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'While we celebrate our diversity, what surprises me 
time and time again as I travel around the constituency 

is that we are far more united and have far more in 
common with each other than things that divide us.'  

Jo Cox, Batley and Spen MP, June 2015 



A Drop of Water 
The woman washed her child’s face and laid her gently down. A tremor went through the small, fragile 
body as she gave into sleep even though her breathing was ragged from the recent raging. 

Once again the woman renewed her resolve to go and see him to speak to him. Her mother-in-law, as 
usual, watched her like a hawk. “Do this..... do that”. She knew she and her child were a great 
disappointment to her husband’s family, and to him, if the truth were told.  

Not only a girl, but a damaged one at that. There were whispers behind hands, knowing looks, harsh 
words. She’d been obedient and worked hard but now her husband hardly looked at her and her mother
-in-law ordered her about like a slave. If only her daughter had been born healthy, at least then there 
could have been a son to follow.  

This morning she was determined. She soothed her fretful child, swept the floor, made the flatbread – 
tidied as she went and tried not to be noticed. When her mother-in-law began to dissect a particularly 
delightful piece of gossip with her neighbour, she knew her chance had come. Her little one slept on, so 
she slipped out unseen and made her way to the house where he was to stay. She had heard them 
talking, knew he was coming. Knew there would be other people but it was now or never, and she would 
have laid down her life for that small scrap of humanity. 

Skirting the buildings, moving like a shadow, picking her moment to cross the street, she soon came to 
the back of the house where he was staying. She could hear a commotion at the front of the dwelling. 
There was a difference of opinion amongst the men who had gathered and raised voices but, amazingly, 
there he was, slumped against the back wall and her heart went out to him. His eyes were closed, his 
face was drained and pale, he looked exhausted and the beaker of water he held in his hand was tipping 
down as tiredness overtook him. 

But nevertheless it had to be now. She quickly and quietly went to his side and dared to gently touch his 
shoulder. Startled awake his hand jerked and as the water in the beaker shot out onto the dust a droplet 
fell on her face. 

He was so tired he couldn’t think straight, and he had asked his friends to keep people away from him, 
to give him some peace. He felt drained of his ability to hear and see any more sadness – the pushing 
bodies, the grabbing hands, the desperation – it overwhelmed him sometimes. Before he could speak 
she knelt and said urgently, “I am sorry to disturb you Teacher, but I have heard about you and of what 
you do, and my little girl is suffering. 

He stood up abruptly. “I’m far from home and I deal with my own!” He said sharply. The drop of water 
on her face rolled onto her dry lips like many tears had before. “I know you could help me if you wanted 
to, even dogs get crumbs”, she said. “My daughter deserves your compassion as much as any other – or 
are you just like the rest?” 

The breath left his body as though, as if, he had been dealt a blow to the stomach – he breathed deeply 
in, then he raised her to her feet, touched her cheek so gently with his fingertips and said; “Your 
daughter is sleeping peacefully at home”.  

Her chin shot up and defiantly she began to say “No, she isn’t, she ....” Then she saw the tears in his 
eyes. He too knew pain, and he shared her despair deeply anchored in the abyss of earthly prejudice and 
suspicion. In that moment all barriers fell away – all stumbling blocks crumbled. It was enough. It was 
enough to feel the tenderness cascading from a fellow human being. 

For each, by sharing – acknowledging being wounded, was breaking free. Sharing cradled healing and 
nurtured courage. She knew that her daughter was equal to all; was a blessing to the world, and her own 
fierce passion and struggle were love incarnate. 

“Thank you”, she said as the tears once again made pathways through the dust on her face. 

“It is I who must thank you.” He replied.  

Pixabay https://www.pexels.com/photo/blue-blur-clean-clear-268874/ [CC0 License] 
Julia Morris 
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In this issue we are seeking to reflect upon violent 
extremism. The horrific events in Manchester and 
London earlier this summer shocked us, and the 
atrocities in Charlottesville, Barcelona, Cambrils, and 
Turku, continue to. Shock can become numbed though 
when we turn to the daily horrors in Syria, Iraq, 
Afghanistan and Israel/Palestine. Faced with such 
absence of humanity and connection, how can we all 
strive to counter violent extremism ? 

This is a huge subject. We acknowledge that is not 
limited to just one religion or culture, and that we can 
only skim the surface of the religious, social, cultural, 
political and mental health aspects of it whilst we 
attempt to bring progressive perspectives. Our hope is to 
stimulate thought, conversation and compassion. 

Welcome to the 22nd edition of Progressive Voices. 

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 10th Nov 2017 

 

March: Friday 9th Feb 2018 
June: Friday 11th May 2018 

Sept: Friday 10th August 2018 

Welcome 
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3 Welcome; Quote: Barak Obama; Call for 
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4 Chair’s Letter; Staff and Trustees 
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14 Beyond ‘them and us’ 

16 News from local groups 

18 Borg Memorial Lecture 

20 Reviews: Sing Out for Justice, 

 Saving Jesus from the Church, 
 A Book of Devotionals for  
 Progressive Christians, Being Mindful, 
 Being Christian, Thinking of You,  
 Wrestling with the Word 

22 Compassion; DVD Borg Memorial Lecture; 

 Gretta Vosper—Leeds & Birmingham 
23 Poem: Earth Voices 

24 Poem: Independence from what?  

Contents 

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 

Call for Contributions 
Issue 24 of Progressive Voices will seek to explore 

how we can engage, support and encourage younger 
folk through Progressive Christianity. 

 

By younger we mean everyone from the parents of 
young children to babes in arms. So thoughts about 

creches, Junior Church / Sunday School, youth groups, 
all-age services and activities, and how we can reach 

out to the next generations. 
 

You are warmly encouraged to share your experience, 
insights and understanding. 

 

Copy Deadline: Friday 9th Feb 2018 

"No one is born hating another person 
because of the color of his skin or his 

background or his religion..." Barack Obama  

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

This edition of PV gives space for reflection 
upon the terrible acts of terrorism which have 
taken place in the UK and across the world. In 
Manchester and in London we have 
experienced the tragic loss of life and crippling 
injuries sustained as a result of deliberate acts 
of murder by those who claim to act in 
accordance with their religious beliefs. You 
will recognise the familiar challenges which all 
forms of fundamentalism pose to rational 
discourse about religion. The Jewish and 
Christian scriptures reveal in part a history of 
bloody tribalism, warfare and violence 
committed in the names of competing gods. 
But our ensuing narratives, as in Islam, also 
contain the conviction that our shared 
monotheism points to a God of love, 
compassion and justice. Christians of whatever 
theological persuasion will unite in pointing to 
the exemplary life of Jesus in defining the path 
of discipleship. Our discourse has so often 
compelled us to see every human being as a 
child of God. How hard it is then to 
comprehend and indeed forgive the actions of 
those who would indiscriminately murder 
others in the name of their God. 

I find at such times of murderous hatred by 
young jihadists, or indeed those of any faith, 
that there is a genuine struggle to affirm the 
merits of religion. Moreover as progressive 
Christians, with our critical understanding of 
scripture and ‘holy books’, with a liberal view 
on many matters of social ethics, we often 
have difficulty in conversing at any depth with 
Islamic friends on matters of theology. 
Together we can denounce fundamental 
extremist acts of violence as having nothing to 
do with ‘true Islam’ or ‘true Christianity’. But 
we know that the history of religion is more 
complex. 

Recently I have poured over two books which 
make for uncomfortable reading when 
considering our own Christian history. Reza 
Aslan’s ‘Zealot’, about the life and times of 
Jesus, makes the case for Jesus being a zealous 
Jew, influenced by the violent oppression of a 
foreign power and determined to work for the 
re-establishment of the kingdom of the Jews 

under his Messiahship. Hardly the pacifist 
Jesus, the serene Wisdom teacher. The second 
was the journal of George Fox, which I thought 
it best to read since I have begun to attend 
Quaker meetings. And again, Fox comes across 
as a very self assured, almost Billy Graham 
type of figure, an uncomfortable figure, full of 
self righteousness and denouncing all aspects 
of existing expressions and institutions of the 
Christian religion of his day. He seems far 
removed from the quiet, open minded and 
rather laid back feeling I have in the Sheffield 
Meeting House! 

The reality is that religion and violence have 
been in partnership throughout history, often 
in far more bloody circumstances, be it in the 
times of the Crusades, the European wars of 
religion or the post war Middle East conflict 
emerging from the establishment of the state 
of Israel. This is not to underestimate the 
present challenges to the religious enterprise, 
especially now in a much more secularised 
western society. The answer to Keith Ward’s 
question, ‘Is Religion Dangerous?’ in his book 
of that title, might not be so clear cut as he 
suggested in 2006 - that the corruptions of 
religion, although highly regrettable, were less 
harmful that the corruptions of secular 
ideologies. 

Today’s shoppers on the high street might well 
have a far less sanguine view of religion than a 
generation ago. But let’s conclude with a more 
positive comment from Karen Armstrong in 
her monumental work on religion and 
violence in her book, “Fields of Blood”, where 
she says: ‘Somehow we have to find ways of 
doing what religion – at its best – has done for 
centuries: build a sense of global community, 
cultivate a sense of reverence and 
‘equanimity’ for all, and take responsibility for 
the suffering we see in the world.’ 

That’s the kind of challenge which members of 
PCN will no doubt feel is at the heart of their 
religious journey and we will, as an 
organisation, try to play our part in redeeming 
the name of the Christian religion, knowing 
(point 6 of our eight points) that the way we 
behave towards others is the fullest 
expression of our faith. 

Chair’s Letter 

Adrian Alker serves as the 

Chair of PCN Britain 
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Sue Hobley 
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Difference with Dignity 

Following the London Bridge attack, and 
the attention it focussed on religious 
extremism, Archbishop Welby told the 
BBC’s ‘Today’ programme, "We have got 
to say that if something happens within 
our own faith tradition we need to take 
responsibility for countering that". 

The temptation, of course, is not to go 
beyond expressions of outrage that such 
brutal acts should be committed in the 
name of religion. But if those within the 
Christian tradition stop there, they will 
contribute nothing to the slow, painful, 
patient process of religious healing that is 
called for. 

It is less than 200 years since entry to 
Oxford and Cambridge was restricted to 
Anglicans, the last expression of the 
understanding that the unity and 
coherence of the nation required unity of belief. A 
couple of centuries before that William Laud was cutting 
off the ears of those who dissented from the royalist and 
religious absolutism of Charles I; and before that, the 
hanging, drawing and quartering, the burning, and the 
beheading. So religious extremism is as much within the 
DNA of Christianity – including sober, dignified Anglican 
Christianity – as it is within the DNA of Islam. 

There is a remaining facet of Christianity which I believe 
could rightly be called extremist (and which became a 
pretext for its attitude to other faiths and cultures), in 
that it places Christianity on a level above that of other 
faiths. This is the belief as expressed in the creeds, that 
Jesus is the Son of God. “The dogma of the incarnation 
implies the unique superiority of Christianity and of 
Christian civilisation,” writes John Hick (The Metaphor of 
God Incarnate, SCM 1993). To engage in dialogue with 
Muslims therefore (to whom the dogma is a scandal) 
Christians have to bring their own questioning to bear, 
and be prepared to recognise, with John Hick, that 
“when we look critically at (the dogma’s) religious 
validation we find it to be shaky indeed. The idea lacks a 
secure historical basis in the teachings of Jesus.” (p.162) 

It is here, I think, that Jung’s concept of “Archetypes” 
can be helpful. To acknowledge Jesus as the archetypal 
Son of God is to take a humbler approach. It is to say to 
our Muslim sisters and brothers not “Jesus is the Son of 
God”, and therefore in a superior category to the 
prophet Muhammad; but rather “for us, Jesus is the One 
who shows us what being a son – and daughter – of God 
really means.” He, responding to the voice at his baptism 
(portrayed by all four gospels as the decisive moment in 
his life), lived it out utterly in his dealings with all whom 
he encountered. Thus, we could welcome our Muslim 
neighbours’ deep reverence for Jesus (‘peace be upon 

him’), hoping that they in turn might reflect on 
Muhammad (‘peace be upon him’) as the archetypal 
final and unique prophet of God. 

The detailed, painstaking work of Geza Vermes can help 
us to dig back behind the accretions of doctrine that 
took place between the first and fifth centuries, the 
accretions that led to what one could describe as the 
“petrification” of Jesus; “back to the pure religious vision 
and enthusiasm of Jesus, the Jewish charismatic 
messenger of God, and not to the deifying message Paul 
and John and the church attributed to him.” (Geza 
Vermes: Christian Beginnings. Allen Lane, 2012, p.242) 

The best way of taking responsibility for our own faith 
(to which Justin Welby has directed us) might be to heed 
the wise words of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks in his excellent 
book The Dignity of Difference: “We will need to 
understand that just as the natural environment 
depends on biodiversity, so the human environment 
depends on cultural diversity, because no one creed has 
a monopoly on spiritual truth; no one civilisation 
encompasses all the spiritual, ethical and artistic 
expressions of mankind.” (p.62) This is the kind of 
metanoia that is called for. It brings new meaning to the 
petition “forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those 
who trespass against us”. The atrocities of violent 
extremism all originate from ignoring the dignity of 
difference. 

Edward Walker was ordained 

into the CofE, served in South Africa, 

resigned and taught RE,  

and is the author of  

‘Treasure Beneath the Hearth’. 

Zach Stern  
https://www.flickr.com/photos/zachstern/87431231 Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.0 Generic (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0) 
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Love or Hate? 

Late on the evening of Monday 22nd May a suicide 
bomber walked into The Arena in Manchester and 
detonated his device. The result was the death of at 
least 22 people and the serious injury of many more.  

No words are adequate to describe this event and the 
impact it has had on those involved. In an article in The 
Times the following Thursday, 'The language of outrage 
is losing its meaning', Ben MacIntyre comments that it is 
increasingly difficult for us to express ourselves in ways 
that are convincing or that convey new meaning. All too 
often we revert to well-worn phrases - the cowardice of 
the perpetrator, the innocence of the victims - all of 
which is true - but we need to say something new. That 
is particularly true for the Christian community.  

When the initial shock of events like this has passed, we 
asked ourselves, 'What can we do?' Many of those close 
to the scene were quick to help. Mancunians have a 
reputation for hospitality. They could see what needed 
to be done and they did it. From taxi drivers offering free 
lifts to family members, to householders offering free 
refuge to victims, there was a heart-warming response. 
But what of us? What can we do? On the face of it there 
seems very little practical help that we can give. But if 
we reflect further we can see that there is a lot that we 
can do. We can of course offer prayers for those caught 
up in this event. We can contribute money to support 
those most in need. But we can do more. 

Two of the most important strands of our faith are the 
love of God and, what I will call the preciousness of men 
and women - the divinity and humanity of our faith. The 
followers of ISIS believe in a god of hate and the 
worthlessness of humanity. The god of the suicide 
bomber is a god to whom blind obedience is demanded 
and for whom any act is permissible. It may be a warped 
conception of deity but it runs very strong and deep 
through the minds of those engaged in these atrocities. 
The followers of ISIS believe that they are doing god's 
will. The men and women of society who are not 
members of their cult are to be attacked and destroyed 
and by any means possible. It is a warped conception of 
humanity but again it provides very strong motivation. 

Our perspectives are very different. The God of love and 
the preciousness of humanity in our tradition come 
together in Jesus. God has not only invested everything 
in the world of men and women but has enabled divine 
love to flow freely between them. And it is to these two 
strands of divinity and humanity that we must turn in 
the wake of this appalling tragedy. There are sadly those 
in the wider Christian community who would 
compromise these strands. There are those who 
promote only the wrath of God and who find it difficult 
to talk of God's love. There are those who would deny 
the specialness of men and women and talk only of their 
sin. That is not what it is all about. 

The distinctive contribution that we can make in 
response to this tragedy is to promote the love of God 
and the preciousness of humanity in everything we do 
and say. In our everyday lives we can celebrate the 
wonder of love and the wonder of humanity. In our 
relationships we can recommit to that love which is the 
hallmark of our faith. And we can recommit to the worth 
of every person that we meet to reinforce the 
specialness of the human condition. It means little acts 
of kindness as well as generous commitments of time, 
talents and treasure. It means upholding human dignity 
and pursuing social justice wherever and whenever we 
can. That is the nature of our response. 

But these two elements of love and preciousness were 
present in Manchester that Monday night. The response 
of those close to the scene was truly remarkable - the 
heroic efforts of the emergency services at the scene 
and the dedication of the staff in local hospitals - the 
instinctive action of local people who provided food and 
drink and opened up their homes - the little acts of 
kindness like the young man who was preparing for bed 
at home when he heard the news and jumped in his car 
to provide transport. Some of these responses were 
little acts of kindness but others were huge 
commitments - like the doctors and nurses coming in 
after long day shifts and working through the night. 

This preciousness of humanity was made more poignant 
by the presence of so many children amongst the 
casualties. As the Prime Minister of Australia put it, 'This 
was an attack on innocence'. You will recall the presence 
of mind of the couple who took charge of a group of 
children wandering around bewildered in the chaos. Just 
reflect for a moment on the children who were killed - 
their innocence, their vulnerability, their potential, their 
aspirations, their passions, their enthusiasms, their 
hopes, their fears - all wiped out in an instant. The depth 
of anguish felt by their loved ones is almost impossible 
to comprehend. Children were very special to Jesus and 
have a special place in God's world.  

By RecycledStarDust  
[CC BY 2.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0)], via Wikimedia Commons 
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The people of Manchester come from many different 
faiths and from none, yet their response was the same. 
It was a response of compassion and service. There is 
something of the sacred in this response that goes 
beyond the differences between people and goes to the 
heart of who we are and who God is. It is often said that 
what unites us is much greater than that which divides 
us, and it was certainly true here. And that goes 
particularly for our faith. Moslems in particular will have 
a difficult time as some seek to blame them for this 
tragedy. This faith community will need the support of 
other faith communities. They will need our support. 

In response to this tragedy we experience a range of 
emotions including anger and fear, but despite the 
awfulness of this tragedy there is also hope. The hatred 
of the god of ISIS and the inhumanity of its followers 
were amply demonstrated in Manchester. But the love 
of God and the preciousness of humanity were also 
amply demonstrated. What happened that night was 
diabolical but what happened afterwards was sacred. 

Roger Payne is a Reader in the 

Church of England and the author of 

'A Different Way: A Human Approach 

to the Divine'. 

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

Life Journeys ……… Cairns along the way 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

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

 

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

Not in my ... 
“Muslims have not done this, someone has done this in 
our name… we love people, this is Islam, not what that 
person did on the 22nd.” – Hash Norat.  

This quote is taken from an interview in Manchester 
after the bombing in May. When the attack at London 
Bridge followed, Hash organised books of condolence 
from the people of Gloucester and collected thousands 
of signatures and messages of support. (Hash is the son 
of a Gloucester based imam, a local businessman and 
community worker, a founder of a local charity called 
Gloucester Feed The Hungry that provides free clothes, 
toiletries, haircuts and meals to the needy.) 

The first part of the quote resonates especially strongly 
with me as I feel a sense of fear whenever I see groups 
such as Britain First or their associates. There is one 
particularly chilling photograph of the leaders of Britain 
First, walking through a predominantly Muslim area 
each holding a crucifix above their head and proclaiming 
that they will reclaim Britain’s Christian heritage. These 
groups use the flag of St. George and Christian 
iconography as a weapon to silence dissent. They 
present themselves as Christians under threat from 
multiculturalism, fighting for their way of life. In one 
swift move they change from aggressor to defender. 

It is easy to be complacent about violent, far-right 
extremism in this country as we see it as only a few 
people, but they are helping to facilitate the drift toward 
a more closed and intolerant society. Groups such as 
these infiltrate the thinking of people who consider 
themselves to be moderate and reasonable, they work 
to instil in them a sense of ill ease, a sense that they are 
under attack and need to defend themselves. There is a 
calculated and insidious tactic here of making people 
agree with enough of what you say to open their minds 
to the rest; using neutral statements to encourage 
engagement. It is remarkably similar to the way in which 
radical and terrorist Islamist groups recruit, and we need 
to defend against it every bit as much as we ask our 
Muslim brothers and sisters to. 

After the Finsbury Park attack I telephoned the local 
mosque to offer my support, as what had been done was 
as much done in my name as the previous attacks had 
been in Hash’s. The fact that neither Hash nor I would 
ever conceive of doing such a thing makes no difference. 
We must guard against half-truths and misdirection, 
“fake news” and “alternative facts”. There can’t be sides 
any more, there can only be people coming together in 
respectful and loving support of one another. 

Sarah Guilfoyle serves as the 

Administrator for PCN Britain. 

sarah.guilfoyle@pcnbritain.org.uk 

http://www.foxhillconferences.co.uk
mailto:pat.fuller@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Members%20Residential%20via%20PV
mailto:sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Members%20residential%20via%20PV
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/shop
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Overcoming Violent Extremism 
Is there a Progressive Christian 
way of dealing with violent 
extremism? There is a Christian 
way, that is certain. Jesus taught 
that we should ‘turn the other 
cheek’ and he emphasised ‘going 
the extra mile’. (Whether Jesus 
would have expected someone 
facing a violent knife-bearing 
terrorist to adopt this approach is, 
of course, open to question.) 

The long-term key to defeating 
violence from any source is to live 
out Jesus’ command ‘to love your 
neighbour’, in the sense that your 
‘neighbour’ is any person you 
come in contact with. 

In Matthew 25:32-40, Jesus is 
reported as saying: ‘… when I was 
hungry, you gave me food; when 
thirsty, you gave me drink; when I 
was a stranger you took me into your home; when 
naked, you clothed me; when I was ill, you came to my 
help, when in prison you visited me.’ And in case his 
hearers did not understand, he added: ‘. . . anything you 
did for one of my brothers or sisters here, however 
humble, you did for me.’ 

This isn’t simply advice about how to earn Brownie 
points for the next life, it is a down-to-earth formula for 
living today to create a better tomorrow. And, ironically, 
it has nothing to do with religious practices. It might be 
‘progressive’ in character, but the key requirement is 
that it needs to be put into practice, daily. 

It is worth speculating how things might have turned out 
very differently had the State of Israel made a greater 
sustained effort to ‘love’ its Arab citizens and neighbours 
after its military success in the Six-day War. If the Israelis 
had gone out of their way to give substantial financial 
help to Palestinian Arabs living in Israel and to other 
Arabs who were their close neighbours, the Middle East 
would not be in quite the mess it is today 

For decades, after seeing the film ‘Exodus’, I was an 
ardent admirer of the Israelis. In the 1990s I made a 
short visit to Israel and our Israeli tour guide contrasted 
the superbly managed Israeli settlements to several run-
down settlements where the Palestinians lived. I left 
Israel without my rose-tinted glasses. There is a clear 
lesson to be learned from history: we start to neutralise 
violent extremism from the moment we put our 
energies into supporting the downtrodden of this world.  

The Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland may 
give us clues as to how solutions can be found. In the 
lead-up centuries-old issues had to be analysed. Respect 
 had to be given to the deep-rooted concerns of the 

‘other side’. What emerged from these constructive 
talks was truly remarkable. The Agreement created a 
slim, but necessary hope, that better times were 
possible. Later, when former enemies were seen 
working constructively together in government, it 
proved conclusively that, given goodwill on both sides, 
the unthinkable is actually possible! 

The process in Northern Ireland is ongoing as individuals 
and communities struggle with holding on to hope in a 
storm of anger, guilt and forgiveness. For Christians, 
forgiveness is an imperative: we are asked to forgive as a 
fundamental prerequisite for future peace and concord. 

Contributing factors to violent extremism are despair 
and a sense of helplessness. It can start when life seems 
pointless, like when young people leave school with little 
chance of getting a job. This can lower self-esteem and 
produce frustration and anger. Add a religious 
justification, and the touch paper of violent extremism 
can be well and truly lit. 

This is not to say that extremism is always linked to 
social deprivation. There are examples of well-qualified 
British Muslims, holding professional jobs, who have 
joined ISIS’s cause. Perhaps we need to remind 
ourselves that Western governments have been 
challenging traditional Islamic practices for decades, 
often without realising it? Traditional Muslims, just as 
very conservative elements in wider society, may not 
have welcomed the abolition of corporal punishment in 
schools and in homes, or the Equal Pay Act 1970, or the 
Sex Discrimination Act 1975. 

Successive British governments have introduced new 
measures seemingly unaware that ethnic minorities are 

By ed from Saaaarf London, UK  
(Banksy: Armoured Peace Dove  Uploaded by Anrie) [CC BY 2.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0)], via Wikimedia Commons 
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being radicalised, rather than appeased. Of particular 
concern to me is the teaching of history in schools. I feel 
that politicians and sociologists are afraid of it, and what 
is often taught amounts to an introductory course for 
anti-British attitudes. Topics such as: ‘British 
involvement in slave trade’ and the ‘destruction of 
native American culture by white Americans in the 19th 
century’; polarise our history. We are playing into the 
hands of extremists. All our children need a balanced 
picture that helps them to see our achievements, as well 
as our mistakes. 

Another concern is that our society is failing to give 
ethnic minorities a sense of having roots in Britain. 
Identity is an incredibly complex and personal thing, but 
questions need to be asked when some of our 
neighbours identify with a medieval cult and not with 
the people they see in their local supermarket. 

Western governments haven’t helped in recent years 
either. Heavy-handed interventions in the Middle East 
during the last few decades have angered members of 
our Muslim community. Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Syria, 
have all suffered, and violent extremism has been fed 
and grown as a consequence of Western involvement in 
these countries.  

We have contributed to building up the pressure, and 
racial and religious hatred is a response. The effects are 
being felt in cities in Britain and around the world. 
Thousands of Muslims are being radicalised. A tiny 
minority are being persuaded to take the law into their 
own hands, and the recent message to them is clear: 
“Don’t wait for instructions. Take a kitchen knife, steal a 
lorry, go out and kill people!” 

We need to build community and loyalty to our home 
village/town/city, county, country, and as the United 
Kingdom. We need to put more effort into investing in 
jobs and homes in deprived areas. We need to be more 
sensitive to the effects of changing laws on traditional 
world-wide religious practices and cultures, and avoid 
getting involved in foreign conflicts without an 
appreciation of the long-term consequences. The Good 
Friday process could be used as a model for resolving 
cultural and religious conflicts: mutual respect and a 
willingness to forgive being imperatives for success. 
There is a need to teach history to give a balanced 
picture of British actions. And much, much more. 

We need to remind ourselves that violent extremism of 
the present type is unlikely to be defeated by armed 
struggle. Somehow, the weapons of education, 
communication, and relationship-building, need to be 
wielded for peace. 

 

God's Spirit is full of paradoxes. 

Is the fount of humour. 

Does not follow fashion - she leads it! 

 

God's Spirit is prodigal. 

Is patroness of variety. 

Dances around the edge. 

God's Spirit is a stirrer 

Does not live in a box. 

Is inventive. 

Is a pioneer. 

Breaks down barriers 

God's Spirit encourages individuality and creates 
community. 

Grows things. 

Is musical. 

Is artistic. 

 

God's Spirit always surprises. 

Is playful 

Is hilarious. 

Lifts up covers. 

Exposes fakes. 

God's Spirit is fresh air. 

Uses the whole box of crayons. 

God's Spirit does not take things too seriously. 

Brings awareness. 

Liberates. 

Energizes. 

Is imaginative. 

Is full of surprises. 

Is free for the asking. 

Consoles and strengthens. 

 

God's Spirit is poured out on every living thing. 

Smells of Spring blossoms 

Tastes of water straight from the spring. 

Is not ageist. 

God's Spirit can do a lot with dry bones. 

 

God's Spirit is an ace communicator, and speaks 21st 
century language. 

John Henson 

Harry Houldsworth is a 

retired lecturer, a lay member of 

the CofE and lives in Nottingham 

and Wetwang, Yorkshire. 

Holy Spirit 
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Islamic Voices 

Arif Abdul Hussain 

Founder & Director of the Al -Mahdi Institute, Selly Oak  

The Quran, considered by the Muslims as a direct form 
of communication from God, commences with the 
proclamation of mercy and forgiveness of Allah. It 
informs that God has given humans His own nature and 
made them His vicegerent upon earth to see which one 
of them is best in deeds. The Quran teaches that 
humans are endowed with nobility through which they 
tend to godly attributes of clemency, mercy and a state 
of spiritual morality. God-centred spiritual focus and the 
language of reason become the means of bringing about 
a befitting human community with the passage of time.  

The Quran puts emphasis on moderation as a way of life 
and declares violence a form of cruelty and incompatible 
with inborn human worth and nobility. Violence is only 
permitted in the Quran to the extent of defence against 
aggression to a reasonable extent with a constant 
emphasis on restoration of peace and good relations 
with the transgressors. The Quran declares killing 
another human unjustly as the only unforgiveable act 
alongside association of gods with Allah. The Quran has 
removed the death penalty and other forms of 
draconian punishments that are deemed violent and 
undignified.  

It was the emphasis of the Quran and the teachings of 
the Prophet on the inborn state of human nobility that 
allowed for the conversion of barbaric pagan community 
into fine human beings. In the Quranic and Prophetic 
outlook, the solution to violence was not violence rather 
the solution was in changing individuals from within, to 
allow them to realise their inner godliness and ascend all 
traits that are inconsistent with human nobility and 
dignity. The blessed Prophet stated that a Muslim is one 
from whose actions and speech other people are in a 
state of security. He said that desecration and mutilation 
of even dead bodies are unforgivable sins. When he saw 
a sheep brandished on its nose he said its owner would 
not be forgiven by God for such a cruelty. The words of 
 the Prophet are replete with instructions on the rights 

of animals and the environment. Such emphasis on 
ecology form the basis for the prohibition of chemical 
and nuclear violence within Islamic jurisprudence. 

Extreme violence is akin to cruelty and inconsistent with 
human nobility and inconceivable in Islam. It is a great 
shame that certain factions seek to justify their extreme 
violence through the Quran by taking individual verses 
out of their historical context and then generalising 
them.  

Sabera Khatoon 

Community worker, Hazrat Sultan Bahu Trust  

Violent extremism to me is when an innocent being is 
killed or harmed. This is often done by manipulating 
religion and its texts to justify these cowardly acts. It is 
when people are subjected to ongoing torture, be it 
physically or mentally. It is when terror is reigned over a 
nation or our being for  selfish reasons without thinking 
of the consequences. 
The causes for violent extremism I believe come down to 
political power, money and greed. In order for one to 
attain such things religion can be used, as it seems to be 
an easy mask to hide behind. Somehow it enables 
people to justify the things they do. It gives them a voice 
and it certainly gives them a platform. We must also not 
forget that religion itself is a victim. We are not only at 
war trying to dispel these cowards from harming 
innocent people, but we are also at war trying to save 
religion as a whole.  
The role Christians can play in this field is enormous. 
England is I feel a Christian country. It has a huge 
number of believers and has the ability to tackle 
extremism head on. All religions promote peace, love 
and unity. With those three things, we can turn the 
world into a much safer place. If we unified our strength 
and joined forces, we could actively promote peace 
within religion, irrespective of particular faith.  
In difficult times when we as a nation are attacked by 
such disgraceful atrocities we must rise against it, not 
independently, but together. We must show solidarity as 
a nation. We must not turn on one another but rather 
join forces to denounce such acts. We must work 
together to bring about peace and understanding 
through dialogue and we need to provide safe platforms 
for such discussions. Most importantly we need to have 
trust in our neighbour and trust in our unity. 

Hatheeb Zahoor 

Guide, Birmingham Central Mosque  

The Quran clearly mentions: Whoever kills a soul unless 
for a soul or for corruption [done] in the land - it is as if 
he had slain mankind entirely. And whoever saves one - 
it is as if he had saved mankind entirely. (Chapter 5, 
Verse 32, Sahih international translation) 
Islam does not incite hatred and extremism. Many 

Violent extremism potentially exists within, and is 
perpetrated against, every human community. At 

present our media focuses on those who call 
themselves Muslim who perpetrate acts of violence 

on any who do not hold their extreme views.  

Here we have encouraged Muslims, known to me in 
central Birmingham, to express their views. We are 

very pleased to offer them space and are grateful for 
their contributions.    

Richard Tetlow, PCN trustee and engaged with inter 
faith relationships in Birmingham. 
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Muslims I know want consistency from the media and 
politicians. When Anders Breivik, self-styled member of 
an “international Christian military order”, massacred 77 
innocent Norwegians, most of them children, in July 
2011, was Christianity highlighted for his act of terror?  
Despite the fact that, nowadays, radicalisation tends to 
arise as an online phenomenon, sadly, Islam and 
Muslims are held to a separate standard by the media. 

A well-established religious identity actually protects 
against violent radicalisation/extremism, it does not 
incite it. Olivier Roy, one of Europe’s pre-eminent 
experts on extremism said “The process of violent 
radicalisation has little to do with religious practice.” 
Also, if one reads the classified briefing note prepared by 
MI5’s Behavioural Science Unit in June 2008 it states: 
“Far from being religious zealots, a large number of 
those involved in terrorism do not practise their faith 
regularly,” reported The Guardian’s Alan Travis. Yet on 
TV news channels, on newspapers on social networks, 
everyone is either a terrorism expert, an Islam expert, or 
both. Though what you will find is that none of them 
have any sort of credentials or have studied to a level 
which gives them authority to speak about Islamic 
sciences, whether it be prophetic tradition or qur’anic 
verses. What you will find is that the media cut and 
paste verses from the Quran out of context; others 
unthinkingly demand “reform” of Islam.  

A former CIA official Marc Sageman said in 2013 that 
“eleven-and-a-half years after 9/11, we still don’t know 
what turns young men towards terror.” However, I 
believe extremists of any faith and nationality may have 
reasons, many and varied, for their beliefs and actions. 
One view is that of Robert Pape, the professor and 
expert in suicide bombings and terrorist attacks from the 
university of Chicago. He has said "What nearly all 
suicide terrorist attacks have in common is a specific 
secular and strategic goal: to compel modern 
democracies to withdraw military forces from territory 
that the terrorist considers to be their homeland." 

In all my years, of attending the mosque and travelling 
to Muslim countries, I have not seen or felt anything 
that may fall under the banner of extremism. What I 
have regrettably noticed is that some Muslims have 
started to dress differently, and have stopped going to 
certain places as they feel there is a risk of hate crimes. 
This is upsetting as people should not feel intimidated to 
dress the way they want or to visit the places they want. 
It is the tiny minority of so-called Muslims who do 
certain acts, deemed as extremism, who give a bad 
name to the almost 2 billion Muslims around the world. 
If terrorism was something Islam taught, and if it was a 
fundamental aspect of Islam, then the question arises: 
Why aren’t 2 billion Muslims partaking in such acts? 

Violent extremism has no place in the world in which we 
live; these issues need to be tackled with education and 
wisdom, we should not allow ignorance to speak on such 
deep issues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This booklet is produced by Birmingham Central Mosque 
with the support of 29 other major Birmingham 
mosques / trusts. The following are quotes from it: 

“Islam is a religion of peace and security, and it urges 
others to pursue the path of peace and protection. The 
most significant proof of this is that God has named it 
as Islam. The word Islam is derived from the Arabic 
word salama or salima. It means peace, security, 
safety and protection. As for its literal meaning, Islam 
denotes absolute peace. As a religion, it is peace 
incarnate. It encourages humankind to be moderate, 
peaceful, kind, balanced, tolerant, patient and 
forbearing.” 

“Abu Hurayra (may God be pleased with him) reported 
that the Messenger of God (peace and blessings be 
upon him) said, ‘The Muslim is he from whose tongue 
and hand all people are safe’. The Messenger (peace 
and blessings be upon him also said, ‘The best of the 
believers is he from whose tongue and whose hand the 
Muslims are safe’. He (peace and blessings be upon 
him) also said, “The true believer [mu’min] is he whom 
people trust with regard to their lives and their 
properties’.” 

“To conclude, Islam is a religion of peace, safety and 
protection. It ensures that the believers must 
safeguard all individuals including men women and 
children irrespective to their religious, cultural or racial 
background. It is unlawful in Islam to take a life of any 
individual. Islam categorically condemns violent 
extremism and its manifestations but rather inspires 
the Muslim armies to wage a war against those who 
commit terrorism and spread chaos in society.” 

To become a Muslim it is first required to be a human 
being. Therefore, any act we perform which removes 

our humanity resigns us from Islam until the act is 
corrected, compensated, expiated, and forgiven, so 

that humanity is restored. 

Shayk. Muhammad Amin Evans 
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Religious Extremism 
Recent events in Manchester and London, as well as in 
the wider world, have set me thinking about the 
connection between terrorism and religion. Politicians 
have, predictably enough, reacted to current problems 
by suggesting more repressive legislation – but I doubt if 
it will help much. As Thucydides pointed out in 400 BC 
on the subject of the death penalty for revolt, ever more 
repressive punishments have never yet succeeded as 
deterrents. The newspapers wallow in sensational and 
graphic descriptions of the horror and encourage the 
search for scapegoats – it may help to sell papers, but it 
hardly offers a cure. Religious leaders wring their hands 
and call for more love and forgiveness, which is 
undeniably their function and may even help a little, but 
it also allows them to ignore a more basic problem, 
which is somewhat closer to home, namely religious 
fundamentalism. It is this, I believe, that may cause, and 
certainly reinforces terrorist extremism. It also 
undermines for many the credibility of religion itself.  

Archbishop Welby has, with refreshing honesty, 
suggested that religion lies at the root of terrorism. I am 
not entirely convinced by this. After all, religious 
believers in most countries usually seem able to coexist 
amicably enough without slaughtering each other; 
indeed, they often cooperate and even assist each other 
when in trouble. I think we need to look deeper for 
causes and solutions.  

Is it perhaps not religion itself, but a certain type of 
religious believer that is the real source of the problem, 
not religion per se, but religious literalism and 
fundamentalism? I doubt if terrorists see themselves as 
terrorists or extremists; rather as Holy Warriors. Their 
understanding of their own faith is fundamentalist, and 
is mediated by fundamentalist teachers and preachers 
and exploited by people of ill-will. It encourages them to 
seek martyrdom and the promise of paradise, offered to 
those who give their lives for their faith.  

The mindset of such contemporary “holy warriors” 
resembles that of the Christian crusaders of the Middle 
Ages, attracted by the promised reduction of their time 
spent in Purgatory, and of those early Christian martyrs 
who welcomed death as speeding their way to God. It 
may seem a strange outlook to us moderns, but it is how 
religion has always seemed to work. In this world, where 
death and taxes remain the only certainties, such 
sacrifice brings the hope of rewards in the next. 
Certainly, to Christian writers such as Eusebius in the 
early 4th century and Bede in the 7th, such actions 
seemed entirely understandable; only with the 
Reformation did doubts begin to be expressed.  

This earlier view of religion resembles the 
fundamentalism of today. It stems from a view of Holy 
Writ which was once the norm, but is no longer so. For 
most Christians even 500 years ago, the Bible was still 

literally true in every detail. Now, thanks to modern 
scholarship, we no longer feel compelled to believe 
everything said by those early writers. The Creation 
myths of Genesis convince only Creationists; even New 
Testament accounts such as virgin birth, the 
resurrection, and Jesus’ ascension into heaven (no 
longer somewhere above the clouds) can be 
“problematical” for some sincere Christians.  

Attitudes may have changed, yet Church teaching and 
doctrine, once subject to vigorous debate in the early 
centuries of the Christian era, has fossilised into dogma, 
which practising clergy dare not challenge. Though I find 
the divinity of Jesus difficult, I fully accept his prophetic 
role and teaching as being inspired, possibly divinely. But 
Jesus himself said nothing about doctrine and everything 
about how to live, while the official creeds of Christianity 
now say nothing about how to live and everything about 
doctrine. Context is all.  

Terrorists, like fundamentalists, take traditional Holy 
Writ literally, without making allowance for the times in 
which it was originally written. Some may be under-
educated, literate perhaps at the level of reading and 
writing, but unable to understand the nature of 
metaphorical as opposed to literal truth, let alone the 
importance of historical context and levels of meaning in 
the evaluation of written evidence. They are therefore at 
the mercy of clever leaders and teachers whose 
motivations may not always be benign. And in an era of 
uncertainty, even the more intelligent and better 
educated sometimes crave the certainties offered by a 
fundamentalist approach to religion, rather than the 
stress of doubt created by a more sceptical approach.  

That is why we need a thoroughgoing reform of the way 
we teach religion, not just in schools but also from the 
pulpit. It used to be said that religion served to comfort 
the afflicted and to afflict the comfortable. Now clergy 
still comfort the afflicted, but seem reluctant to afflict 
the comfortable in their congregations, perhaps for fear 
of undermining their own faith as well. No wonder the 
young turn away.  

We need to learn to treat what is called religious truth 
as Myth – which I would insist is not a synonym for 
untruth, but rather the expression of a profound Truth 
through the medium of story and metaphor, perhaps 
better called Wisdom, which has good biblical 
provenance. We need to explain how sacred stories, 
whether foundation narratives for nations, tribes, 
institutions, or religions, come about and expand, like 
fishermen’s tales; how one God may be known under 
many different names in many different languages and 
worshipped in many different ways. We need to explain 
how the Bible came to be written and how religious 
language operates on different levels, like poetry. It was 
not dictated by God to some prophetic shorthand writer, 
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but represents the (sometimes) inspired understanding 
of their contemporary situation by religious leaders of 
their day. The original meaning of the word “prophecy” 
was “forthright speaking” and had nothing to do with 
predicting future events, except in the sense that history 
may not repeat itself but can sometimes rhyme - and 
may therefore be a useful guide to future action. An 
understanding of historical context is essential for 
evaluating its relevance today.  

If we can open the eyes and minds of our own religious 
fundamentalists to what scholars have long since 
understood, might we not encourage a similar outlook in 
others, increase our own religion’s credibility, and by 
working gradually towards a more harmonious 
relationship between religions reduce the justifications 
for terrorism?  

We remain a deeply divided society. Despite the 
admirable expressions of sympathy shown all over the 
country to the victims of recent incidents, terrorist and 
otherwise, it seems probable that this was less the sign 
of a united society than the natural human reaction to 
unmitigated misfortunes of others. Last June, Trevor 
Phillips in an article in The Times challenged the 
assumptions of the late Jo Cox and liberals generally that 
“we have more in common than what divides us.” On 
the contrary, he argued, the gap between communities 
might as well be four centuries and four thousand miles, 
so opposed are they to each other.  

Tom Holland (author of In the Shadow of the Sword and 
Millennium) suggested recently in The Spectator that 
the liberal and “enlightened” British attitude to God as 
“peaceful, politically correct and probably voting Lib 
Dem, reinforces their belief that “the law of the land 
should trump any legal system claiming to be derived 
from a God.” In fact, he suggests, no laws, no increase in 
police numbers, no boost to the powers of the security 
services can adequately patrol ideas born of other 
cultures or religions. “Only by directly confronting these 
beliefs do we have the faintest prospect of diminishing 
their potency.” This seems to support my basic thesis – 
we must reform religious education.  

An atheist friend to whom I showed an earlier draft of 
this essay suggested that I too have failed to ask the 
really key question – what is it about religion that seems 
to make it (unintentionally, perhaps) the ally if not the 
source of all sorts of unpleasant or evil movements in 
human society. After all, warring nations confidently 
assert that God is on their side, while their enemies 
claim the opposite; homophobia is “justified” because 
condemned by the Bible; nationalisms use religion to 
fuel the zeal of their adherents. The Irish Troubles were 
not caused by religion but nationalism, yet religious 
affiliation was most certainly an aggravating factor on 
both sides. And then, he goes on, if religion is not the 
root of the problem, then surely religious education is 
not the answer. I take his point, but only to the extent 
that no one thing is ever the whole answer; but progress 

begins with a single step, and this is one that Christians 
could take if they want to make a beginning.  

In the end, we may be forced to conclude that for all our 
pretentions to be the pinnacle of God’s creation, the 
species homo sapiens remains in essence animal, driven 
by the territorial imperatives of the animal kingdom and, 
as Durkheim pointed out over a century ago, religion 
probably pre-dates all other forms of social cohesion, 
and derives from a combination of superstitious 
perception and a deep sense of group or tribal identity. 
It is so instinctive that when our deeper fears or desires 
are aroused, religious passions follow and by articulating 
them help to fan the flames. The territorial imperative of 
the animal is no different from the lust for power in the 
human species - what Dominic Crossan calls a 
“domination culture”. The worst thing that happened to 
Christianity was to become allied to the secular power of 
the Roman Empire under Constantine. Ever since it has 
been progressively corrupted by its close association 
with power. Perhaps, like Jesus’ first disciples, our only 
hope is that we should “forsake all else and follow Him,” 
leaving behind two millennia of dogmatic baggage and 
legendary impedimenta so as to live as followers of his 
teaching.  

I could go on, but this is only the beginning of an internal 
dialogue, which could be helped enormously by anyone 
prepared to accept that the teaching of religion should 
involve a continuous examination and re-statement of 
what is taught and what we believe. Perhaps in the end 
the Dalai Lama said the wisest thing of all: “I have come 
to the conclusion that whether or not a person is a 
religious believer does not matter much. Far more 
important is that they be a good human being.” Not for 
nothing is that called “The Golden Rule.”  

Brian Wilson is a retired headteacher, 

author of several books (including Lost 

Certainties), and analysed the results of 

the ‘8 points’ consultation for PCN Britain. 

midiman 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/midiman/90232391 Attribution 2.0 Generic (CC BY 2.0) 
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Beyond ‘them and us’ 
It is natural for all of us to gravitate towards people who 
are similar to ourselves in terms of culture, religion, 
nationality etc. It is amazing though how some come to 
support sports teams, or similar, that sometimes seem 
to have little to do with their own identity. Many 
Africans, for instance, support Liverpool, Arsenal or Man 
United football teams for no obvious reason! 

One ardent Liverpool supporter is my friend Letlapa 
Mphahlele. But he has had deeper allegiances. Letlapa 
had been commander of a liberation army in South 
Africa during the time of apartheid. At one point, he 
ordered massacres on white civilians in retaliation to 
black school children being killed by the government 
forces. I first got to know him thirteen years ago at a 
conference on reconciliation in Switzerland. Letlapa was 
speaking side by side with Ginn Fourie, the mother of 
one of his victims, a young woman student from Cape 
Town university. 

They 
formed 
an 
unlikely 
team: a 
white 
Christian 
woman 
and a 
black 
atheist 
man, 
especially 
after 
such a 
terrible 

and divisive experience. What brings them together is a 
profound story of tragedy and hope. The story they 
shared, and subsequent outreach together as 
peacemakers, made a deep impact on the audience.  

This led to my inviting Letlapa to come to the UK, where 
 I took him to 36 Sixth Forms in six weeks to share his 

experience of oppression and of why he took up the 
armed struggle. Students were absorbed  by living into 
the frustrations and humiliation that led to his 
radicalisation. 

Seeing the impact on young people developed a 
conviction in me to make a documentary film about the 
journey of Ginn and Letlapa. So, with a professional 
director and cameraman we went to South Africa to do 
the filming. The award-winning film, Beyond Forgiving, is 
the result. It has been widely used internationally to 
stimulate deeper thought on issues related to conflict, 
injustice, extremism and forgiveness. 

The film's director Imad Karam says: “As a Palestinian 
Muslim from Gaza it is a privilege for me to work on this 
story because I can draw a parallel between apartheid 
and the current situation in my country. To see that 
there was an end to apartheid and to see that people 
who used to be completely at odds in extreme positions 
are now actually able to look back and feel how horrible 
it was, it just gives me hope that one day in Palestine we 
could see a peaceful coexistence.” 

I invited Letlapa to the UK in June this year for speaking 
engagements with the film, under the auspices of the 
NGO Initiatives of Change. Events were arranged in 
London, Reading, Winchester, Oxford, Coventry and 
Newbury, my home town. Letlapa's experience is 
particularly poignant following the recent terrible events 
in Manchester and London. Our theme for these 
occasions was 'Beyond Group Allegiances - Towards a 
common humanity' aimed to give perspective on the 
way forward from extremism.  

When he was commander in the South African liberation 
struggle Letlapa was very focussed on black people 
being 'My people'. But since his subsequent 
transformation, the whole of humanity has become 'My 
people'. Having this perspective is a much better 
foundation to address conflicts from, for all of us.  

Unfortunately, due to visa problems Letlapa was unable 
to join us. But the events went ahead as planned.  

After screening the film in the different venues, a 
message from Letlapa was shared with the participants.  

It stated:  

Dear friends, colleagues and guests. 

This day, this time, and at this venue,  

I was looking forward to being with you. Needless to 
say I couldn't make it due to some visa complications. I 
profoundly apologise for not showing up. 

 Although I failed to arrive in person, my mind and 
heart are with you as you explore the possibilities to 
outgrow group allegiances and to strive towards a 
common humanity. This is a hugely important 
exploration. More so as we daily witness our world 
degenerating into bloodbaths. Armed men and women 



15 

unleashing violence on the people who are punished 
for being 'the other' instead of 'us'. 

 As an explorer among explorers, I'm aware that some 
of you have been exploring long before I was born. For 
me it took a handshake and a frank talk with Ginn 
Fourie to embark on a never-ending struggle for 
fostering a common humanity. In this march, no step is 
too small; and no initiative is too little, too late. In 
these endeavours, personal responsibility is more 
important than hiding behind the veil of group 
allegiance. After all, groups consist of individuals and 
are influenced by individuals. 

Building a common humanity needs the bricks and 
mortar of integration. If we are committed to walk the 
talk towards a common humanity, we should 
personally take the initiative to reach out to the people 
who are different from us, people who, loosely 
speaking, come from other groups. We should listen 
with empathy to why people hold sacred things we 
view as ordinary, and treat as ordinary things we 
glorify. 

I thank you and wish you all the best in your collective 
exploration.                    Letlapa Mphahle 

The structure of events varied. In London, the audience 
interacted with Imad Karam, director of the film, and 
Marina Cantacuzino, founder of the internationally 
acclaimed Forgiveness Project.  

The searching discussion quickly evolved beyond South 
Africa and black and white to wider issues of conflict, 
including more personal relationships between 
individuals. One young Muslim woman spoke about 
herself being demonized, and how 20 days ago her 
cousin had been stabbed to death by a sixteen-year-old 
boy. She related the challenge and encouragement she 
felt from the Qu’ran to see a common humanity, and 
shared that she sees everyone in this room to be ‘My 
People’. That is what gives her strength at this difficult 
time. 

There were many audience comments such as “Even 
people I hate are human beings.” “We need to go from 
‘Why me?’ to ‘Why not me?’.” “We can choose the path 
we take.” “If we take on something together the 
differences fall away.” Clearly people were relating the 
wider discussion to their personal situations. Several 
talked about bad personal relationships which this 
meeting had inspired them to address. “If Letlapa and 
Ginn can take such steps, after such a terrible situation, 
that really challenges me.” 

There was a general feeling that at a time when many 
are retreating into identity groups, and in many cases 
ceasing to talk to ‘the other’, it is necessary to build trust 
with those on other sides of the fault lines, and make 
this a priority in our daily commitment. The important 
thing to take away is to consider the personal steps 
which any of us can take. 

However, I once heard it said that we are closer to God 

when asking questions than when we think we know the 
answers. So, I’d like to finish this article with the 
questions which were addressed in group discussion in 
our various sessions: 

1. What were the key steps for Letlapa from (in the 
liberation struggle) just thinking of black people as ‘My 
People’, to now thinking of the whole of humanity as 
'My People'? 

2. Letlapa said, “I used to demonise those I was fighting 
against.” Is there an alternative to this? 

3. Imad Karam, director of Beyond Forgiving says, “The 
Israelis, and we Palestinians, are trapped in our own 
narratives.” This is often true of many situations in the 
world, including on the family relationship level, such as 
between husbands and wives. What steps can be taken 
to move beyond this entrapment? 

4 a. If a frog hops into a bowl of boiling water it 
immediately jumps out. But if the frog is placed in a bowl 
of cold water that is slowly brought to a boil it just stays 
there with inevitable consequences! What are the 
implications for us human beings? 

4 b. We are largely moulded by cultural conditioning, by 
groups that we have identified with, either from birth or 
through encounters later in life. On balance, is this good 
or bad, for ourselves and for society as a whole? What is 
(or should be) the role of education in fostering a 
common humanity? 

5. Should (or should not) our common humanity 
override all other group allegiances, be they national, 
cultural, political or religious?  

6. Letlapa having the courage to reach out to Ginn 
following the press club event has had far-reaching and 
unplanned-for consequences. On a less dramatic level 
might you reach out to someone you know, or don’t 
know, but have enmity with, to start building a new 
relationship? And a common humanity!   

Howard Grace is a member of 

the Newbury PCN group, he is a 

teacher, and executive producer of 

the film ‘Beyond Forgiving’. 
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Please contact group convenors or 
see the relevant PCN Britain web 
page for further details. 
Newcomers are always welcome.  
  

The highlight of the last few months 
has been the visit of Dr Val Webb 
who gave her talk on ‘Celebrating 
Doubt as a Catalyst on the Faith 
Journey’ to a well attended meeting. 
It was encouraging to see so many 
people interested in exploring a 
questioning approach. Several new 
people have come along or 
expressed interest in the group as a 
result and we now have well over 30 
on our contact list with a regular 
attendance of about 20. Val’s talk 
has prompted us to look ahead to 
what could be rather than back to 
what we have rejected. Our present 
and near future meetings are 
focusing on insights for Christianity 
in the 21st Century – starting with 
Jesus, the Church and the Bible. In 
October we hope to learn about the 
Peace and Integration Forum for 
West Berkshire which includes 
members of the Newbury PCN 
Group. Our coming meetings will all 
be on the first Tuesdays of the 
month at 7.30pm. On 5th 
September, 3rd October and 5th 
December we shall be meeting at St 
Michael’s Church Room in Abingdon 
whilst on 7th November we shall be 
at St Peter’s Church Room, Drayton. 

Our next meeting is on 15th Oct  
(sadly clashing with the Birmingham 
meetings with Gretta Vosper) with 
Rev Professor Adrian Thatcher. The 
meeting is at our usual venue: 
Southernhay URC Hall Exeter, from 
2.30- 4.30. We make a small charge 
to defray expenses, of £2.50. 
We have plans for an exciting visit 
next year from Professor Terry 
Eagleton. When we have a date we 
intend to advertise this widely and 
 have links with interested staff at 

the University, so we hope to attract 
students and others, rather than 
only our 'usual suspects'. Professor 
Eagleton is Distinguished Professor 
of English Literature at Lancaster 
University, and has a great interest 
in the place of faith in society and 
understanding of theology, derived 
partly from his Roman Catholic 
roots. He is a committed socialist 
(Marxist) and a non-dogmatic 
atheist. He has written more than 40 
books and spoke last year to the 
Theos think tank on The Death of 
God and the War on Terror which 
can be found as an audio file on 
their website. He is a very witty and 
accessible speaker. 

We have taken our customary break 
for the summer and resume in Sept. 
The planning session was fairly 
positive and decided to continue to 
meet at the same venue on a similar 
basis. Most people seemed happy 
with the mix of different types of 
evening and a variety of subjects. 
Although the precise details for each 
month have not yet been finalised, 
the suggested topics are: Jack 
Spong's theses – a Gentile heresy; A 
newer Testament – what might 
make up our scriptures if we were 
putting them together today; Peter 
Rollins – the Divine magician; 
Labyrinth – meditation based 
around the ancient walking tool; The 
language of religious experience – 
soul language. 
The information will be published on 
the PCN website once the final 
details have been decided, but this 
list should hopefully give a feel of 
what will be coming. We meet 
generally on the 4th Wed of the 
month except for Dec. 

Several of us have met recently to 
plan the 2017 -2018 programme. St 
Thomas the Martyr Church, where 
we hold our regular meetings, (2nd 

Tue of each month - 7.30-9pm) is 
having major building work over the 
winter. It is hoped they can still 
accommodate us, but the venue 
may have to be changed 
occasionally. Please check the 
website. Our first meeting in Sept 
will have the theme, ‘Being Human’, 
based on a report from the Sea of 
Faith Conference held in July. The 
Oct meeting will a theme chosen by 
Jean and Daryl who are finding 
themselves on the ‘dangerous’ 
journey of challenging their long 
held Christian understandings. They 
have left their church and now 
attend Quaker meetings. I wonder 
what they will challenge us with! In 
Nov, at the request of a member we 
will be looking at poetry and the 
way it can enliven and bring new 
understandings to our journeys. In 
Dec a local person, Anne Morrell, 
will be introducing her published 
writing, ‘Bread and Stones’, the 
story of her own spiritual journey. In 
Jan Robert Bluck is leading a session, 
‘Introducing Buddhism’, as part of 
our series to learn more about 
different faiths. This follows a talk 
last year from Rev’d Catherine Lack, 
Chaplain to Newcastle University.  
When we meet we bring simple 
finger food to share and, like other 
PCN groups, we share our deepest 
questions, knowing that the space is 
a safe place to say what is often 
difficult to say in other arenas. 

We are delighted that PCN has again 
been able to join the Justice and 
Peace Partners as a co-sponsor of 
the Solas Festival which took place 
in June at the Bield Centre near 
Perth. The theme was Home: 

www.solasfestival.co.uk 
This is the second year of PCN 
sponsorship and, once again, it has 
created a positive impact. In the 
speaking slot Ruth Cape gave a 
riveting presentation, based on her 
own experience, on the Palestinian 
villages which have been erased 

News from local groups 

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

Manchester   John Ramsbottom 

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

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

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

Stirling (Forth Valley)          Jon Cape 
07577 564092               jon.cape@pcnbritain.org.uk  

http://www.solasfestival.co.uk
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from the map but not from people’s 
memories. It was very well received 
with requests for follow up talks.  
We also had the PCN logo widely 
noticed as it was included  in the ‘A 
Home Needs A Loo” posters which 
Solas agreed that we placed on the 
Portaloos across the venue. PCN 
Forth Valley raised £320  to donate 
to Christian Aid (our Peace Tent 
partners) and its “Love a Lav’ 
campaign so that the Solas Festival 
can be shown to be doing its bit to 
promote safe sanitation. PCN Forth 
Valley and Christian Aid collaborated 
in creating a feature in the Peace 
Tent with a  toilet tent explaining 
that around two million people, 
including half a million children, die 
each year due to poor sanitation, 
telling people about PCN’s donation 
and giving (mostly) kids the chance 
to play the Water Aid computer 
game ‘Angry Turds’! 
There were  several discussions with 
people at the Festival on PCN 
(including a  church minister) over 
the festival  weekend and we have 
certainly raised awareness of PCN.  

We continue to meet for talks and 
discussion at the Friends Meeting 
House in Newcastle under Lyme. 
Jacky Heraty from the Unitarians 
brought us up to date with their 
church in the town, who 
constitutionally include people with 
atheist and agnostic views as well as 
broad Christian views, while still 
enjoying the rituals of meditation 
and appropriate hymns.  
The Rev. James Pritchard of the 
Keele University chaplaincy told us 
of his conversion to Christianity and 
ordination in the Methodist Church 
but subsequent rapid spiritual 
journey to a much broader 'liberal' 
outlook on Christian faith.  
Fr Peter Harrington of the Coptic 
Church helped us become more 
informed about his tradition; he 
outlined his conversion in an 
evangelical church and, quickly 
feeling it was too cerebral and 
lacking in spiritual depth, he found 
what he was searching for in the 
ritual, strong sense of tradition and 

community in what is the Orthodox 
Church of Egypt.  
One of our new members is a 
religious education teacher at a local 
school, and he led us in a novel 
approach to the subject of God and 
human suffering. One of our own 
members led us in looking at 
possible origins of religion among 
humans, and another gave us a 
flavour of the attempts in recent 
centuries to recover the deep 
spiritual aspects of Celtic Christianity 
with its awareness of God within 
nature and human life. Then in Aug I 
took a quick look at Ray Vincent's 
book ('Let the Bible be itself') writing 
how we should reject the 
authoritarian approach to the Bible 
and use it more honestly as one part 
of faith, in the world as we find it 
today. So, refreshing after our local 
conservative Anglican church stated 
that they are disturbed by the 
recent Synod because it is not taking 
"the Biblical view".  
I am once again placing information 
on our part of the website. Our next 
two meetings will be about the faith 
of Charles Darwin and then Luther 
and the Reformation.  

First Thurs of the month, 7.15 for 
7.30 – 9.00 pm at St. James Parish 
Rooms, Devizes. 
We continue to meet regularly for 
discussion, and simply for the 
pleasure of each other’s company! 
At the moment, we are approaching 
the closing chapters of “Tomorrow’s 
Faith” by Adrian B. Smith, with 
future plans not yet decided.  
Our members’ experience is very 
varied so we can usually expect 
different viewpoints and 
approaches, as well as significant 
knowledge. Earlier this year one of 
our well-loved members, Daphne 
Goodwin, died, just after the 
publication of her Kindle book St. 
Luke on St. Luke. Daphne was a 
member of All Saints Church in 
Westbury, where, in June, Dr. David 
Catchpole (NT scholar in residence 
at Sarum College) gave a Memorial 
Lecture entitled ‘Revisiting the 
Riddles of the Resurrection 

Narratives of St. Luke’s Gospel’. 
Many of us were able to attend. It 
was a delight and a privilege to 
know Daphne; we have benefited 
greatly from her scholarship, 
gentleness, humour and wisdom. 

For our May meeting we reviewed 
and reflected upon Adrian Alker’s 
talk on ‘A Radical Church’, which we 
had enjoyed back in March. We 
tried to tackle the question of what 
more could/should we be doing to 
further the radical agenda, beyond 
being a support group for ourselves 
and other potential members. We 
didn’t find it easy to answer! Some 
practical examples were offered but 
overall the feeling was ‘could do 
better; we’ll keep trying.’ Our July 
meeting gave the chance to share 
more of our own personal journeys 
in a radical direction; members who 
hadn’t already contributed in a 
previous meeting each gave a brief 
resume of his or her faith journey so 
far, followed by questions, comment 
and discussion. It was a useful way 
of sharing and exploring the 
difficulties of turning theory (and 
hope) into practice, and a good 
means of getting to know each other 
a bit better. In addition, two 
members had attended, and 
described for us, the 500th 
centenary celebrations for Luther’s 
contribution to the Reformation. As 
indicated in the previous report, in 
September we shall discuss the last 
chapter (‘Commons’) of Diana Butler 
Bass’s book ‘Grounded’, and in 
November John Churcher will be 
coming to help us think about the 
origins and influence of the so-called 
Enlightenment. We hope that 
members from other not-too-distant 
groups will join us on the latter 
occasion.  

Stoke On Trent       Nigel Jones 

01782 632895          nigel.jones@pcnbritain.org.uk  

Mid-Wilts              Janet Tanner  
01380 738155        janet.tanner@pcnbritain.org.uk  

N Worcester   Mary Kenchington 
07804015576 mary.kenchington@pcnbritain.org.uk 
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Borg Memorial Lecture 

Robin Meyers was welcomed to St. Stephen’s Church, 
Bristol, by Tony Rutherford. Meyers is a United Church 
of Christ pastor in Oklahoma City and professor of 
theology. A member of ‘The God Seminar’ (formerly ‘The 
Jesus Seminar’) working closely with John Dominic 
Crossan, and a key role in the Marcus Borg Foundation. 
Robin began his first talk with a very warm appreciation 
of the friendship and integrity he knew in Marcus Borg.  

“How I became a heretic… with help from Jesus.” 

Robin is an unrepentant heretic. In his view a liberal 
church voice is needed in the USA to confront the state 
and corporations who misuse their power, often relying 
on the collusion of the church. Although he speaks of 
what he knows at first hand in the USA those present 
were asking themselves if the situation in Britain is also 
serious. Church and state seem to co-exist in harmony. 
Few heretical voices are raised in criticism. “America and 
the UK are in trouble” he says. Nationalism and even 
fascism are on the rise. The prophetic voice is rarely 
heard. Robin sees ‘fascism’ not as the rise of ‘jackbooted 
thugs’ but fundamentally as growing control of the 
government by special interest groups and corporations 
“with the blessing of the Church”. He says “the opiate of 
the masses now is disinformation disguised as 
entertainment and confused with news.” We live in an 
age of ‘post truth’ and false ‘alternative facts’. So, for 
example, the fact that the chasm between rich and poor 
is greater now than it has ever been is obscured and the 
Church rarely raises the matter. “When was the last time 
the Church was a thorn in the flesh of the Empire?” he 
asks. “The answer is, we are now part of the Empire.” 
We live in a violent world: “Our games are violent, our 
movies are violent, our political process is violent and 
our homes are violent, especially for women.” 

Church Reformations continue. We must evaluate what 
we Christians are doing, rather than what we say we 
believe. The Sermon on the Mount says everything 
about what we are to do, but not a single word about 
what we are to believe. In 325 CE the Emperor 
Constantine’s Council of Nicaea turned the Church 
upside down. We were persuaded that having ‘right 
belief’ was more important than our record of what we 
do. There must be “A Great Reversal” back to living out 
the words of Jesus: ‘I am the Way, the Truth and the 
Life.” We have to go back to the future … 

We all need community and sacred space. “The beloved 
community requires bodies in the presence of other 
bodies in order to be the body of Christ.” Marcus Borg 
said “Our preaching must be: (1) Biblically responsible, 
(2) Intellectually honest. (3) Emotionally satisfying (4) 
Socially significant.” An intelligent faith is required to 
welcome many back to the church. 

Robin ended with thought provoking words of 
 encouragement, saying we cannot be too honest or 

too compassionate and making the plea that all Christian 
churches should have an open Eucharistic table. To the 
words “Love one another” conference members ended 
the lecture with the refrain: “Every single other…” 

Quantum physics and the future of God. 

The second lecture was more fascinating and just as 
challenging. There is a God crisis. As a theology 
professor, Robin finds some of his students think his 
Biblical course to be ‘dangerous’. Some of us do not go 
beyond pre-critical naiveté. God; ‘him upstairs’, or in the 
sky, is a stern supernatural father figure, law giver and 
judge… “The God who is on our side and can be enlisted 
in every battle conveniently loving all the people we love 
and hating all the people we hate: this God is dead”. 
Millions are walking away from the Church, which has a 
bad reputation, with the young readily turning to best-
selling atheist books. He urges us to reject the idea that 
science and religion are natural enemies, and are natural 
partners. Our understanding of ‘reality’ is undergoing 
radical change with the advent of Quantum Physics: 

Conventional theology is tired and weary. We turn to 
science for awe and wonder. He says: “Quantum physics 
is the best spiritual thing that ever happened to me.” 
The simple stereotype is two kinds of people: Religious 
people who hate science seeing critical thinking as the 
enemy of faith, and some smart scientists who really 
hate those whose religion makes them appear to have 
shallow simple minds. Robin does not believe in the God 
which Richard Dawkins does not believe in either… 

Copernicus and Galileo enraged the Church having 
observed and measured to discover that the earth orbits 
the sun. The sun does not orbit the earth. Galileo said 
“The Bible tells us how to go to Heaven, not how the 
heavens go.” The Pope and the Inquisition threatened 
their lives. Isaac Newton also studied the stars and 
movement, creating an almost clockwork model of the 
universe. For the giant ‘clock’ there must be a clock 
maker. Society began to place everything within a God 
created framework, now able to keep going without 
divine intervention. A machine is regarded as just a 
collection of parts that all work together. It can be 
repaired and kept going through human ingenuity. Our 
God view began to resemble our world view. We once 
had simple and appealing formulae to explain sin, 
forgiveness, the principles of God’s justice and 
judgement, rewards or punishments. We had to earn 
our way to heaven and ensure we did not end up in hell. 

From the single atom to a complex machine all depends 
on the sum of its parts. An individual person is like an 
atom belonging to wider social groups from a family to a 
nation or a church. If a person breaks down: The 
individual can be isolated, not treated as part of a family 
or organization. The individual is the fundamental unit of 
reality. Think of how this model describes how people 
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pray. We ask for forgiveness, ask for help and we 
petition God. As a small part of the universe we turn to 
the supreme being, God, in prayer.  

This will not do. God is better spoken of as ‘the luminous 
web’ (Barbara Brown Taylor) in which the whole is far 
more than the sum of the parts. There is no such thing 
as an individual. Every interaction between people and 
people, people and things, and things and things, 
changes the face of history. The whole is the 
fundamental unit of reality. Borg called it the ‘something 
more’. The glory of God there in the whole of creation. 

“We are a personal universe of complexity”. Life is not 
straightforward and linear. Our plans for the future are 
usually chaotic or seem so. In fact we are connected in 
an ordered way to the luminous web “where everything 
really is connected to everything else. Where every 
action is consequential and where moral actions matter 
at a deeply spiritual level.” This leads to a theology of 
consequence, not a theology of obedience. 

Albert Einstein did not like Quantum Theory at all. His 
Theory of Relativity says that nothing can travel faster 
than the speed of light. He was proved wrong. There is 
communication, is seems, between particles no matter 
how far apart they are in the Universe. The Universe is 
not like a machine, it is more like a body. Scientists 
explore power fields. The Luminous Web theory 
suggests there is another power field which links all the 
other fields together and can interact across the 
Universe faster than the speed of light. “There is indeed 
some kind of instant super-luminal communication 
between quantum particles. Once they have interacted 
with one another they have the power to influence each 
other no matter how far apart they go.” “Physical reality 
refuses to be compartmentalized”. This is way beyond 
our life experience or our capacity to understand. All is 
mystery. “The luminous web presumes nothing about 
good or bad only that everything is connected… I don’t 
think God does anything… that sounds very strange to 
hear… I don’t think God initiates action, I think God is 
the spiritual reality that connects all things for good or 
for evil at a spiritual and physical level, but I don’t think 
God makes things happen by saying or thinking or 
deciding ‘I’m going to do this’… We must stop acting like 
infants in church wanting some supreme Santa Claus in 
the sky to do things for us or to punish the people we 
don’t like or to explain the inexplicable…” 

Science and Religion are converging in many ways 
especially in this concept of ‘oneness’. Mysticism is the 
route to trust in exploring existence; life and death. We 
cannot continue with the idea that the human animal is 
above all other life forms on earth. All life is connected. 
“The illusion of separation is the enemy of the future” 
We cannot set ourselves apart. We are part of the whole 
web which is pure relationship and the energy which is 
available to us has been around since the Universe was 
born. We should ‘pray in all directions at once’ trusting 
that God connects everything.  

“At Mayflower (Robin’s church in Oklahoma) we’ve just 
simply stopped referring to God in personal terms when 
possible. If we are writing the liturgy and it’s a prayer of 
confession, my prayers of confession begin ‘dear Eternal 
Spirit’, ‘dear Luminous Web’, ‘dear Wholly One’. We try 
to use terms that are not personal and are certainly not 
masculine, and we do not use masculine pronouns for 
God and that is very easy to do… just say God again… So 
in our prayers… rather than making them petitionary 
prayers… we try to think of prayer as a spiritual practice 
that helps us access the mystery of this Luminous Web.” 
As a ‘Luminous Web theologian’(!) Robin said that 
whatever we do for others, no matter how small and 
insignificant, it changes something…Robin is not a theist 
but still admits: “When people are in deep crisis they do 
not want to pray to… some kind of nebulous ‘May the 
Force be with you’ invisible web. Who prays to the 
Luminous Web? We pray to something that is enough 
like us to think we can be in relationship with it and it 
can be in relationship with us. This is the question I am 
struggling with. How does one become a non-Theist 
without stripping the comfort people experience in a 
moment of crisis when they are praying for help and 
guidance… How can persons be in relationship with 
something not personal?” 

We could put down religion as a relic of superstition and 
ignorance. Paul spoke of the Church as the body of 
Christ; a helpful image. It seems that in quantum 
physical terms our existence must go beyond death. 
Maybe “love is the spiritual equivalent of quantum 
entanglement.” Robin does not believe in the Trinity: “It 
is a signpost which the Church in its evolution put forth 
to try to explain the mystery of God the Creator, God a 
Sustainer… One who helps us through the mystery of the 
death and Resurrection of Jesus… the Trinity is a very 
useful relational metaphor…” The problem was having 
to believe in the Trinity… We have even gone to war 
over words in the Trinity… “I believe the Trinity was 
helpful and is helpful for some people as a relational 
metaphor but not as a metaphysic”. As for the Devil: “I 
don’t think of the devil as a personal being… but as the 
symbol of the cumulative effect of hatred, bigotry, anger 
and insult towards other humans…” 

Summing up: The time is approaching for Science and 
Religion to hold a Peace Summit. We stare at the 
mystery of life together. We don’t understand it but all 
find it amazing. We can turn to the radical theology of 
Paul Tillich who spoke of God as the Ground of our 
Being. Paul wrote that we look through a glass darkly: 
When the fog finally clears we will see that there is only 
ONE… 

David Ireson was a Roman Catholic 

for 45 years, then a vicar in Somerset; 

still working ‘retired’ and an active 

member of Iona Community. 



20 

Sing Out for Justice by Ray Vincent,   
Christian Alternative 

In this very 
readable and 
informative 
overview of 
all kinds of 
prophets, 
Ray brings 
alive 
teachings 
and stories 
within their 
own 
contexts, 
rather than 

the traditional usage of them as 
forerunners and predictions of the Jesus 
story and message. I don’t remember 
him using the Hebrew word midrash, a 
form of teaching that was more 
concerned with meaning and justice 
than with literal understanding, but I am 
sure that he understands this using his 
own words. He brings out the passion, 
the poetic imagery, the humour. He 
even enters into the spirit as in the 
Jonah story he refers to the adventure 
with the big fish as a huge red herring. 
This book is compact, clearly written 
and successfully covering a huge 
compass of different personalities and 
messages without concentrating heavily 
on any one. It is not intended to be a 
complete commentary on any one 
prophet. As it brings out the calls to do 
what is right and show love and care, 
facing moral dilemmas of the prophets’ 
own times, it rings bells about our own 
issues with human rights and the 
challenges of climate change and the 
ongoing arguments between faith 
limited to credal confessions and those 
who prefer to try to follow the Jesus 
Way of right relationship. However, the 
prophets, though they did predict, 
sometimes displaying knowledge on 
international situations, were not 
thinking of hundreds of years ahead like 
Old Moore’s Almanac. Their concerns 
led towards the kind of compassion that 
should be the mark of Christianity as 
they preached the principles of the 
righteous society – and still we have to 
fight the same battles. Ray does look at 
the Servant in Isaiah and the way some 
of this is fulfilled in the life of Jesus, 
without actually predicting Jesus. My 
own take on this is that Jesus knew the 
passages from Isaiah and deliberately 
 used them as inspiration for his 

ministry, which is another way of 
fulfilling them.  
I was brought up on the Old Testament 
in both Orthodox and Liberal Judaism. I 
found the book immensely helpful. 

Ron Lewis   
 

Saving Jesus from the Church  
by Robin R Meyers, Harper Collins 

This book is 
for those 
who have 
“walked 
away from 
the church 
because we 
recognise 
intellectual 
dishonesty 
as the 
original sin 
of 
orthodoxy” 
and those 

who have not grown up in the church, 
the “Nones”. His premise is that 
Christianity needs to get back to the 
basic question: “Who was Jesus before 
he was the Christ? What does it really 
mean to follow him as a teacher and not 
just worship him as a supernatural deity 
on a rescue mission?”  
There are 10 chapters and each 
indicates an alternative to orthodox 
theology: Jesus the Teacher, not the 
Saviour; Faith as Being not Belief; Easter 
as Presence not Proof; Original Blessing, 
not Original Sin; Prosperity as 
Dangerous not Divine; Religion as 
Relationship not Righteousness.  
Meyers explains how this theological 
shift can work in practice with concrete 
examples from his experience in 
ministry, drawing for his sources on 
names familiar to us all. Many of us are, 
of course, familiar with the ground 
covered and the particular approaches 
of these scholars, but it’s helpful to have 
them contextualised and worked out in 
a real church community. 
The resulting theology is illuminating, 
convincing and transforming and 
thoroughly grounded in the context of 
the world we all experience today. He 
writes for those of us who struggle with 
so called orthodox theology and inspires 
hope that in shifting our emphasis to 
the life-affirming wisdom which Jesus 
experienced as God, we can be both 
personally transformed and also part of 
the transformation of the world which is 
crucial to our survival and well-being. 

I highlighted many helpful quotations 
and I leave you with this one which 
inspires me to hang on to living my life 
the Jesus Way, in spite of the church!  
“Jesus taught the narrow way as 
opposed to the broad way of 
convention and tradition. Both his life 
and message were subversive and 
modelled on the metaphor of death and 
resurrection as a way of life. 
Discipleship was not about knowing 
new things or subscribing to certain 
theological statements or positions, but 
about the never-ending process of dying 
to an old self and being reborn into a 
new one.” I hope you enjoy this book as 
much as I did. 
          Sue Hobley  
 

A Book of Devotionals for  
Progressive Christians by Lon Chesnutt, 

Life Rich Publishing 
Acknowledging God's presence and 
taking responsibility for our own actions 
is the theme this book. The author aims 
to use contemporary language to speak 
to those who are spiritual but not 
religious, and to move away from the 
understanding of divinity as an external 
power source. The reflections 
encourage us to constantly 
acknowledge the presence of the sacred 
within us, and to seek wisdom and 

guidance 
from this 
inner 
compass. 
Each of the 
46 
reflections 
starts with 
a quote 
from the 
Bible, and 
gives us 
much food 
for thought 
and 

discussion as to the meanings we can 
take from some very well-known 
sayings. They were written while leading 
a study group at a church in Maryland, 
so have benefited already from the 
responses of participants in the process. 
Insights from the Jesus seminar scholars 
are embedded in its vision. 
The reflections translate well to a UK 
context and could be used as a stimulus 
by local discussion groups, or as part of 
informal liturgies. There is also plenty of 
focus on the interrelatedness of all 

Reviews 
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aspects of creation and the need to 
respond to the needs of the world.  
What you won’t find is any sense of a 
transcendent aspect to the divine. I find 
the idea of an inner compass 
meaningful, but would look for more 
acknowledgment of the ungraspable 
reality and unimaginable scope of the 
divine that the mystics allude to. 
Paperback and e-book versions are 
available from Amazon.com but not 
Amazon.co.uk. They can also be 
purchased directly from the author at: 
lonchesnutt@yahoo.com. 

Petra Griffiths 
 

Being Mindful, Being Christian, 
Monarch Books 

Although there are three named 
authors on the cover (Dr Roger 
Bretherton, Revd. Dr Joanna Collicutt 
and Dr Jennifer Brickman); this book has 
contributions from ten people who are 
all psychologists or friends of the British 
Association of Christians in Psychology.  
‘Mindfulness’ seems to be everywhere 

but it is 
viewed with 
suspicion by 
some 
Christians 
who worry 
that as a 
spiritual 
pathway it 
competes 
(and maybe 
even 
conflicts) 
with 
Christianity. 

Some are concerned that it requires us 
to empty our minds, leaving a vacuum 
that dangerous ideas will fill. The book 
seeks to dispel such misgivings by 
showing that there is a rich Christian 
tradition of mindful spiritual practices 
stretching back 2,000 years.  
The book is divided into two parts. The 
first, ‘Being Mindful’, looks at 
mindfulness from a theological, 
psychological and biblical standpoint. It 
explains exactly what mindfulness is and 
details the many benefits that the 
practice can bring in terms of both 
spiritual and mental well-being. The 
second part, ‘Being Christian’, is more 
practical and looks at ways that a 
mindful approach can be helpful to a 
Christian way of living. 
This is an in-depth look at mindfulness 
from a Christian perspective and is 
divided into four sections: compassion, 
courage, curiosity and character. The 
spiritual practices of Ignatius of Loyola, 

St Benedict and others are included as 
valuable examples of mindful living. 
Throughout the book there are 
additional text boxes which intersperse 
the narrative. They help to give a more 
detailed look at the ideas being covered 
such as suggesting further reading 
matter, identifying key biblical 
references, offering exercises to try, 
explaining historical background and 
addressing common Christian concerns. 
Each chapter ends with a text box 
headed ‘When two or three are 
gathered’; this poses questions useful 
for group discussion. Any PCN group 
looking for a book to study together 
would find this book full of interest. 

Christine Clasper 
 

Thinking of You by Joanna Collicutt,  
Bible Reading Fellowship 

With an 
ageing 
population 
and limited 
treatments, 
let alone a 
cure, the 
prospect of 
increasing 
numbers of 
people with 
dementia 
can be a 
frightening 
thought. 

What is our response? In this book we 
have some reassuring help. The four 
parts provide a logical breakdown of the 
problem. The first deals with the clinical 
aspects of the condition: it is not a 
disease. Dementia is not easy to 
diagnose and complex in its forms. The 
second turns to the individual and what 
it means for them, their families and 
carers. In the final two are practical 
suggestions for assessing and caring for 
the emotional and spiritual needs of 
those with dementia. Many of these, as 
their condition deteriorates, fade away 
from society and attending church 
because there is rarely any provision for 
them to be included. With numerous 
examples Collicutt shows how church 
communities can become much more 
welcoming and supportive. There are a 
wealth of references for additional 
information and sources of practical 
help.  
Don’t imagine that this book is not for 
you. All organisations, especially social 
and supportive ones, will benefit 
greatly, but this book  deserves a much 
wider readership to get us to face up to 
reality and change our attitudes towards 

those who suffer from this condition at 
all levels of our society.  

Robin Story 
 

Wrestling with the Word, edited by 
Kate Bruce and Jamie Harrison, SPCK 

A book about preaching, especially 
focusing on 
analysing the 
structure of 
sermons, 
might not 
have mass 
appeal; but 
sermons 
deserve 
attention, 
being at the 
heart of acts 
of worship. 
The centre of 
Bruce and 

Harrison's work is a collection of 
sermons, each followed by commentary 
on technique and structure. This is 
preceded and followed by sections of 
discussion, the first on the nature of 
preaching, and the last being three 
essays, including one by Justin Welby, 
discussing how ancient words can apply 
to modern life. 
They make a case for the sermon as a 
challenge, a voyage 'through shadowy 
places…without fleeing the false lights 
of easy answers or cheap grace' (Bruce). 
Good preaching can be thought 
provoking and engaging, making us 
think more deeply and forcing us to 
examine our beliefs. Hence the focus on 
the notion of 'tricky texts', for it is in 
stories of vengeance, punishment and 
cruelty that real challenges lie. Texts 
which deal with issues beyond normal 
experience, the supernatural, violent, 
strange and abrasive 'can rearrange 
your mental furniture'. 
While this approach did indeed make 
me think, it sometimes felt too often 
repeated, emphasised beyond its 
usefulness. All texts are 'tricky' in that 
they are based on a faith beyond our 
experience. We might feel more 
comfortable with some than with 
others, but we certainly don't all agree 
on what we find 'hard to swallow'.  
And that diversity is what I took away 
from 'Wrestling with the Word'. In such 
a range of approaches, styles, ideas and 
techniques, it is inevitable that some 
will (and some will not) speak to the 
individual reader. But the very fact of 
their differences mirrors the reality of 
diversity, the diverse worship culture of 
which sermons are a key part. 
        Andrew Lancaster     
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What Makes a Compassionate City? 
What makes a compassionate city/community? 

How do you personally measure compassion? 

What do you do to contribute to creating a more 
compassionate community and world? 

Could you answer these questions? If so, you are 
encouraged to participate in this project. (Follow this link 
and select the July 9, 2017 newsletter.) 

www.charterforcompassion.org/newsletters 

An answer from Ceredigion, West Wales 

To my mind, compassion is one of the defining 
characteristics, or qualities, of being human — anyone 
who doesn’t have it can barely be called human. 
Compassion is what marks out the great people, the 
people who make a difference in the world, known and 
unknown, regardless of their culture or background.  

A compassionate community is mindful that every other 
person is a life, equally important, with their own 
feelings and importances. Trying always to reduce the 
gap between rich and poor, between the empowered 
and the disempowered. Looking out for other people’s 
needs, and taking the opportunity to fulfil them, for no 
personal gain, but because of our shared humanity.  

I measure compassion by what it feels like to see or do 
— it touches both the parties involved, or all, and there’s 
no cost to anyone in terms of personal gain or loss. It 
touches people inside, and moves them, and at best 
causes them to want to do more of the same. It bridges 
the gaps and differences and chasms between us, 
reminding us of our shared qualities, not our differences. 
It is in willingness to help, to reach out, to go the extra 
mile for one’s fellow-human. One act of compassion is 
not better or worse than another; it might be a wiser 
choice or less wise, but still as valid. Compassion 
connects us to the divine influence (whatever you call it), 
and it is a subordination of “my” will to a greater 
understanding and purpose — and we feel that, and 
recognise it, either consciously or subconsciously. 

I am currently housebound, but my wife and I do all we 
can to promote compassion by writing, email, 
participating in online conversations and online 
petitions, speaking with neighbours and on the phone, 
etc. We try to make understanding and care and 
patience the hallmark of our dealings with other people.  

Patrick French 

For the full article: https://excellencereporter.com/  
© 2017 Excellence Reporter 

Compassion 

Gretta Vosper - Leeds 
www.grettavosper.ca 

Mill Hill Unitarian Chapel, City Square, Leeds, LS1 5EB 
 

Friday, 6th October: 7pm - 9.30pm: 
Atheist Ministry: we are where we are, an informal 
evening with Gretta and her husband Scott Kearns, 

tickets: £10.00 (£8.00 members) 
 

Saturday, 7th October: 10am – 4pm: 
Creating a World Beyond the Beliefs that Divide, a 

day conference with two lectures by Gretta, followed 
by Q&A, and presentation by Scott, tickets: £20 

 

Sunday, 8th October: 10.45am Gretta and Scott will 
lead the morning service at Mill Hill Chapel. 

 

Contacts: Paul Onslow, 07815685047  
paul.onslow@pcnbritain.org.uk and Sandra Griffiths, 
 0113 258 2652 sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk 

 

Please book through www.pcnbritain.org.uk/shop 

Gretta Vosper - Birmingham 
www.grettavosper.ca 

Carrs Lane URC, Birmingham, B4 7SX 
 

Friday, 13th October: 7pm - 9.30pm: 
Atheist Ministry: we are where we are, an informal 
evening with Gretta and her husband Scott Kearns, 

tickets: £15.00 
 

Saturday, 14th October: 10am – 4pm: 
Creating a World Beyond the Beliefs that Divide, a 

day conference with two lectures by Gretta, followed 
by Q&A, and presentation by Scott, tickets: £20 

 

Sunday, 15th October: 11am Gretta and Scott will lead 
the morning service at the Unitarian New Meeting. 

 

Joint Ticket: £30, available from the church office, 
0121 643 6151; office@carrslane.co.uk 

Marcus Borg Memorial Lecture 
Rev Dr Robin Meyers 

 

The eye-opening, mind-
boggling concepts of God 

revealed in Robin Meyer's talks 
may shock you, as they urge a 

major rethink of traditional 
Christianity.  

You have been warned! 
 

Three tracked, labelled and indexed DVDs now 
available from Chris Avis for just £10 inc. postage. 

 

Pay through Paypal to chris.avis2@hotmail.com   
(you don't need a Paypal account) or 

cheque to C. Avis at 37 Clifton Road, Exeter EX1 2BN 
 

Don't forget your name and address!  

http://www.charterforcompassion.org/newsletters
https://excellencereporter.com/
http://www.grettavosper.ca
mailto:paul.onslow@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PV%20-%20Vosper
mailto:sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PV%20-%20Vosper
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/shop
http://www.grettavosper.ca
mailto:office@carrslane.co.uk?subject=PV%20-%20Vosper
mailto:chris.avis2@hotmail.com?subject=PV%20-%20Borg%202017%20DVD
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Independence from what? For what?  
A confession 

 

Independence Day; for Jamaica, for Ghana, for the United States of America, for... 
 

breaking away from oppression 

forgive us for the ways we keep others back 

down, under, behind, invisible 

breaking away from tyranny 

forgive us for the ways we claim privilege, power, prestige 

forgive us when we walk through an open gate and close it behind us to keep others out  

breaking away from economic dominance 

forgive us for our delight in lower prices and cheaper labour 

forgive our fear of not having enough 

forgive our drive to gather in ever more for ourselves and our families 

breaking away from restricting world views 

forgive our blinders 

forgive our divisive claims to truth 

breaking away from systems of injustice 

forgive us for the systems we have created in our freedom 

that put others in chains 

Revive in us the vision of your kin-dom 

where the powerful who beat their chests will calm 

and the meek who cower will claim courage 

where the ordinary and unseen will connect with respect and voice 

In our independence from the chains of old 

move us to inter-dependence 

to relationship 

to trust 

Connect us with chains of daisies 

linked in peace 

celebrating the beauty of creation 

free in our connections 

Independence Day 

our hope 

your promise 

Ana Gobledale 
Monica Galante http://www.publicdomainpictures.net/view-image.php?image=78102&picture=daisy-chain [CC0 License] 
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