matter) be for, nowadays? 

Is Christianity ‘church-going’? Which most people think 
it is! Jesus must be furious. It’s not that church services 
are wrong, of course not. Although services can be 
wonderful and spiritually helpful, much of what normally 
goes on in church has little connection with enabling 
people to follow Jesus’ Way in daily life - which I think IS 
Christianity. Jesus didn’t ask us to go to church, or to 
‘believe’ certain concepts in order to gain salvation. 
Surely we receive salvation (i.e. happiness or 
contentment and perhaps even a little longer life) before 
we die, through living the Way of life Jesus described?  

However, most of us find it’s not a very easy way to live. 
It’s helpful to tap into the Holy Spirit, a loving personal 
mental Power, to give us strength to face the hardships, 
suffering and temptations we encounter. It brings us 
consolation even if we have to endure severe problems 
and heartache. Importantly, it’s freely available to all 
who seek it. 

I have two questions for the PCN Management 
Committee:  

1. Do you think a ‘public information’ campaign could 
help change the widespread erroneous public view of 
Christianity? If so, could it gather a ‘think tank’ to work 
out some practical ideas on the nature and content of 
such a campaign and then try to persuade church 
leaders to fund it jointly? Too many people are now 
being forsaken by the churches. Surely clergy should 
work primarily for ‘the lost’, not to provide the worship 
needs of their remaining church members?   

2. Am I able to ask PCN members directly through this 
article if they would like to suggest alternative, 
 practical, new ways and facilities, which the public 

would find helpful and churches could sponsor, to 
support people in their personal lives, whether they 
want to follow Jesus’s teaching or not? Services could be 
provided for the public in church buildings in towns and 
villages, or via media. Of course there’s a lot of good 
things going on at the moment, but the majority of 
society has not been affected.  

God bless you all. 

Alison Beresford, PCN Member living in Devon  
 

Thank you Alison for your open letter to PCN members, 
which is always welcome in a membership organisation 
like ours.  

Many readers will empathise with much of what you 
have to say about church services and their liturgies. I 
find in visiting PCN groups that there are many people 
still actively involved in their churches, appreciating 
much of the good done by churches and trying also to 
promote change in worship and to encourage fellow 
church members to ask the big questions about faith! Of 
course other PCN members do not belong to churches 
and find support through their groups and other ways. 

The trustees have recently embarked on a liturgy project 
to help offer resources to churches who are willing to 
make the kind of changes which you and others wish for. 
We are soon to launch new leaflets about PCN and its 
work, not least with the churches. We are also conscious 
of the need to be better at public relations, at promoting 
our cause through the media and a number of trustees 
are to attend a training session led by the head of PR at 
a major Christian organisation. Our website too is always 
developing and is a powerful tool for disseminating 
information and encouraging participation. 

I hope others in the network will also respond to your 
letter and offer suggestions to better support people in 
their spiritual journey. Thank you for taking the trouble 
to write! 

Adrian Alker, Chair, PCN Britain 

Church for the poor survey 
Pope Francis has said that he wants to see ‘a poor church, 
for the poor’. This is a challenge for all denominations, not 
just Roman Catholics. The vision is that the Church should 
be a place that truly welcomes and stands in solidarity with 
people in poverty – not just seeing them as passive 
recipients of our charity. So what does it mean to be a 
Church for – or even of – the poor? 
Word on the Streets has linked with Church Action on 
Poverty and Jubilee+ to create a short survey for you to tell 
us to what extent your church is focusing on the poor in 
your communities and what help may be needed. 
To take part in the survey go to: 

http://www.wordonthestreets.net/Articles/472993/
Church_for_the.aspx 

http://www.wordonthestreets.net/Articles/472993/Church_for_the.aspx
http://www.wordonthestreets.net/Articles/472993/Church_for_the.aspx
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The following is an extract from the preface of ‘The 
Great Spiritual Migration: How the World’s Largest 
Religion Is Seeking a Better Way to Be Christian’. 

Copies of the book will be available for purchase and 
signing during Brian McLaren’s UK Tour in October, and 
a review will be in the next issue of Progressive Voices. 
 

“I’ve come to see that what matters most is not our 
status but our trajectory, not where we are but where 
we’re going, not where we stand but where we’re 
headed. Christian faith for me is no longer a static 
location but a great spiritual journey. And that changes 
everything.  

As I see it, religion is at its best when it leads us forward, 
when it guides us in our spiritual growth as individuals 
and in our cultural evolution as a species. Unfortunately, 
religion often becomes more of a cage than a guide, 
holding us back rather than summoning us onward, a 
buffer to constructive change rather than a catalyst for 
it. In times of rapid and ambiguous change, such a 
regressive turn in religion may be understandable, but it 
is even more tragic: when a culture needs wise spiritual 
guidance the most, all it gets from religious leaders is 
anxious condemnation and critique, along with a big 
dose of nostalgia for the lost golden age of the good old 
days. We see this regressive pull in many sectors of 
Christianity, along with sectors of Islam, Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Judaism and other religions too.  

In that light, it’s no surprise that people by the millions 
are moving away from traditional religions entirely, 
often into secularism, often into experimental forms of 
spirituality that are not yet supported by religious 
traditions.  

But at this pivotal moment, something else is happening. 
Within each tradition, unsettling but needed voices are 
arising – prophetic voices, we might call them, voices of 
change, hope, imagination and new beginnings. They say 
there’s an alternative to static or rigid religion on the 
one hand and religion-free secularism on the other. They 
claim that the Spirit is calling us, not to dig in our heels, 
but rather to pack up our tents and get moving again.  

They invite us on a great spiritual migration – not out of 
our religions, but out of our cages and ruts, not as jaded 
ex-members, but as hopeful pilgrims moving forward in 
the journey of faith.  

It took me almost five decades to understand that the 
call to Christian discipleship is a call to get going, to 
move forward.  

That’s why I’ve written this book. This isn’t just a report 
of what’s going on. It’s an invitation for you to get 
involved, to come along, to help create a better future 
for our faith and for our world”. 

Brian D. McLaren  

Sat 8th Oasis Church Waterloo,  
 1 Kennington Road, London, SE1 7QP 

 

Sun 9th The Mint Methodist Centre,  
 Fore Street, Exeter, EX4 3AT 
 Exeter Cathedral, The Cloisters, EX1 1HS 

 

Mon 10th City United Reformed Church,  
 Windsor Place, Cardiff, CF10 3BZ 

 

Tue 11th St. Martin’s in the Bull Ring,  
 Edgbaston Street, Birmingham, B5 5BB 

 

Wed 12th St Columba’s Parish Church,  
 Gallowgate Street, Largs, Ayrshire, KA30 8LX 

 

Thur 13th Manchester Cathedral,  
 Victoria Street, M3 1SX 

 

Fri 14th Church of St Thomas the Martyr, 
 Haymarket Lane, Newcastle upon Tyne, 
 NE1 7PF 

 

Sat 15th St Mark's Church,  
 Leeds Road, Harrogate, HG2 8AY 

 
 

The events on Monday to Friday will be in the 
evening. At the weekend there will be both daytime 

and evening events. For full tour details: 
www.pcnbritain.org.uk/news 

 

Tickets are now on sale and can be purchased online 
at the PCN Britain website: 

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

 

01594 516528 info@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Brian McLaren  
October UK Tour dates 

A Taste of McLaren 

http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/news
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/shop
mailto:info@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Brian%20McLaren%20Tour%20-%20via%20PV17
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Mary - a symbol of hope? 
During the first part of the year, the church focuses on 
the life of Jesus while on earth. At Christmas, we 
celebrate his birth, at Easter we recall his death and at 
Pentecost we celebrate his spiritual return to be with us 
“even unto the end of the world”. (Matt. 28:20) 
Throughout this period, there is one person there – 
silent, but watching, first with joy and then with tears. 
Watching and always “pondering these things in her 
heart” (Luke 2:19) until, with his disciples, she 
experienced the joy of his resurrection. That person was 
his mother, the Blessed Virgin Mary. 

Over the centuries Mary has become the subject of 
great devotion for millions of Christians. She has become 
the first amongst the saints, theotokos, semper virgo, 
who “when her earthly life was done, was assumed in 
body and soul into heavenly glory” (Munificentissimus 

Deus, Pius XII 1950), there to intercede on our behalf with 
the Son. Other Christians, while recognising Mary as the 
mother of Jesus and acknowledging her as one among 
the saints of the early church, find much of Mariology 
difficult to accept. Regrettably these differences have 
made her appear to be a divisive figure highlighting the 
deep divisions within Christianity. Let us put these things 
to one side and try to find out more about the historical 
Mary, the silent witness of Jesus’ life, and perhaps in 
doing so discover new ways of appreciating her. 

The Historical Mary 

Even the most sceptical accept that historically Mary 
was the mother of Jesus. Over the centuries and, despite 
its being apparent in the Gospels, Christians have tended 
to overlook one fact about Mary: Mary was Jewish. She 
would have been known by her Hebrew name, Mariam, 
a name which was a popular amongst the Jewish people 
at that time being the name of the elder sister of Moses.  

If, as is generally accepted, Jesus was born between 6 
and 4 BCE, this would place Mary’s year of birth 
between 16 and 20 BCE. It is likely that she was born and 
grew up in or around Nazareth, where she finally made 
her home. Living in that locality, she may have witnessed 
the destruction of nearby Sepphoris by the Romans 
following a rebellion in 6 BCE. Given the methods used 
by the Romans in crushing rebellion, she may also have 
seen the crucified bodies of rebels which would have 
been prominently displayed. If this is so, the effect on a 
young girl would have been profound. 

When we get first sight of Mary in the Gospels she is 
likely to have been in her early teens as, we are told, 
Jesus was her first born child. She was “engaged” to a 
man named Joseph. The English words “engagement” or 
“betrothal” do not adequately define the nature of the 
arrangement under Jewish Law. Once this arrangement, 
known as “Kiddushin”, is completed the woman is legally 
the wife of the man and their relationship can only be 
 ended by divorce. However, the couple does not live 

together until “nisuin” when the husband formally takes 
his wife to his home and they begin life together. 
Looking at Luke, there appears to have been a period of 
time between Mary’s kiddushin and nisuin when Mary 
spent three months with Elizabeth. (Luke 1:56) This 
would not have been unusual at that time and it was 
common for the two distinct parts of a wedding process 
to be separated even by as much as twelve months.  

We know little about Joseph except that he was “of the 
House of David” and was a carpenter. It is sometimes 
assumed that he was much older than Mary but this is 
unlikely as the marriage of older men to very young 
brides was not generally encouraged in Jewish 
communities. As marriage was something expected of all 
men from about eighteen years onwards, it is much 
more likely that Joseph would have been in his late 
teens or early twenties. Outside the Roman Catholic and 
Eastern Churches, it is accepted Mary and Joseph had 
other children. The Gospels name four sons (Mk 6:3; 
Matt. 13:55) and refers to sisters. Thus the family was 
quite large. As there is no reference to Joseph in the 
Gospels after the visit to the Temple in Jerusalem when 
Jesus was twelve, it is assumed that Joseph had died 
before Jesus was thirty and “began his work”. (Lk 3:23) 
On Joseph’s death, Mary would have lived with one of 
her sons. Because Jesus was either an itinerant rabbi or 
lived elsewhere, his brother James, who was the most 
prominent of his brothers, may have been the one with 
which Mary chose to live. It certainly appears to have 
been a close family as we see in the Gospels that Mary 
travelled with her children and was with James and her 
other sons in Jerusalem after the crucifixion. (Acts 1:14) 

We know from Luke’s Gospel that Mary was devout and 
strictly observed the religious rites of Judaism. Thus, 
following Jesus’ birth she observed the requirements of 
Purification and, because he was her first-born, she and 
Joseph presented him at the Temple in accordance with 
the Law of Moses. (Lk 2:22-24) Luke tells us that they 
made annual journeys to the Temple to celebrate the 
Passover (Lk 2:41) – a journey of approximately three 
days. It is probable that, even after Pentecost, Mary 
continued to observe the Law until her death as we are 
told she was with the brethren in Jerusalem where the 
membership of the early church was Jewish.  

In the synoptic Gospels, Mary is most frequently named 
in the infancy narratives but, elsewhere, she is named 
only twice and this is also in respect to Jesus’ birth. 
Leaving aside the infancy narratives, she is referred to as 
Jesus’ mother on four occasions two of which again 
relate to the same event. These events tend to suggest 
that Mary and her other children were not fully 
supportive of Jesus’ mission while he was alive on earth. 
In the view of the distinguished American New 
Testament scholar, Bart Erhman, "there are clear signs 
not only that Jesus's family rejected his message during 
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his public ministry but that he in turn spurned them 
publicly". (Bart Ehrman; Did Jesus Exist (2012) HarperCollins 

p.320-22) On the other hand, the negative references 
may be an attempt by the evangelists to play down the 
importance of Mary and her other sons. It does not 
really square with what we know about James for 
example, who became the joint leader of the early 
church in Jerusalem with Peter, and may also have 
become its sole leader. The gain of this sort of 
supremacy over Jesus’ original disciples seems unlikely if 
his “conversion” came after the resurrection.  

John’s gospel is the only one where Jesus addresses his 
mother directly and both occasions probably lack any 
historical basis. The first is at the wedding in Cana when 
she told him that the wine had run out and his response 
to her was a curt “Woman, what concern is that to you 
and me. My hour has not yet come”. Undeterred, she 
told the steward to do as Jesus told him. When the 
water jars were filled with water as Jesus asked, it 
turned into wine. “This was the first of signs… and 
revealed his glory”. Leaving aside the question of fact or 
not, perhaps one can see this story as an example of a 
mother provoking a son to begin the work he is destined 
to do. The second occasion is in John’s narrative of the 
crucifixion when the dying Jesus ‘saw his mother with 
the disciple whom he loved standing beside him said 
“Woman here is your son”.(Jn 19:26) Again whether this 
has any historical basis is unlikely as, assuming his father 
was dead, Jesus would have known which of his brothers 
was caring for his mother. These two stories are 
probably best viewed as parabolic rather than factual.  

In view of the small amount of information about Mary 
in the New Testament, how did Mary gain such 
prominence? The process began with the growing 
acceptance by the leaders of the early church of the 
virgin birth. Much of the present imaginary surrounding 
Mary as a mother is found in the Protoevangelium of 
James, an apocryphal Gospel probably written about AD 
145 and, although considered dubious from the 3rd 
century, it proved popular and influential. It emphasised 
the personal purity of Mary and her perpetual virginity. 
It claimed that Jesus’ brothers were from an earlier 
marriage of Joseph who is depicted as an old man and 
that Jesus was born in a cave. The on-going theological 
debate and reflection over the centuries has resulted in 
many Christians proclaiming Mary to be the “Mother of 
God”, forever virgin, of Immaculate Conception who was 
assumed body and soul into heaven. But, all this has 
little or no basis in the scant information about Mary to 
be found in the synoptic Gospels. 

Mary – a symbol for today? 

For those of us who find much of Mariology difficult to 
accept, does Mary have a meaning for us to-day? In a 
meditation, the great Jewish scholar David Flusser, 
reflects upon Mary through the eyes of an orthodox Jew 
and sees her in the context of Jewish suffering. (Pelikan J, 
Flusser D, Lang J; Mary: Images of the Mother of Jesus in 

Jewish and Christian Perspective (2005) Fortress Press) She is 

a Jewish mother 
whose guiltless son 
dies a cruel and 
horrible death at the 
hands of the 
oppressive foreign 
regime. In her time, 
she was not alone – 
Jesus was not the only 
Jewish son crucified 
by the Romans – 
history testifies that 
there were thousands 
more. Flusser argues 
that the cross of Jesus 
belongs to both 
Christology and to 
Jewish martyrdom and this gives a new dimension to the 
sorrowful Mary who can be portrayed as not only a 
symbol for the Church but also the Jewish community 
into which she was born and lived her life. 

Flusser points out that, throughout history, hatred of the 
Jews has caused the suffering of the countless Jewish 
mothers who “lament their cruelly murdered children.” 
In the words of the prophet Jeremiah: “Rachel is 
weeping for her children; she refuses to be comforted 
for her children, because they are no more”. It is 
important however to recognize that there are other 
mothers who similarly lament their cruelly murdered 
children. The ongoing conflicts in the Middle East have 
resulted in the deaths of countless Moslem children for 
whom mothers mourn. For those mothers, Mary, known 
as “our lady” is held in high regard being the only 
woman directly named in the Qu’ran where, among 
other titles, she is called “a Chosen One”, “exalted above 
all women of the Worlds”. In Catholic Argentina, over 
the last thirty years, we have seen the expression on the 
faces of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo whose 
children “disappeared” while the country was under the 
military rule; bearing testimony to their suffering.  

Against this background, Mary, a Jewish mother, can be 
seen as being a poignant symbol of the suffering of all 
mothers for their dead children; suffering shared by the 
grieving mothers of all the Abrahamic religions and 
universally. But, can Mary also become a symbol of hope 
for the future? Perhaps so. In the words of David Flusser:  

“Through her suffering, human suffering is made holy. If 
this is the direction in which Mary is valued, then this 
feeling crosses all confessional boundaries. Then the 
remembrance of the pure mother of Jesus can at least in 
some way remove the defilement of modern humanity”.  

Let us pray that this can be so. 

Nigel Bastin is a retired legal 

academic and served as a 

churchwarden during  

a twelve year vacancy. 

Rafa Merelo Guervós  
www.flickr.com/photos/guervos/298367071 
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The Coming of the Christ 
A contemporary exploration of eschatology 

The subject of eschatology is not a simple one. Different 
views abound and it causes controversy and division.  

At the heart of the matter is how we regard and use 
scripture. In this I would draw a distinction between the 
‘literal’ and the ‘literary’ approaches. The first is 
prepared to take scripture in a more straightforward 
way, accepting the words as they are printed and 
believing that they are ‘The Word of God’. The second 
approach is one prepared to investigate the 
background and the context of any given book or 
passage. It recognises the nature of its literary form, 
that truth is mediated to us in a variety of ways, and 
bears in mind the culture which influenced the writer’s 
mind. We must also take into account the 
developments in other disciplines such as science, 
sociology, anthropology, history, which also shed light 
on our scriptures. 

Moreover, there is a need to be consistent in our 
approach. For instance, we readily accept that the 
Genesis stories of Creation are mythological in the 
positive sense of that word, i.e. as vehicles of important 
truth but not in a factual scientific sense. Eschatological 
passages must be treated similarly and we must seek for 
the truth within the myth of a Messiah descending from 
the heavens in spectacular fashion. Again I emphasise 
that I use the term positively. In ancient times myth was 
used as a vehicle for the understanding of the world and 
the cosmos as human beings wrestled to come to terms 
with the meaning of their existence. In our time the 
cultural milieu is more scientific and analytical. 

This brings us to the scientific view of the ‘end times’ for 
the human race. Latest calculations predict that the sun 
will grow so hot that life on earth will become 
impossible between 1.75 and 3.25 billion years from 
now. The planet Mars will then fall into the habitable 
zone of our solar system, so that the human race will 
need to establish a presence there. But this only delays 
the end for us as the sun will die by burning itself out in 
around 6 billion years by which time we humans will 
need to have found another habitable planet. The death 
of the sun and consequently of our solar system will 
then happen as a matter of course because that is the 
way the universe has been created. 

Whether the end will come before then as a result of a 
cataclysmic divine intervention is up to anyone to 
believe, but it is highly unlikely. God does not have such 
a history of intervention. God neither causes nor 
prevents earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanic eruptions and 
other phenomena. These are not deliberately inflicted 
upon the world as some kind of judgement but happen 
as a result of geological factors. The end will come as a 
result of the natural order of things at quite some time 
 in the future, fortunately for us. 
 

 

So we are led to consider the origins of the notion of the 
coming of a Messiah, the roots of which are in the Old 
Testament. Because of the tough times God’s people 
experienced as the underdog of the Middle East a 
conviction grew among them that one day God would 
step in and award them their ‘rightful’ place of 
supremacy among the nations. The agent of such a 
glorious and triumphant assertion of divine intervention 
would be a Messianic figure of towering and irresistible 
strength. Apocalyptic passages such as those in Daniel 7-
12 speak of a Day of the Lord when the judgement of 
the nations will occur, although Amos warns that such 
judgement will begin with Israel. The presiding judge on 
behalf of God will be the ‘Son of Man’, a figure 
possessed of dazzling and terrifying glory. 

It was natural that as the early Church had its roots in 
Judaism it would continue to believe that there would 
be a consummation of history in this way. Such 
Messianic expectations were attached to Jesus Christ 
whose imminent return was expected. The fact that, at 
times, Rome and its Caesars did not give the Church an 
easy ride encouraged such an apocalyptic faith. 

However, in what I believe to be the more authentic 
gospel passages, Jesus eschews such notions of power 
and grandeur, principally in the Temptations (Matt.4.1-
11; Lk.4.1-13). He is also said to refuse those who would 
take him and make him king (Jn.6.15), and to resist 
recruiting legions of angels to save him from the cross 
(Matt.26.51-53). Also, Peter is told that swords are just 
not on. Displays of power and triumphalism are not the 
way of Jesus. Indeed, the passage of scripture which 
seemed to mean much to the early Church was Isaiah 
53, a far from triumphal description of the role of the 
Messiah as an inglorious suffering servant.  

Furthermore, I believe that we may regard passages 
such as the Little Apocalypse (Mk.13) as not part of the 
original teaching of Jesus, but evidence of an early 

Cristo Redentor, Christ the Redeemer statue in Rio De Janeiro, Brazil  
https://www.goodfreephotos.com 



11 

Church still influenced by Judaism. They have nothing in 
common with the parables of the Kingdom which 
concentrate on societal transformation rather than any 
end of the world scenario. 

Paul likewise retained strains of the apocalyptic, initially 
believing in an imminent return of a triumphant Christ to 
exercise a punitive kind of judgement. He later revised 
his views on such a coming, postponing it to an 
indeterminate date in the future.  

So where does this lead us as we search for a realistic 
theology of eschatology today? We may allow the 
original meaning of the mythology to be influenced by 
our present knowledge of the cosmos to believe in a 
living Christ (God) who comes to us at every moment in 
time until whatever end occurs. His coming is to be 
discovered, not in some spectacular and cataclysmic 
event at an unknown future date, but in the here and 
now, as God’s people, together with those who are for 
us and not against us, realise the Kingdom on earth as it 
is in heaven - a kingdom of justice, freedom and peace 
based on the two great commandments of love. 

This is not the last word on eschatology! I am sure that 
other elements will need exploration, however, 
hopefully, this contribution will be found to be helpful. 

UN-BELIEVING 
Aled Jones Williams 

 

Placing two words 
alongside 
each other 
-  as if from new 
-  as though for the first time 
‘love’ and ‘god’, 
say 
 

as if 
they’d never met 
before 
 

letting the meaning of 
the one 
enlighten the darkness 
of the other 
 

the heat of each old familiar 
to melt the other 
into meaning, 
 

to let them both 
loose 
to stroll along 
the old familiar paths 
of the imagination 
hand in hand 
passed the weeds 
of our uncertainties 
and the ceaseless echoing 
from the rocks that 
‘This is impossible.’ 
Passed the bickering 
between ‘question’ and ‘answer’ 
‘answer’ and ‘question’. 
 

Losing themselves 
in the journey. 
 

Letting themselves go 
to try, perhaps, 
to converse 
me and you and the cosmos 
in a strange syntax. 
 

To mouth mar 
-vels 
grammatically incorrect 
to explain, 
 

Gethin Abraham-Williams    
 

Translation of a Welsh poem by Aled Jones Williams, 
which he approves of, trying to keep as close to his 
spacing and punctuation as possible, including breaking 
up 'mar-vels' and ending with a comma. 

Richard Firth is an active retired 

Methodist Minister in Tynemouth, 

who believes that theology is an 

ongoing adventure.  

Gender Inclusive Language  
and Worship 

Language about or addressed to God should be 
derived from human experience, not just from men’s 
experience, argues Prof. Adrian Thatcher, a trustee of 
Modern Church, in this new 36-page Forewords 
booklet. He advocates the use of language which does 
not privilege men over women, in Christian theology, 
hymnody, liturgy and prayer. 

Gender-inclusive language recognizes that God is 
beyond the distinctions of sex - it differs from ‘gender-
neutral’ language which avoids the use of personal 
pronouns such as 'he' and 'him', or 'she' and 'her'. It is 
personal language drawn from the whole range of 
human experience, including and especially women.  

He examines why gender-inclusive language is a 
problem for churches, and provides practical 
suggestions and discussion questions to enable church 
groups to engage meaningfully with the issues and 
explore how to be more intentional in creating a more 
inclusive worship experience for all Christians. 

A free PDF version is available to download:  

http://modernchurch.org.uk/downloads/finish/14-
forewords/815-gender-inclusive-language-and-worship 

Poem 

http://modernchurch.org.uk/downloads/finish/14-forewords/815-gender-inclusive-language-and-worship
http://modernchurch.org.uk/downloads/finish/14-forewords/815-gender-inclusive-language-and-worship
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Poems 
God’s Paradoxical World 

We are told that God’s ways are not our ways 

but that we are made in the image of God.  

Surely then, we should try to discern God’s ways,  

to follow them – in God’s world 

which is also our world.  
 

Our ways of government  

often involve  

compulsion, 

violence, 

injustice, 

oppression. 
 

God’s ways seem to involve  

justice,  

love in action, 

humility,  

but how can we, mere humans, 

make any difference? 
 

Jesus taught that love is like yeast. 

Insignificant amounts  

moistened and warmed 

gradually transform the whole, 

little by little, 

an ongoing process. 
 

We have the Spirit’s water of life, 

the warmth of the light of Jesus, 

enabling us, as the yeast, 

gradually to make a difference, 

taking time, 

never succumbing to despondency. 
 

God’s time is not our time either.  

We must not be impatient, 

but play our part, 

mostly unobserved, 

except by God, 

the master baker 

who depends on us 

for the infinitesimal part of the Kingdom 

entrusted to each one.  

Ros Murphy  

God of Mystery 
Elusive, disconcerting Jesus, 

ever surprising us with unforeseen attributes, 

never wholly grasped or confined 

in our churches, our dogma, our bureaucracy. 
 

Set us free to escape with you to the margins, 

to let go of safe familiarity, 

to watch for the unexpected on the edges, 

that we may embrace new images, 

new perspectives, new people. 
 

Help us to recognise that  

although we now see through a glass only darkly, 

our image of you can be clarified, deepened,  

enriched in startling freshness 

if we dare to answer your call ‘Follow me’, 

wherever it takes us. 

Ros Murphy  

Fear or Awe? 
Indescribable God, 

within our scriptures, our prayers, our hymns 

you are pictured as a God to be feared in terror  

as we are faced with your holiness 

in contrast to our inadequacy, if not wickedness. 
 

Help us to understand 

that vital difference between fear 

and the awesomeness  

which stops us in our tracks 

but inspires us to revere and worship you, 

which helps us to experience 

your all-encompassing love for us, 

leading us towards the wholeness 

we see expressed in Jesus. 

Emmanuel. God with us.  

Ros Murphy  

Serenity Prayer 
Source of Good; 

grant me the serenity to accept 

that I cannot change other people, 

the courage to change myself. 

And the wisdom to appreciate differences 

Richard Holdsworth 
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Good Day 
Our Good is born in purity 

As we awaken, each short day 
 

This Good survives through struggles,  
Tackles fears 
Faces tests 

Within the loud affray 
 

The Good that always bounds along  
In joy on gratitude 

Throughout an optimistic Way. 
 

But sometimes 
Suddenly 

Good is needlessly condemned; 
Crucified by harmful thoughts 
And in invasive words we say 

 

Then 
Despite our best intentions, 

Good must suffer, die; 
To be entombed at deepest gloom 

 

But the stone of stubborn scepticism can be rolled away 
By kinder thoughts, 

Gentler moods 
In openness with tolerance, 

To resurrect 
Our Good in this short day 

Richard Holdsworth 

Greetings for Peace 
(Responsive reading) 

Spirit of mercy  
Be my guide  
 Shalom 
 

Source of good 
Become my hope 
 Salaam 
 

May how I treat others 
Manifest love 
 Namaste 
 

That I might know myself 
In truth    
 Hola 
 

With generosity  
My judge   
 Bonjour 
 

In grateful silent attitude 
 Peace before me 
 Peace behind me 
 Peace within me  
 Peace, surround me  
 

 Amen 
Richard Holdsworth 

Another Disciple 
Among the day's daily news 
I heard that you were dead 

and was sad. 
Who now will incise morality 

with meaning, 
school my faith 

and cure the ache 
for understanding? 

 

ln lakeside talk 
your summer voice - 

piloting the absolute - 
woke a radiance 
I had put away: 

beauty in a silent 
and mercurial motion. 

 

Now accomplice 
of truth, you are ashes, 

uncut by days 
and the truce of love. 
But my cross-grained 
doubt wonders why 

your absence 
speaks to me. 

 

(After Callimachus) 
Derek Webster 

 

My Brain Hurts 

It is so much easier to go with the flow, 
stick with what we are expected to believe, 
are told to believe, even forced to believe, 

rather than to question, seek, research, think. 
 

Why should what we are expected to believe be logical? 
Why should what we are expected to believe make sense? 
Surely it is easier to sing those rousing, senseless, songs 

to churn out those standardised liturgical words 
and not think about what they mean 

or whether they are meaningful. 
 

For to challenge the doctrines of orthodox religion 
exposes a pit, a maze of unknown complexity, 

a quagmire of preconception and bias 
defended by self-interested agenda 

and intellectual pride. 
 

I can not challenge this monster. 
I am no academic giant, theologian. 

I have no position to adopt, support, grow. 
I don't need to face this Goliath with my sling. 

I have no armour behind which to hide 
and the ideas make my brain ache. 

 

Yet can I ignore reality? 
Can I now honestly 

just run away 
and hide? 

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

We continue to meet on the first 
Tuesday of the month, normally at 
St Michael’s Church Room, Park 
Road, Abingdon, OX14 1DU. As well 
as dipping into Tony Windross’ ‘A 
Thoughtful Guide to Faith’, we 
recently enjoyed a discussion about 
non-religious funerals initiated by 
Jeremy Caddy, a celebrant from the 
Institute of Civil Funerals. In June we 
held our annual bring and share 
lunch at St Ethelwold’s House 
Spiritual Centre in Abingdon. Prior to 
the meal a member introduced us to 
the likely practices of early Christian 
groups meeting for clandestine 
meals and subversive worship. The 
Dinner Church Movement is 
exploring what form such practices 
might take today, see: 
www.facebook.com/Dinner.Church/. 
In July we looked at Paul Tillich’s 
sermon on sin and grace, ‘You are 
Accepted’, and in August we 
discussed the Pope’s encyclical, 
‘Laudato Si’, urging all to consider 
what kind of world we want to leave 
to those who come after us. All in all 
it has been a stimulating and varied 
set of discussions! 
Our coming meetings will be at 
7.30pm on 6th Sept, 4th Oct in St 
Michael’s Church Room and on 1st 
November at St Peter’s Church 
Room, Drayton. We return to St 
Michael’s Church Room on 6th Dec. 

Our thinking is continuing to be 
challenged this year by Richard 
Holloway’s book “Doubts and 
Loves”. What he has tried to do in 
the book “is to reclaim three 
revolutionary elements from what is 
left of the spirit of Jesus – i.e. to 
uncover the challenge of Jesus to 
 human systems that are allowed 

to harden into tyrannous absolutes; 
to point to the angry pity of Jesus 
and the endless challenge of social 
hope; to look at forgiveness – the 
most distinctive of Jesus’ teachings”.  
He says “the issue is….can we 
discover new ways of using the 
Christian tradition that will deepen 
our humanity, our care for the earth 
and for one another.”  
Our meetings are on the second 
Wednesdays of each month at 
1.30pm until approximately 3pm. 
They are held at 1462 Junction Road 
West, Lostock, Bolton, BL6 4EG. 

We’ve moved! As reported 
previously we have had difficulty 
finding a suitable venue to meet, but 
currently we are successfully 
meeting at The Craft Beer Co, Upper 
North Street in Brighton, where we 
are given an upper room(!) We 
discuss a wide variety of topics over 
a meal and a drink. 
Recent themes, led by invited 
speakers, have been “Really? How 
do we know what is real?” and an 
examination of “The paradox of 
forgiveness”. Our next meeting is in 
September, date and topic to be 
confirmed as soon as possible. 
Numbers are usually around a dozen 
– there’s always room for more. 

We continue to meet on the 1st and 
3rd Tuesdays of the month at 
7.30pm in Pontprennau community 
church. Numbers vary from 4 to 16, 
averaging 8-12. Our meetings are 
varied, sometimes with local or 
visiting speakers, watching a DVD or 
having an "open meeting" which 
usually means an interesting 
discussion  on a wide range of 
topics. We're looking forward to 
hosting Brian McLaren on 10th Oct 
at City URC, and also have some 
interesting talks planned for next 
term. Keep an eye on the  website 
for details or email to go on the list.  

The monthly meeting of the 
Cornflakes Theology Group has 
come to an end. We have realised 
that the time has come to move on. 
We have undertaken to focus our 
energies on developments of 
Progressive Christianity within our 
separate churches and will remain 
affiliated, meeting up on occasion to 
share ideas and experiences. 
My particular project at All Saints' 
Church, Kilham (my parish church) 
will take the form of a Wednesday 
lunchtime meditation. Each session 
will include a short talk, some music 
and some periods of silence. At the 
end of each session members will be 
invited to share in a cup of tea or 
coffee and enjoy their lunchbox. 
Material for the talks will be taken 
from podcasts of programmes like 
'Thought for the day' or from Wild 
Goose Publications like 'He Was In 
The World' by John Bell and material 
from the Taizé community. 
We hope that the Progressive 
Christian message will reach a wider 
community through our endeavours. 
Our 'Mission Statement' is taken 
from Acts 2:42 'They met constantly 
to hear the Apostles teach, and to 
share the common life, to break 
bread, and to pray.' 

The planning group met through the 
summer to implement many of the 
suggestions made by members at 
the June brain-storming meeting. As 
a result, Jim Mein will introduce the 
new session in September with a 
post-Brexit-inspired topic 'Church 
and Politics - is hope sustainable?' 
Michael Paterson will return as our 
speaker in October, on the theme of 
'Life-support in the wilderness,' 
which is an increasingly important 
matter for both those on the 
margins of the church, as well as 
those who now consider themselves 
to be 'church alumni.' 

News from local groups 

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

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

Brighton                  Sue Harrington  
07943 401608   sue.harrington@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Cardiff, Pontprennau     Jane Hexter  
02920 758430         jane.hexter@pcnbritain.org.uk  

Driffield                Raymond Eveleigh 

01262 420062 raymond.eveleigh@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Edinburgh         Mary McMahon  
0131 4413337  mary.mcmahon@pcnbritain.org.uk 

http://www.facebook.com/Dinner.Church/
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In November, John Wilmett and 
John Stevenson will guide our 
thinking about 'The purpose of the 
Christian life - what is the meaning 
of salvation?’ 
The December gathering will again 
be led by  another member, John 
Miller, on the topic 'Is God a myth?', 
after which we hope to enjoy the 
usual glass of wine/juice and a 
mince pie! It seems a long way 
ahead, as the summer sun warms 
Edinburgh, but it will no doubt be 
upon us ere long! 
We welcome all to our PCN group.  
Everyone has something only they 
can bring.  We know ourselves to be 
enriched by our diversity.  

Our experience at May’s Devon 
County Show was a learning curve! 
We attracted very few visitors to our 
stall, though valuable conversations 
with (mostly) other Christians were 
had, and the venue in the Churches' 
tent provided a good position with 
friendly neighbours and shelter from 
atrocious weather. We have made 
suggestions to the PCN trustees for 
more outward looking posters and 
leaflets to use at similar venues. Or 
should we be targeting those 
outside of the Church? 
We will be taking part in the Brian 
McLaren tour at Mint Methodist 
Church in Exeter on Sun 9th Oct, or 
supporting the Cathedral Holy 
Ground event that evening at 7pm, 
when Brian will speak (more briefly). 
Tickets for the afternoon are 
available on the website and you are 
advised to book soon as the venue is 
not very large. We are grateful to 
Richard Gray, Truro group, for 
organising the tour and including us. 
Next year we have two excellent 
speakers: first on Sun 21st May, 
Anna Norman-Walker, Canon 
Chancellor of Exeter Cathedral, on 
‘Evangelical Evolution or 
Revolution?’  2.30-4.30pm at the 
Southernhay URC hall Exeter, with 
discussion. Anna is responsible for 
monthly Holy Ground services with 
debate at Exeter Cathedral including 
recently, Dave Tomlinson, and is 
very interested in PCN. 

Then on Oct 15th 2017, same time, 
same place: Rev Professor Adrian 
Thatcher, Honorary Professor in the 
department of theology and religion 
at Exeter University, will speak on 
his new book: Redeeming Gender.  
He writes: 'I noticed you are looking 
for a spring speaker. While I don’t 
want to claim ‘a fairly high profile’, 
my new book Redeeming Gender is 
attracting some attention, and I 
would be pleased to talk about it at 
any PCN meeting. The OUP blog 
http://blog.oup.com/2016/07/
equality-gender-theology/describes 
it. I think it is a genuinely new and 
progressive contribution to the 
churches’ understanding of gender 
as well as a critique of several 
secular assumptions.'  
Anna and Adrian are both well 
known to us in Devon as very 
good speakers and we hope 
members and friends will put these 
meetings in their 2017 diaries. 

Chapel Allerton Methodist (Church) 
Centre, Town Street, Leeds LS7 4NB  
Monthly on a Sat, 10.30 till 12, with 
coffee/tea/mini-library from 10.00.    
We have had two sessions on 
‘Theological/religious doubt – is it a 
strength or  a weakness?’ based on 
Val Webb’s ‘In Defence of Doubt’ - 
so great was the interest in the topic 
after the first one. 
On Sat 10 Sept we will have had a 
‘Christianity Question Time’ during 
which we will discuss questions 
individuals may have but perhaps 
have never had the opportunity or 
the courage to ask.  
Future meetings in 2016 - on 8 Oct, 
12 Nov, and 10 Dec - are currently 
awaiting suggestions for topics and 
offers to lead them.   
Looking further ahead, the Leeds 
and Harrogate groups are hosting a 
day conference in Leeds on Saturday 
9 Sept 2017 at which John Churcher 
will be speaking on "From There to 
Where?: The Evolution of God". 
From 6-8 October 2017 at Mill Hill 
Chapel, Leeds - almost adjacent to 
the main railway station - Gretta 
Vosper will be our speaker. She will 
also lead the Sunday morning 

service at Mill Hill, probably assisted 
by husband Scott Kearns. 

The group has met monthly during 
the first part of this year, and most 
of the evenings have been based 
around our chosen theme of  
“Exploring what I believe”. Several 
members of the group have 
contributed by sharing their own 
personal perspective on faith and 
these contributions have proved to 
be helpful to those present. As we 
break for the summer during July 
and August, the meeting in June was 
the final one of this session, and we 
looked to plan ahead for future 
months. Unfortunately there is a bit 
of an issue with attendance 
numbers as we have lost some 
people due to them moving out of 
the area, or through ill health. Many 
also have other commitments. All of 
which means that it is difficult to 
arrange a programme. However, we 
will continue to meet and would 
clearly welcome any new members 
who would like to come along. 
For the autumn, the plans are for 
Sept to show a DVD “Beyond 
Forgiving”. This will be at Heaton 
Moor. In Oct we are involved with 
the Brian McLaren event on 
Thursday 13th at Manchester 
Cathedral, and the Nov evening is to 
be a joint venture with Grove Lane 
Baptists when Adrian Alker will talk 
about his book “Is a Radical Church 
Possible?” at Cheadle Hulme. 
We meet generally on the 4th 
Wednesday of the month at Heaton 
Moor United Church in Stockport.  

We meet monthly, but we are aware 
that our knowledge of each other is 
often quite superficial. So, for one 
meeting, we asked two of our 
members to tell us of their life 
journey, particularly related to faith.  
David and Frances Hawkey met at 
university in the 1960s. After getting 
married they spent ten years in 
Bombay, India where David was the 
head of a school. On returning to 
the UK his teaching continued for  

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

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

Manchester   John Ramsbottom 

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

Newbury                    Maria Grace 
01635 47196           maria.grace@pcnbritain.org.uk  

http://blog.oup.com/2016/07/equality-gender-theology/
http://blog.oup.com/2016/07/equality-gender-theology/
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16 years at a comprehensive school 
near Newbury.  
After the Broadwater Farm riots and 
the killing of PC Blakelock in 1985, 
something stirred in their hearts and 
they upped sticks and moved to live 
on Broadwater Farm for ten years, 
being an integral part of the 
community and building friendships. 
Following this was one year as part 
of the staff on Iona, before moving 
to Coventry where they spent 
fourteen years largely associated 
with the International Centre for 
Reconciliation and other peace 
initiatives, in a hosting role. 
They have four daughters, and 
returned to Newbury two years ago 
to be near family. All these moves 
were put in the context of their 
inner search for God’s leading. One 
profound story focussed on living 
alongside their six-year-old 
grandson as he was dying with a 
brain tumour. The reality of an 
experience like this gives another 
perspective to our doctrinal beliefs.  
Throughout their journey, they were 
prompted and also challenged in 
their faith journey by living 
alongside many people of different 
cultures, faiths and social 
backgrounds - and growing teenage 
daughters and their friends. 
Following what they shared they 
asked several questions which 
provoked searching discussion. 
Questions like: “How do we deal 
with our children's rejection and/or 
indifference to our own deeply held 
beliefs? directly with them? within 
ourselves?” and “How do we hold a 
balance between, and respect for, 
beliefs we disagree with (maybe 
very strongly) while holding onto 
our own beliefs firmly, but with the 
possibility also of change?”  
Story sharing is a really worthwhile 
format which we would recommend 
to other groups.  

We held a lovely meeting in July at a 
member’s home, sharing poems and 
readings which each of us brought. 
We sat in the garden round a fire in 
the cool of the evening and read our 
 contributions. The titles of what 

we shared are on our Bulletin. 
We are now looking forward to 
Brian McLaren’s visit on 14th Oct 
and we are planning to host Robin 
Meyers next May.  
Those of the group who wanted to, 
met to prepare some of our future 
programme. We meet on the 2nd 
Tuesday in the month. More details 
on the website. In Sept the 
discussion will be based on the title, 
‘How did I end up here?’ It will be a 
chance to share our own journeys 
with each other and to get to know 
each other better. In Oct we are 
being asked to bring our favourite 
parables and to share them. We will 
also be preparing for the Brian 
McLaren visit on Friday Oct 14th in 
Newcastle. At least 60 people have 
booked to date and we are hoping 
to reach 100. In Nov there will be a 
follow up session on what Brian 
McLaren spoke about, and what 
difference it makes to Progressive 
Christianity. Several members are 
going to hear Jack Spong speak in 
Birmingham and they will share 
their thoughts on this. 
We have a rich programme with 
further ideas for the rest of 2016-17. 

Our group has continued to grow in 
number and enthusiasm; we now 
have 17 regular attenders and a few 
others who come when they can. 
Recently we've found that Tuesday, 
Wednesday or Thursday afternoons 
suit most members best but (in true 
PCN style!) we are open to 
suggestions from any who would 
like a wider choice of day and time. 
At our July meeting we focussed on 
the topic of Worship, using Jan 
Berry's booklet "Re-thinking 
Worship?" as a starter. We 
concluded that the booklet's focus 
was really on corporate worship. We 
may have a future discussion on 
what worship might mean, and be, 
to the individual. We thanked Tessa 
Carrick for all her hard work and 
care for the group over the last 15 
years of her convening role. 
Forthcoming meetings will be on 
27th Sept in Bromsgrove, 24th Nov 
in Hagley and 24th Jan also in 

Bromsgrove.  At our Sept meeting 
we plan a bring & share lunch 
followed by a brainstorming-type 
attempt to plan topics for the next 
few meetings.  

 The group have been holding a 
series of meetings based on Dave 
Tomlinson’s “Re-enchanting 
Christianity” and found the book 
both refreshing and challenging. The 
final session is on Sat 8th October.  
The dates and topics of further 
meetings have yet to be decided, 
but will be posted on the website. 

In May we shared thoughts about 
our understanding of the message of 
Paul and how this might have 
changed and been influenced. 
Scholarship suggesting what Paul 
actually wrote was mentioned, 
including the work of John Dominic 
Crossan. One participant found a 
detailed course on Romans run at 
the Woodbrooke Quaker centre had 
given a fresh perspective, especially 
hearing the whole letter read aloud.  
In July we began to look at religious 
education whether at school, home 
or church or other faith based 
centres. The best approach was felt 
to be facilitating open exploration 
and the power of story. Good 
examples exist, but some of us had 
found some school teachers fearful 
to ‘teach’ about Christianity. This 
raised more questions but lack of 
time prevented fuller discussion. 
Participants didn’t necessarily recall 
details of their own lessons but 
several said when it came to church 
it was the essence of the faith they 
caught, because of the care and 
positive influence of people in these 
institutions. Next meeting - Sept to 
look at ‘Jung and our shadow side’. 

We are a core group of seven people 
meeting every Thursday at 2.00pm 
in a member’s house. We attend 
various churches and none. 
We are currently using the Bart 

Newcastle                              Pat Fuller  
01670 519800             pat.fuller@pcnbritain.org.uk  

N Worcester   Mary Kenchington 
07804 015576                         mlimpetk@gmail.com 

Richmond                  Alan Powell 
0208 878 7355      alanepowell@blueyonder.co.uk 

Rugby                    Nicola Phelan 
01788 562562      nicola.phelan@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Shoreline (Norfolk Broads)  Julia Morris  
01692 598538           julia.morris2@btinternet.com  
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Ehrmann set of DVD’s entitled “How 
Jesus became God” – from the PCN 
Britain Library. This is a four disc set 
so is a considerable time 
commitment. Each session is quite 
long at 30 minutes but the subject is 
very well researched and explained, 
and it is useful as a very 
comprehensive summary of much 
that we know, with the odd nugget 
to savour. Our discussions are also 
provoked and inspired by local and 
national events and the Church 
press. 
Since we believe we must take 
action on peace and justice issues, 
as well as talk about them, we 
collect for Wateraid, support a local 
homeless charity at Christmas and 
organise, all through the year, the 
collection and delivery of goods, 
from four villages, for the Norwich 
Foodbank – where the need 
continues to grow. 
We join in with Fishpond Meetings 
in Norwich on the last Friday of the 
month when we can. 
We take time to share and support 
one another through life’s joys and 
challenges. We relish the freedom 
to share, question, disagree, learn 
and laugh together. 

The highlight of our meetings so far 
this year was the showing of the 
short film 'Beyond Forgiving'. Our 
visiting speaker was the executive 
producer, Howard Grace, who led 
us in an excellent discussion. The 
film explores the relationship 
between a Christian and an Atheist 
in South Africa, who met as a result 
of tragedy and who now work 
together.  
In our following monthly meetings, 
we showed film of two recent 
interviews with Richard Dawkins, 
which were excellently presented 
by John Russell one of our local 
members. Throughout Dawkins kept 
repeating his view that the only 
matter of importance was scientific 
evidence, and it provoked a very 
good discussion.  
Earlier in the year we had a meeting 
about Jonathan Sacks’ latest book 

'Not in God's Name' and a meeting 
which unexpectedly focussed on the 
mental and spiritual needs of young 
people. The latter was started by 
news about a Cambridge college 
which has established a team, 
including a chaplain, in response to 
their increasing awareness of 
mental health problems among the 
students. 
David Simcock, one of our 
members, led us in an interesting 
examination of the relationship 
between Paul and Jesus, and we 
came away with a clearer 
understanding of where they agree 
as well as where we might reject 
some of Paul's teaching.  
You can see summaries of our 
meetings in the bulletins section of 
the website as well as information 
about our next 
meetings.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

We meet on the 1st Thursday of 
each month at 7.15pm.  
This year we have watched 
the DVD series ‘Painting the 
Stars’ which was packed full 
of wonder and beauty. We 
could use it again with no 
danger of being bored, 
and would probably 
adopt a different 
approach. The leader of 
the most successful session - 
the final one, as it 
happened – did not 
encourage discussion 

or analysis of the ideas involved, but 
asked for a feeling response. 
Inevitably this was much more 
personal and touched us at the 
point where things are real to us. 
Being able to articulate such reality 
ourselves, and hearing others speak 
similarly, gave us a profoundly 
different and valuable evening. 
As a great contrast we are now 
reading Adrian B. Smith’s book 
‘Tomorrow’s Faith’. Its thirty short 
chapters provide a contemporary 
alternative to traditional 
expressions of belief, so we find we 
have as a group already explored 
some of the ideas. To balance the 
intellectual aspect of the content, 
we are trying to find opportunities 
in the text to make connections 
with our own experience and faith 

journey.  
Our last meeting was entirely 

social. The hope was to sit 
outside on a warm 

summer evening, 
sharing a wonderful 
variety of food. We 

humans did our part 
and brought delicious 

things, but Devizes is a 
surprisingly windy place, 

and even hardy souls 
soon came indoors. 

Our next meetings 
are on Sept 1st, 
then Oct 6th. 

Stoke On Trent       Nigel Jones 

01782 632895          nigel.jones@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Mid-Wilts              Janet Tanner   
01380 738155        janet.tanner@pcnbritain.org.uk 
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 Edinburgh Celebrates! 
It was the title of a conference advertised in the Retreat 
Association magazine that first drew me towards PCN. In 
2005 Hilary Wakeman was invited to Kendal to speak 
about her book ‘Saving Christianity’. I went south and 
was encouraged, not only by her view that we needed to 
reclaim the right-brain element of Christianity - 
connectedness, imagination, emotion - but also by the 
people I met there. Among them was a man who heard 
me wonder aloud: 'Why is there not something like this 
in Scotland?', to which he replied 'You could do 
something about that.' (The man - though I didn't know 
it at the time - was John Hetherington, a member of the 
PCN Management Committee). The rest is history! 

Being a paid-up member of the 'Here am I, send 
somebody else' brigade, I waited till a nudge became a 
shove. Some months later, having contacted Jill 
Sandham in London who provided e-mails of members 
north of the border, a small group of us began to 
prepare to launch in Edinburgh in May 2006. Soon after 
that what had begun as PCN Scotland became PCN 
Edinburgh, as we welcomed new groups starting in 
Dundee, then Aberdeen, Glasgow and Berwick. 

The enthusiasm and goodwill of that initial gathering of 
fifty-one attendees has evolved into an on-going 
monthly meeting. We have talks, in-house discussions, 
one-off events such as 'a meal with Jesus'- where we 
assumed first-century personas - favourite readings etc. 
Subjects are suggested each June at the now traditional 
'looking back and looking forward' evening at close-of-
session, and these form the new session's programme. 
We all share responsibility for the group, and even when 
we may disagree about something we are held together 
by an over-riding sense of mutual respect. We know that 
we learn from one another. 

Last May, ten years on, saw us head for a lovely hotel 
overlooking the Pentlands for our 10th anniversary 
dinner, which was an extremely happy occasion. It was a 
sunny late Spring evening, though sadly we also said a 
partial farewell to two faithful and hard-working 
members of the planning group, Jim and Betty Moffat, 
who are standing down on health grounds, though both 
remain valued members of the group. (Our photo shows 
John McKechnie from Linlithgow, on our last meeting of 
the session, cutting the cake he had made specially for 
the occasion.) 

I don't think we can underestimate the value of groups 
such as PCN and the like. Many often feel they are on 
the margin of the institutional Church, and perhaps 
that's the reality. While parts of the latter can 
sometimes seem to be driving forward with their gaze 
fixed on the rear-view mirror, increasingly I am 
convinced that groups such as PCN may be pointing to 
its future direction. An attempt to retain a focus on what 
 Brueggemann has called 'unmanaged newness', 

coupled with a growing awareness of the suction effect 
of the dominant culture. We are touched - and 
challenged - by comments such as 'thank goodness for a 
place where I can be honest', 'I wish all of church could 
be like this;' and 'PCN helps me to survive.' As we walk 
into a mystery beyond definition, we value the 
opportunity to explore together that which is at the 
heart of being human. Like Auden's three wise men, 
that's surely why ‘we follow the star’. 

Mary McMahon, convenor of the Edinburgh PCN group 

A letter from the office 
Dear PCN members, 

Since taking over as Administrator from Andy earlier this 
year I have had confirmed for me two main things: firstly, 
that Andy did a lot more than I had appreciated, and 
secondly, that PCN members are a lovely group of people. 

The messages I receive from the membership are gracious, 
good natured and frequently humorous. It makes my day 
go faster when my correspondence isn’t composed entirely 
of invoices to be paid or paperwork to be organised. 
Working for people who are so generous is an easy thing to 
do and I want to say thank you for making my job far more 
pleasant.  

The role of administrator is broadly threefold: to carry out 
administrative tasks, to support the Trustees in the running 
of the charity, and to work with the members. PCN Britain 
is not just a charity, it is also a membership organisation 
and so it runs for your benefit. If there are things that we 
are not doing that you think we should, things that we are 
doing that you think we shouldn’t, or simply if you can see 
a better way for us to do what we do then please get in 
touch with me at the office. I can’t promise that all of your 
ideas will be adopted but we are interested in hearing your 
ideas about how you want your charity to run. 

I look forward to hearing your thoughts. 

With all good wishes, Sarah Guilfoyle  
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Where or what is God? 
What few words would you put in the sentence 
beginning 'God is…?' How about 'God is Silence?' 

The Welsh vicar and poet R.S. Thomas wrote of being 
"within listening distance of the silence we call God", 
implying both that God is best discerned when we are 
silent and that God is not nothing.  

Likewise, Hindus 3000 years ago believed God is sensed 
when reasoned argument is driven to silence. A 
medieval Christian wrote a book about God as "the 
cloud of unknowing" and when Moses asked for God's 
name, he simply received the answer "I AM".  

One of the generally accepted characteristics of God is 
ubiquity, the ability to be everywhere at once. Thus 
Psalm 139 "Where can I flee from your spirit, if I climb 
up to heaven you are there, if I make my bed in hell you 
are there.....". George Herbert wrote in 1633 the hymn 
which begins "Teach me my God and King in all things 
thee to see".  

How therefore can God be thought of as a being?  
Thomas Aquinas in the 13th century said that God 
cannot be thought of as a kind of species; God is not and 
cannot be, "a sort of thing". Karen Armstrong in her 
book 'The Case for God', contrasts this with modern 
thinking, identified by Descartes, the 17th century 
philosopher who clearly said God is a being. She makes it 
clear this kind of thinking is a mistake. Paul Tillich, 
writing in the 20th century, said that once you describe 
God as an object, even a personal one, you have created 
an idol.   

So it would surely be better to say God is being, as 
opposed to saying God is A Being. Maybe, in order to 
make it clear that God is not equal to creation 
(pantheism), we should use the phrase suggested by 
Tillich, that God is the ground of being. 

In 2013, Andrew Marr said on Radio 4 that while surveys 
showed less people believing in God, large numbers said 
they believed in a spiritual force. We then need to ask 
about the nature of this spiritual force.  

Many would say that a good starting point is to talk of 
God within; among these is R.S. Thomas, Jonathan Sacks 
and Solzhenitsyn. It also ties in with the Christian 
message of Incarnation, though this is not always 
interpreted as broadly as it should.  In 2001, Bishop 
Christopher of Stafford wrote a Christmas message in 
the Sentinel newspaper saying: 

"The church still has a long way to go in really 
understanding the message of Jesus, the message of 
Christmas, which is God's love and life in humanity… God 
in every child, God in every victim, God in us."  

This brings the conversation from the realms of theory 
and philosophy to the practice of living. God is 
experienced, rather than merely thought or described, 

maybe experienced unconsciously more often than is 
assumed. 

The Bible is concerned primarily about people's attitude 
and behaviour. Passages (such as Psalm 14) that 
mention those who do not believe in God are concerned 
not about statements, but about people behaving in an 
evil way, as if God does not exist. In Mark 3 and in 
Matthew 7, Jesus emphasises that what matters is 
whether people do the will of God. 

There remain two related questions: What is God's will?  
What is the nature of this spirit we call God or Ground of 
Being?  

Jesus and the prophets make it clear the answer is not 
primarily in rules and regulations or religion. Rather it is 
about Love. Christ's teaching is clearly summed up in 
love for God and love for neighbour. I suggest that the 
usual way of putting God first and then because of that, 
your neighbour, is inadequate. It is in loving your 
neighbour as yourself, that you encounter, and become 
in tune with, God. Mother Theresa of Calcutta firmly said 
that it was in helping the desperately poor and the dying 
that she met Christ (as well as in prayerful worship), and 
therefore by implication met God.  

Thus in the first letter of John, chapter 4, we read 
"Everyone who loves is a child of God and knows God, 
but the unloving know nothing of God, for God is Love." 

Paul Tillich in a short sermon (in a book called 'Shaking 
the Foundations') describes different kinds or levels of 
knowledge, implying that knowledge through Science, 
for example, is partial. When talking of knowing God, we 
are talking of knowledge through love.  

"It is a presence then whose margins are our margins" 
from R.S. Thomas' poem 'But the silence in the mind'. 

"Can I recognise God's image in someone who is not in 
my image, whose language, faith and ideals are different 
from mine? If I cannot, then I have made God in my 
image instead of allowing God to remake me in his 
image."  Jonathan Sacks, 'The Dignity of Difference'  

"I am deeply convinced that God is present both in the 
lives of every person and also in the lives of entire 
nations", said Solzhenitsyn in a conversation in 1998 
with his biographer Joseph Pearce. "Of nations, the least 
among them has its own special colours and harbours 
within itself a special aspect of God's design", from 
Solzhenitsyn's written lecture on being awarded the 
Nobel Prize for Literature in 1970. 

Nigel Jones is a retired  

Mathematics teacher, a Methodist Local 

Preacher, and a Liberal Democrat 

Councillor in Newcastle-under-Lyme. 
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St Aidan's Way of Mission  
by Ray Simpson, BRF 

This small 
book is an 
attempt to 
draw on the 
principles 
underpinning 
St Aidan’s 
involvement 
in Celtic 
Christianity 
at its height, 
and apply 
them to our 
day. 

Although sometimes there’s a slight 
element of “St Aidan can do no wrong”, 
it’s important to say that the author is 
very clear about the mistakes of the 
representatives of both Roman and 
Celtic Christianity in Saxon Britain. 

The chapters tackle topics ranging from 
church and state to the environment, 
the need for spiritual soul mates and 
the way the church continues to inflict 
inequality on women. 

I think the heart of the book is in 
chapter 5. The author is sceptical of 
current models of doing Church and 
instead expounds the notion of the local 
expression of Christianity as a village of 
God. The following has become a bit of 
a mantra for the author: 

A 24-hour society calls for seven-days-a-
week faith communities. 

• A café society calls for churches that 
are eating places. 

• A travelling society calls for churches 
that provide accommodation. 

• A stressed society calls for churches 
that nurture retreats and meditation. 

• A multi-choice society calls for 
churches that have a choice of styles 
and facilities. 

• A fragmented society calls for holistic 
models and whole-life discipling. 

• An eco-threatened society calls for 
more locally sustainable communities 
that have roots in the soil. 

There are other pithy sayings of this 
sort, particularly in the chapter on 
church and state which develops into a 
brief summary of the author’s thoughts 
on social justice issues. 

The essential message of the book is 
that we have reached a point where 
Christianity needs re-rooting in British 
 (and European) soil, that this will be a 

long process requiring patience and a 
long-term approach as exemplified by St 
Aidan’s dealings with the ordinary 
person and nobility of his day. 

Guy Whitehouse 
 

Why the Gospel of Thomas Matters: 
The Spirituality of Incertainties  
by Gethin Abraham-Williams,  

Christian Alternative  
This book 
holds out a 
welcome 
handshake to 
anyone who 
has ever 
doubted or 
questioned 
their faith. 
The author 
shows us that 
incertainty 
(his preferred 
term over the 

more negative sounding uncertainty) is 
a very positive attribute: “…truth is only 
progressively grasped. The process of 
our spiritual refinement is a gradual 
one; it is an accumulation of insights 
that allow us to see a bit more, or to see 
the same thing differently or more of 
the same more clearly.” 

The Gospel of Thomas was discovered in 
1945 by Egyptian peasant farmers. It 
was found in an airtight jar which 
contained several leather bound 
papyrus books. Unlike the synoptic 
gospels it does not give an account of 
Jesus’ life and teaching but is a set of 
sayings of Jesus. Helpfully included is a 
modern translation of the gospel by 
John Henson so that the reader can 
explore the gospel themselves.  

Thomas goes down in history as the 
doubter, the one who didn’t believe 
unless he could see it for himself. There 
are four occasions in John’s Gospel 
when Thomas speaks, and Gethin uses 
these to trace how Thomas gradually 
comes to understand Jesus, which 
culminates in the collection of sayings. 
Gethin argues that Thomas challenges 
the concept of Jesus found in the 
synoptic gospels - which developed over 
centuries of by a largely Western 
Christian Church. Here is a Jewish Jesus, 
more in tune with the mystical Jesus 
found in John’s Gospel.  

This is not a dry book, it is full of 
insights. It connects us to a character 
who lived alongside Jesus, who has long 

been misunderstood, and who shows us 
that it is good to question. Nor is this 
just an historical narrative, throughout 
there are stories from our own times 
which enrich it. 

In the final chapter Gethin says “If I have 
at least shown that incertainty is 
something positive, then the writing and 
the reflecting will have achieved their 
aim.” Mission accomplished I’d say. 

Christine Clasper 
 

Meeting God in Paul  
by Rowan Williams, SPCK  

This book 
offers an 
accessible way 
into Paul’s 
complex 
thought, 
focussing on 
how Paul 
understands 
his connection 
with God. Too 
many of us 
have given up 
on Paul 
questioning his attitude to women, 
homosexuality and support for slavery. 
Williams gives thoughtful and 
convincing responses to each of these 
concerns in his introduction, shedding 
fresh light on Paul’s writings.  

The inclusion of the texts of many of the 
biblical references is helpful, but our 
reception of these may differ from 
Williams. He assesses which epistles are 
of Pauline authorship but receives all as 
having the authority of scripture.  

The three chapters address the broad 
themes of Paul’s context, his vision of 
universal freedom, and the New 
Creation. Williams suggests that Paul 
writes about a new world order rather 
than a new religion and that Paul did 
not believe in penal substitutionary 
atonement. Rather his vision is of 
universal welcome and freedom; no one 
is excluded on the grounds of gender, 
sexuality or slavery. ‘It is a freedom for 
new kinds of relationship … to 
contribute to each other's life and 
wellbeing instead of threatening and 
feeling threatened by each other.’  

If only voters before the EU referendum 
had considered Paul’s teaching about 
the Kingdom of God, as summarised by 
Williams: ‘We are living in that radically 
different universe: the new city with its 
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new citizenship, where no one is a slave 
or migrant.’ 

Reports of this book’s use in Lent and 
other study groups confirm that 
Williams here writes in a clearer, more 
colloquial and concise way than in his 
other more convoluted offerings. 

In contrast with recent writing about 
Paul, including the two volumes by N.T. 
Wright, this brief and thoughtful 
introduction has already helped me and 
other preachers to shed new light on 
Paul. Williams' conclusions are open 
ended, allowing the reader to make 
their own discovery and discernment of 
Paul, and of how Paul met God and 
engaged in building the kingdom. 

Peter Varney 
 

How to Read the Bible (without 
switching off your brain) 
by Simon J Taylor, SPCK 

This is an ideal book to place in the 
hands of someone starting to get 
acquainted with the Bible. It gives 
practical guidelines clustered around 
ten commandments, with an eleventh 

added for 
emphasis: 
“read it!”  

It offers a 
clear and 
informative 
account of 
the creation 
of the biblical 
writings and 
the canon’s 
formation. It 
outlines the 
“big story”, 

following Tom Wright’s analogy of a five 
act play, but amending it to six acts: 
creation, fall, Israel, Jesus, the Church 
(still being written) and the New 
Creation (promised but not yet seen). It 
goes on to discuss what the Bible has to 
say about three difficult issues: money, 
sex and violence.    

Taylor writes in an accessible and 
engaging style, fully embracing a critical 
and scientific approach while showing 
sensitivity to those who might find it 
new and difficult. As a lifelong student 
of the Bible I still found new insights and 
connections in reading this book. 

He emphasises the need for a direct 
engagement with the Bible through 
prayer and action, not just intellectual 
interest. He describes it as “a 
conversation that we are invited to 
join”, and “a wrestling match in which 
we are to participate” (p 127). 

In spite of its brevity (130 pages) there 
is enough helpful material in this book 
to make it worth not only reading but 
keeping for reference. 

Ray Vincent 
 

God’s Unwelcome Recovery by Sean 
Oliver-Dee, Monarch Books 

This is an interesting book which argues 
that evidence of growth within the 
church is being supressed by the “new 
establishment” as the survival of 

religion is an 
anathema to 
the Marxist 
narrative of 
history. His 
analysis of 
the statistics 
is interesting 
and it may 
well be that 
we focus too 
much on the 
negative 
aspects of 

the figures and thus pay too little 
attention to the “good news” of “fresh 
expressions”, Alpha courses and the 
success story of London. The author, 
noting the churches’ positive record in 
education, urges them to re-engage 
with its traditional roles in public service 
not only in education, but welfare and 
health. He sees positive advantages in 
the state devolving more of these 
functions to the church as voluntary 
organisations rather than “for profit” 
agencies.  

The suggestion that the stories of 
decline are in some way linked to a 
“new establishment” of Oxbridge 
educated Londoners is reminiscent of 
similar suggestions about the BBC. One 
cannot ignore or argue away the 
overwhelming evidence of decline. 
There are signs of growth within “fresh 
expressions” but it is not certain how 
this will integrate with the mainstream 
and it is predominantly in urban areas 
with little effect on rural parishes.  

Research suggests that a significant 
number of people, even amongst those 
who state that they have no religion, 
will say they believe that there is a God. 
Further, amongst university students 
who described themselves as Christian 
but did not attend church, over half said 
they prayed more once a week - as one 
commentator noted “that is an awful lot 
of praying going on!” The problem for 
the institutional churches is to finds 
ways to reconnect with those people.  

Nigel Bastin 

Life’s Great Questions  
by Jean Vanier, SPCK  

“A lovely 
book of hard
-won 
wisdom” 
says Stanley 
Hauerwas on 
the front 
cover. And 
so it is. Most 
of us will 
know Jean 
Vanier as the 
founder of 
the L’Arche 
communites for those living with 
intellectual disabilities. But before that 
he had served as an officer in the 
Canadian navy, then studied for a 
degree in philosophy and taught at the 
University of Toronto.  

The great questions range from “What 
is reality?”  and “What are we living 
for?” to “Is death the end of 
everything?” and “Why are we here?”  

The book is not about answers. One 
question leads to another and another, 
taking readers on a journey of 
discovery. His writing is shot through 
with biblical quotations and insights. He 
admits he writes from a Roman Catholic 
viewpoint valuing the traditions and 
teachings of the church, but that does 
not mean he is fully accepting of them: 
“The church is called to live authority, 
not by strongly enforcing rules, but by 
asking questions.” 

Of the vulnerability of God and Jesus, he 
says “God is a vulnerable flame, a little 
voice, a humble Jesus” and his thinking 
leads us to look at our own 
vulnerabilities and compulsions and 
how the doors may be opened to new 
understandings of loving ways to live.  

The prevailing theme is our need to 
build and live in community and in 
loving unity. “Through all the years of 
his long life (he is in his nineties) Jean 
has stepped through the broken doors 
of the poor and found there community 
and joy” 

This book invites us to search for those 
doors and assures us that stepping 
through them, our restless search will 
end -  We will be home”.  

Jim Hollyman 
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Retired Confessions 
My sister was in a mood to clear out all unwanted 
documents from her cluttered desk. These letters, which 
had accrued before the days when documents were 
stored in a series of binary digits, were written with pen 
and paper and inserted into an envelope which was 
posted and subsequently delivered by a uniformed man 
on a bike. 

The letter which my sister unearthed was written by me 
at a time of great stress; a time of discontinuity which is 
experienced by all of us who retire and find themselves 
living in a different skin. I had said goodbye to the 
cloistered security of Langtoft Rectory to a life in which 
my wife and I were supported financially by the clergy 
pension. Free from the constraints which are incumbent 
upon those who live in rectories and other such holy 
places, I felt a mixture of liberation and insecurity 
reminiscent of the Israelites fleeing Egypt for the 
Promised Land. 

A powerful tale of Hans Anderson comes to mind of the 
little boy in the crowd who utters those immortal words 
'The King has no clothes on', much to the consternation 
of the people going along with the majority opinion that 
the King was dressed in a 'fine suit of clothes'. 

The letter begins:- 

My dear sister, one of the great anticipations which I 
have on arriving at that inevitable state called 
'retirement' is that I can claim back my integrity and 
become a true non-conformist. The religious system 
under which I have laboured for many years is somewhat 
stifling. As a professional clergyman, I have felt a moral 
obligation to affirm many belief systems and 
superstitions which I now believe, deep within me, to be 
irrelevant baggage. 

For many years I have been a minimalist. I have believed 
since the days of my Ordination to the Priesthood that 
the foundation documents of the faith are themselves 
embellished with pre-conceived notions which derive 
from popular Judaism and Gnosticism of the time. It 
seems to me that anyone who is seriously concerned to 
pursue the 'way, the truth and the life' has a moral duty 
to strip the New Testament of these accretions so that 
the true 'Gospel' may be revealed in its pure simplicity. 

The reason why many religious people refuse to enter 
into this process, is that they fear that once the 
foundation stones of this institutional edifice are 
removed, the whole structure will collapse. They are 
right of course. For example, once it is demonstrated 
that the doctrine of 'the virgin birth' is a construct which 
was intended to support the claim that Jesus was divine, 
the dominoes begin to collapse. The story of Abraham 
and Isaac in the book of Genesis (chapter 22) surely 
heralded a conviction that human sacrifice was not 
pleasing to God. Once we realise this, we must cease to 
 accept the doctrine of 'Penal Substitution' according 

to which the sacrifice of Jesus becomes 'the propitiation 
for our sins', yet another domino falls. No longer can we 
claim that Jesus paid the price of sin. In fact Jesus died 
for no good reason just as the Jews of the holocaust died 
for no good reason. 

Yet, so much of our religious practice is founded on these 
'myths'; so much of it is ultimately self-centred and 
superstitious. The time has come for the church to 
acknowledge the developments in theology which have 
taken place during the last century and be 'Honest to 
God' and to embrace an openness to the challenges of 
modern theology. The Church needs to discover a way to 
be Christian without succumbing to mere religiosity and 
naive literalism in the interpretation of Holy Scripture. 

Retirement lets me off the hook. I no longer feel morally 
obliged to prop up the system. I am persuaded that the 
'clergy profession' is anachronistic. Like the best kind of 
rugby union, priesthood should be an amateur vocation. 

Your loving brother, Raymond. 

Although this letter was written by me many years ago, 
the basic convictions still hold. I still believe that the 
fundamentals of the teaching of Jesus and his self-giving 
life are ultimately true. 

The suffering of innocent people in every generation is 
tragic and pointless. Yet when we contemplate the 
plight of the people of Nepal or the dreadful fate of 
Christian communities in Iraq we are shamed into 
penitence by our hardness of heart. Perhaps there is 
something here which is beyond our understanding but 
which has the power to cleanse us. Isaiah's servant song 
resonates still when we behold the suffering of innocent 
people, 'wounded for our transgressions ... by his stripes 
we are healed'. (Isaiah 53:5) 

Raymond Eveleigh was born in 

South Wales, studied Maths and 

Physics, ordained at York Minster in 

1976, now retired he reads theology 

and plays the piano. 

James Ogley https://www.flickr.com/photos/riggwelter/6754961131 
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Charter for Compassion 
September 11th sees the start of the Compassion 
Games, an initiative from Charter for Compassion which 
goes by the witty and perceptive subtitle of ‘Survival of 
the Kindest’. The link to 9/11 is not an accident. The 
organisers hope that the Compassion Games can remind 
us all of the global unity that blossomed in the aftermath 
of 9/11, and that this sense of unity can inspire 
compassionate actions over the following couple of 
weeks. In fact this is the fifth annual Compassion Games. 

I have to admit that the concept of organising kind acts 
into some kind of game makes me uneasy, though I’m 
not quite sure why. The organisers offer us several ways 
to get into the kindness game. We might wish to carry 
out random acts of kindness. Mimi from London has 
reported that she intends to fill her pockets with pound 
coins and to give them out to all the needy people she 
comes near and to smile at everyone she sees.  

Whatever we plan to do, we are asked to sign up and 
register our intentions. There’s a suggestion that we 
might wish to team up with others to undertake a 
project like clearing up the local playground or 
organising shelves at a foodbank. There are various 
devices to increase participation such as the Compassion 
Relay, where I perform seven acts of kindness in the first 
week and then pass the baton on to someone else for 
week two. They stress that acts of kindness are not just 
what you do for others; included are acts of kindness to 
yourself. And in case you are stuck for ideas you can sign 
up to be sent on missions of kindness as a Secret Agent 
of Compassion. One suggestion is called Drive with 
Compassion where we are offered a set of guidelines to 
improve our mindfulness and curtesy on the road, (see 
following). Having become active in the Compassion 
Games, you are then invited to report your 
compassionate activities and outcomes on the 
worldwide Compassion Report Map.   

I think my concern about all this is that having fun and 
making a public name for yourself are surely secondary 
motives for showing compassion. Red Nose Day and the 
Ice Bucket Challenge go down the same route but, in 
contrast to the Compassion Games, their goal is more 
about fund raising. But would it matter if some take part 
in the Compassion Games because they want others to 
see what kind people they are? Jesus wasn’t too 
impressed by showy charity, but you could argue that 
showy kindness is better than no kindness at all. So 
perhaps there is a place for this more light hearted 
approach. The motto on the Compassionate Games logo 
– styled as a sash on the statue of liberty – reads: Love 
wins. Who can tell if this is ultimately true, but, for 
better or worse, this notion, first coined by Virgil, is 
where I am content to put my faith. 
 

To find out more go to: 
http://compassiongames.org/global-unity-games/  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Meanwhile, here are some of the ways that you can 
Drive with Compassion, provided for the Games by a 
Buddhist meditation centre called Wildmind. 

1. Switch off the radio and experience the silence. We 
often drive along while listening to the radio or to 
recordings on tape or CD. Just as an experiment, try 
seeing what it’s like to have the sound turned off. It 
might seem at first as if something is missing, but you’ll 
quickly learn that the silence gives you an opportunity to 
fill your awareness with other perceptions, some of 
which are more enriching. But before that, I’d just like to 
suggest that not listening to advertisements, the news, 
music, and opinion can leave you quieter, calmer, more 
focused, and happier than you otherwise would be. 

2.  Notice your attitudes. Often we become competitive 
while driving, and this leads to tension. Make a practice 
of noticing cars trying to enter the road, and adjust your 
speed so that you can let them out if it’s safe to do so. 
Notice if you’re in a hurry. How does this make you feel? 
How does it feel if you let the pace slacken a little? 

3. As drivers pass you, wish them well. Repeat, “May you 
be well, May you be happy” as cars cut you off. 

4. Use every stop light or any other necessary stop to 
practice a fuller mindfulness of your body. When you’ve 
stopped, it’s safe to let your awareness more fully 
connect with your breathing. At those moments you can 
also notice what’s around you — the sky and the trees, 
and other people. Wish those other people well. 

5. As you get into your car, before you switch on the 
engine, and before you get out of the car, after you’ve 
switched off the engine, just sit for a moment and take 
three deep breaths, really letting go on the out breath. 

Andy Vivian serves as the Website 

editor for PCN Britain. 

andy.vivian@pcnbritain.org.uk 
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