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Dare to ask the difficult questions
by Adrian Alker

Adrian Alker is
Director of
Mission
Resourcing in
the Church of
England diocese
of Ripon and
Leeds. He is a
longstanding
member of the
Network’s

Management Committee, and before his
present post was Vicar of St Mark’s,
Broomhill in Sheffield.

Facebook watchers and those who follow
the reporting of the BBC Religious Affairs
correspondent Robert Pigott will have
picked up an interesting story in early
August. The Rev Klaas Hendrikse of the
Protestant Church in Gorinchem, central
Holland, made headlines by declaring he can
offer his congregation little hope of life after
death; for him the task of Christians is, as
Christian Aid once declared, to believe in life
before death. Moreover Mr Hendrikse does
not believe in God as a supernatural being
and his book Believing in a non-Existent God
has led to calls for his removal from office.
The BBC World website has much to say on
this story and members of the Dutch
congregation are interviewed. One of the
youth workers in the Church is reported as
saying that he focuses on people’s search for
God, not on the church’s traditional black

and white answers, that there is an urgent
need to “take God out of the box”.

Well Alleluia I thought, this was very much
like being with any group of intelligent,
questioning people! But not so the good
Robert Pigott. He is seen interviewing
Hendrikse, almost with mouth wide open in
shock horror! Pigott could clearly not cope
with the idea of Jesus not being physically
resurrected. Pigott suggests to the naughty
cleric that the central tenet of Christianity is
that Jesus is the Son of God whose death on
the Cross and resurrection was ‘designed
specifically by God to liberate everyone from
their sinfulness’.

I began to wonder where people like Pigott,
a religious correspondent, have been hiding.
Have we not learnt anything from the
explosion of biblical criticism over the last
century and the debates over Christology in
the 70’s and 80’s? Have we not taken note of
Honest to God? Are the plethora of liberal
and radical groups of Christians, have the
writings of Jack Spong, the best selling books
of people like Marcus Borg, the reawakening
of evangelicals like Rob Bell to new
questions, has all this gone unnoticed? Is it
really so surprising that some people
(apparently one in six Dutch clergy in the
Protestant church) is agnostic or atheistic
about God? Is the New Testament, even, very
clear about our life after our death? If
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belief in God is so blindingly and obviously
true, why are our churches so empty? Have
the doctrines of Christianity simply floated
down from heaven to be universally accepted?

In the face of an increasingly secular West it
would seem as if many churches are simply
burying their heads in the sand, or just singing
the same old hymns louder to drown out any
discordance. Other new ‘mega churches’
redesign Christianity to offer the certainties of
heaven, a gospel of success, an upbeat club-like
atmosphere with all the emotional hype one
could possibly hope for.

Yet most of our churches continue to face
meltdown, as the average age of the
congregations in my own Church of England
reaches 61. There are debates galore about
church growth and mission planning. I know
because I am involved in them in my own
diocese. But how many people, including
clergy, are really asking the same kind of
fundamentally disturbing questions as does our
Dutch pastor friend? Do I really believe in life
after death? What do I teach about it? What
kind of God do I believe in? Did Jesus really
rise from the dead and if he did what is the
significance of this? Did God have a plan for
Jesus? Does God listen to prayer? What is
prayer? I think many people are asking these
questions, if not aloud, then in their hearts. Is
not ‘faith seeking understanding’ a time
honoured approach to religion? Why do we
insist on keeping God so firmly wrapped up in
a traditional box?

Week by week I find myself leading worship or
preaching in a different church, be it in the
centre of Leeds or in comfortable Harrogate
or remote Dales villages. Most of the churches
are a far cry from my twenty years in St Mark’s
Broomhill in Sheffield, where folk questioned
everything! And yet I greatly enjoy being in all
of these churches, sharing, albeit briefly, in
their life. Why? I think primarily because most
of the folk see their church as a force for
goodness in the community. They are good
people doing good. They run children’s clubs
and lunch groups, they offer pastoral care in
their neighbourhood, they promote matters of
justice, they care about the world. They work
for peace. They promote Fairtrade and collect
for Christian Aid. For most of the time people
don’t think too much about Christian
doctrines and the whole supernatural

framework of their faith. Few attend study
groups or worry too much about the divisions
in the church over matters of sexuality or
women bishops. (Generally they are rather
more liberal than we imagine!) They are more
likely to be concerned about the fabric of their
church and its ability to pay its way and meet
its diocesan obligations! They question and
wonder and just keep going.

Humberholme Church in the Dales

The challenge, as I see it, is to offer to these
good church people another paradigm of
Christianity, which springs out of the life of the
historical Jesus; a more radical Christianity,
faithful to the roots of the teachings of Jesus.
If we learn once more to be a Jesus patterned
community, basing our lives and the life of the
church around the example of Jesus and from
this seeking to understand and experience the
God revealed in Jesus, then we won’t ask
those who come into our churches to ‘believe’
ten unbelievable doctrines before their Sunday
lunch.

Marcus Borg says time and again that the
Christian life is about being transformed by the
power of the Spirit. It is not about believing in
doctrines. I am slowly realising that many
people in the pews also yearn for this kind of
approach, and that so too do many clergy. In
some ways then I am optimistic about the
challenges which we face in the Church. There
is today a great deal of interest in religion. The
aggressive secularists, the ‘new atheists’ may
have served us well in promoting an
atmosphere of debate. Let’s have the courage
to ask the big questions of faith. Instead of
giving people answers to questions which they
are not asking (plenty of courses do that!) let’s
dare to ask those difficult questions. In my
view it won’t empty the churches. Honest
searching may begin to fill them!
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The riots. Where do we go from here?
By Howard Grace

Howard Grace is a
member of the Newbury
PCN group and a valued
contributor to the
newsletter. Here he
reflects on the August
riots in the UK.

As I write this, two weeks
have passed since the riots

in the UK started. We’ve all been forced to
think more deeply about where our society is
heading. There has been much discussion
about the cause(s). These are doubtless varied
and complex. Many in other countries share
our concern. Do their societies also have
similar underlying symptoms, waiting to erupt?
An Australian friend wrote, “We have watched
with some consternation the UK riots. There
is much discussion here among commentators
about the cause, ranging from just criminal
activity to an under-class of young people with
little hope for the future spontaneously
erupting. The power of SMS texting is amazing,
as we saw here with the Cronulla riots 5 years
ago.”

Another young friend wrote, “What do you
think we can do about it?” This is a question
that needs to be addressed thoughtfully,
insightfully and with long term commitment.
We need strategies to police riots and to deal
with ‘gang culture’. But I suspect that this is
basically dealing with symptoms. What is the
underlying disease, and how do we address
what David Cameron is now referring to as
‘the broken society’?

I am reminded of a couple of lines in a song
which go, “In ancient Rome they felt so free,
doing what comes naturally. They were so
busy being merry ones, that they didn’t notice
the Barbarians.” Rome was at the heart of a
mighty, disciplined empire. But people moved
on to a spirit of ‘wine, women and song’. It
seems to me that all through history societies
have zig-zagged between a purposeful and
disciplined vision (some good and some, like
Nazism, bad); and sitting back to enjoy the
‘good’ life.

In Britain we have been through various stages
such as moralistic Victorianism, colonialism,
the coming together in times of war, and in
recent decades seeking a freedom to enjoy the

fruits of our (or someone else’s) labours. An
attitude of “You’ve never had it so good”
emerged. The Permissive society was
promoted - we were encouraged to aim at
self-fulfilment, wealth, unrestrained sex and life
with as little commitment as possible. This has
inexorably led to scandals with banker
speculation, politicians’ expenses, newspaper
hacking, celebrity infidelity, broken homes, and
child abuse, even amongst church clergy. Yet
despite the general revulsion towards these
happenings we seem quickly to get back to
‘business as usual’.

In the background there is the environmental
time bomb too, which tends to go on the
back-burner as we seek to re-establish growth
as the be all and end all. Now we see street
riots by selfish and disillusioned young people –
and we wonder “why?” We ask, “Is it bad
parenting, or poverty?” Certainly some do
come from dysfunctional homes, are poor and
unemployed, yet many of the rioters seem able
to sport Nike trainers and blackberries. The
symptoms are many. But surely the malaise is
deeper.

I suspect that we’ve now reached a point
where we as a society have zigged too far into
an indulgent mode, and we need to do some
zagging in the opposite direction. Ideally, a
balance should be reached, but in the next
couple of decades we in Britain should
concentrate on the selfless aspects of living,
upon which a sound society needs to be built.
This will have its implications for us all, in the
way we live. It needs to be addressed on many
fronts, not least in our schools. In answer to
the question, “What can we do about it?” I’d
like to share some of the insights gained, when
working in schools, grappling with deeper
issues in recent years.

UK Schools programme

In 1995 I had been teaching mathematics in a
large comprehensive school for many years,
but felt a growing conviction to move out of
that formal situation to be free to develop a
programme going to Sixth Forms around
Britain to stimulate thought on purpose in life
and motivation. I have done this, with teams of
young people, under the umbrella of Initiatives
of Change, (see http://www.uk.iofc.org/home).
Since then our teams have facilitated about
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800 sessions, often with groups of about 100 for
an hour. These have been in schools ranging
from tough inner-city comprehensives to
privileged independent colleges.

Themes such as ‘Freedom isn’t Free’, ‘Moving
Out Of Your Comfort Zone’ & ‘Being
My(better)self’ have been used to focus the inner
struggle which we all experience in one way or
another. The sessions aimed to create a broader
context in which issues (like drugs or violence)
could be looked at. For instance, an activity
would sometimes focus a discussion on whether
‘Because I feel like it’ is the same as ‘To be true
to yourself’. Students frequently raised the value
of things like integrity and self-respect.
Statements like Mother Teresa’s that ‘There is
more poverty in the West, in the UK, than in
India’ often stimulated discussion about the
deeper ‘spiritual poverty’ of our society - one in
which there are a lot of 'hurt' people, who have
been deprived of love and family security.

A few years ago two people aged 18 and 20,
from Latvia and Russia joined us. They told the
sixth formers, “We have had momentous
changes in our countries since the fall of the
Soviet Union and are now looking at what sort
of society we would like to build. We are
attracted by some things we see in the West, but
are interested to see the impact of your society
on you. …. Do young people here have a deep
sense of purpose and fulfilment that we would
like? Would you recommend your society in the
UK for our countries to aspire to?” This
prompted searching discussions. We then often
quoted someone as saying, “In the West, in the
UK we have everything to live with but nothing
to live for.” After being asked whether they
agreed with this statement (some did and some
didn’t) the students were asked “What do you
live for if you basically have all you need? Is it
‘more of the same’? Or is it something else?”
“Why is it that in our society, when many
basically have what they need, there is so much
depression, drug taking or even suicide?” We
have found that questions like this prompt
deeper thought, and enable discussion on what
the students feel is important to them.

Is ‘Because I feel like it’ the same as
‘Be true to yourself’?

Our sessions were ‘interactive’, not prescriptive,
in the spirit of enquiry which is needed to get a
post-modernist generation involved. Teachers
commented on the importance of questions like
these which enabled ‘lateral thinking’.

My most recent team mate in the Schools
Programme has been Aftab, a 32-year-old man

(of Pakistani, Muslim background). He left school
with no qualifications, having taken just one
GCSE exam but not being able to remember
what subject it was in. A subsequent life of
drugs and crime has led to his being in prison
about 25 times - and becoming addicted to
heroin because one of his cell mates was on it.
His life has now taken a new direction and he
told me he would like to share his story with
other young people to warn them against going
down the same path as himself. When asked, in
schools, why he had kept going down his
previous path he replies, “Because I was bored.”

Aftab teaching in a Nottingham School

I suspect that a lot of young people got caught up
in riots and looting just because it added a bit of
excitement to life. Aftab is now getting a deeper
sense of fulfillment from thinking for and caring
for others.

As well as finding a purpose beyond themselves,
people need to know they are needed and loved.
Also to have a sense of belonging. This is crucial
for all of us, not just for young people. But not all
is doom and gloom. I salute the many dedicated
people and social organisations who do provide
this, in different ways. They need to be
encouraged and supported. And I have deep
respect for people like the father of one of the
three young Muslim men who died in
Birmingham. His statesmanlike response to the
loss of his son has touched many people both on
a national and international level.

During the 16 years of the schools venture we
have discussed many stimulating topics crucial to
forming the foundation of the sort of society we
need. The tide will be turned not just by
lecturing or preaching, but by a grass roots
groundswell of people deciding to live differently
- people who find motivation to live ‘on the give’
rather than ‘on the get’. How do we inspire that?
My field of ‘vocation’ has been in schools. But
this questioning and searching about a deeper
sense of purpose can be promoted in all sections
of our society. Nothing less will address the
disease that lies behind the recent turmoil.

For another response to questions raised by the riots, see
page 15
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Letter from the chair
America’s 30-year space
shuttle programme
recently ended with the
safe landing of Atlantis in
Florida. Many people have
been spellbound by these
shuttle flights but how
deeply we all felt the
deaths and the disasters
along the way. Who can
forget watching the
routine launch of
Challenger in January
1986, and the shock that
hit us all when the shuttle
disintegrated 73 seconds
into the flight, killing all
seven crewmembers? And
again, in 2003, after a

routine 2 week long mission Columbia
disintegrated in a ball of fire upon re-entry, the
result of a piece of insulation foam breaking away
during the launch and causing slight damage to its
wing. Another seven crewmembers perished.

Chris Ferguson, the commander of the final
shuttle flight, commented to mission control,
“The space shuttle changed the way we view the
world and it changed the way we view the
Universe.” Ferguson's comment applies just as
much to Christians as it does to the secular
world. We have come a long way since the first
man in space, Yuri Gagarin commented, “The
earth was blue but there was no god. I looked
and looked but I didn't see God.”

That is not surprising because Gagarin was
looking in the wrong place. God is not some
interventionist ‘being’ somewhere ‘out there’ but

is in the way in which we treat one another, and
in every encounter we have with awe and
wonder, and with life itself. Moreover, dare I add
that God is experienced in living out the Eight
Points that are precious to members of the
Progressive Christian Networks across the
world! But even so, whatever God is, we can
only explain our experiences of the sacred. We
can only look through the ‘darkened glass’
imagery of the Apostle Paul. God is always More
Than!

And that is the challenge to members of PCN
Britain as we set out again on the triennial
strategic review that I highlighted in the June
Newsletter. As an organisation PCN Britain
continues to grow in terms of the number of
individual members as well as the number of
local autonomous groups, but PCN Britain
‘belongs’ to its individual members and the
Management Committee / Trustees invite you to
get involved in shaping the future direction of
this organisation.

There is a strategy paper inserted into this
Newsletter. Please read and comment upon it.
Although we have a growing number of individual
members who have decided to move on from
the Church it would be particularly useful to
hear from you about the importance of the PCN
Britain presence within churches and how this
might be further developed in the coming years.
The outcome of the review will be
communicated to you as soon as we can,
hopefully later this year.

In the mean time I look forward to meeting as
many of you as possible at local, regional and
national gatherings, including the exciting Dom
Crossan weekend in Leeds this month.

Perhaps God
by David Bending

Perhaps God is like a resting place, a shelter from the storm;
Or sometimes like a testing place that challenges the norm.
But in those times of trouble when you are most alone,
God`s everlasting love will bring you home.

Perhaps God is like a mainspring, Creation’s other name;
Or an everlasting Spirit, like wind or breath or flame.
But even if you lose yourself and don’t know what to do,
God`s everlasting love will see you through.

Oh God to some is like a friend whose love is never old;
For some a way of living, for some a hope to hold.
And some say God is consciousness, some say the Spirit’s glow;
And some say God is ev’rything, and some say they don’t know.

John Dominic Crossan
What the gospels really
teach about the birth and
death of Jesus.

As we go to press there are still
just a few places left for this
conference at St Andrew’s URC,
Roundhay, Leeds between Friday
16th and Sunday 18th September.
For tickets, go quickly to:
http://pcnbritain.eventwax.com/
pcn-britains-dominic-crossan-weekend-
conference-2011/register

Fill in the form and pay.
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Perhaps God is just the summing up of all that we hold dear,
Encapsulating beauty, truth and love that drives out fear.
And even in life’s darkest days of grief and loss and pain,
God’s everlasting love will keep you sane.

Oh God to some is open arms, to some an open door;
For some the wisest mentor who wants to show us more.
Yet some say God is quite unreal- a figment of our mind;
And some say God’s a mystery that cannot be defined.

Perhaps God is like a beacon shining light upon our way;
Or like a voice that calls us, or a guest who comes to stay;
But even when you turn away, or fight that perfect will,
God’s everlasting arms enfold you still.

David wrote this lyric inspired by John Denver’s song Perhaps
Love, familiar to many from the recording he made with
Placido Domingo.

Father Adrian B Smith
Tributes by Andy Vivian and Drewa

Andy Vivian posted this tribute on the Network’s
website in July.
It was with considerable sadness that PCN
Britain learned of the death of one of its
members, Father Adrian Smith, earlier this year.

A Catholic priest and former missionary in
Africa, Adrian Smith went on to become
National Director of the Movement for a Better
World. He was best known for his 16 books,
especially Tomorrow’s Christian and Tomorrow’s
Faith, which have inspired many a PCN
discussion. He was a leading force in CANA
(Christians Awakening to a New Awareness),
and wrote of the implications of this new
awareness for Christian belief. An early member
of PCN Britain, he contributed by leading
seminars and writing for our Newsletter.

A Catholic colleague, Father Patrick, praised
Adrian for his ability to disobey in the interest of
more fundamental values. “Adrian, the silent
rebel, always chose the non systemic man, Jesus,
above the process… He was a prophet of an
inclusive, caring and searching church”

Drewa added her own additional recollections of
Adrian.

I was so sorry to hear of Adrian’s death. I first
had contact with him in 2008 two years after I
had read his book “A New Framework for
Christian Belief”. I was a struggling Catholic at
the time and remember taking Adrian’s book to
show my spiritual director, saying “If I can be this
kind of Catholic I could cope with that”. My
spiritual director was horrified when he read it
though, and I remember him looking at me in
shock and saying “But he even seems to suggest
here that Jesus is not the Son of God”!!! Shortly

after that my SD and I agreed to go through the
creed, finding the bits that troubled me most
with a view to discussing them, but this idea was
short-lived when I said the only bit I didn’t have a
problem with was “I believe in God”!

As you know, Adrian was a “White Father”
(Missionaries of Africa) and I knew several other
priests from the Order and even visited one of
their projects in Ethiopia. As soon as he received
my letter (about his book) Adrian responded,
and phoned me and during that conversation he
told me about a group called Catholic People’s
Weeks who arrange weeks which are a mixture
of retreat/holiday/course. This is what they
themselves say “A CPW week is a unique chance
to become, for a short time, part of a small
community with a shared interest in deepening
its understanding of what God wants his people
to be. We have often been at the forefront of
changes in Catholic thinking over the past 60
years, but you will find all shades of opinion
represented at our events.” Each “Week” has a
“Chaplain” who says Mass daily and is generally
available for anyone who needs him. On my first
CPW Adrian was not there as Chaplain, but as a
speaker and he certainly made an impact!

At a later CPW however, Adrian was asked to
say a Mass and I did wonder how he would go
about doing that knowing his beliefs (most
people there hadn’t read his books and just
thought he was a bit progressive). Adrian came
up with a mind-boggling and clever solution. He
announced he was going to say a Mass without
words!! I think he said something like words can
get in the way when trying to worship so he was
just going to use gestures - and that’s what he
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did! I personally found it rather bizarre if creative
and I’m not sure the Church would have
considered it valid.

Another time I remember saying to him “How
do you get away with what you write?” and he
replied “The Bishops don’t read my books”. To
be honest I don’t think he would have been
bothered even if the Bishops had read his books
because, more than anyone else I can think of,
Adrian appear to have no trace of self-doubt. He
didn’t really give a fig what people thought of him
and he used to say quite outrageous things

sometimes - perhaps quite deliberately in order
to get people to think outside the box. I always
thought it was curious that he lived alone in a
sheltered council flat in Nuneaton when he could
presumably have lived with fellow White Fathers
in retirement, but obviously the former gave him
much more privacy and autonomy and he valued
his independence.

With his passing we have lost a man of integrity
and individuality and yes, in his own way, a man
of faith too.

News from local groups
Aberdeen
(Joan MacDonald 01224 311093
Joan.macdonald@pcnbritain.org))

Our recently-formed group will continue in the
autumn with three meetings which will be held in
the Lounge, Queen's Cross Church, Albyn Place,
Aberdeen at 7.30 pm.
The meetings will be on the last Wednesday of
each month. The dates are September 28th,
October 26th and November 30th.
We will continue with our study of Living the
Questions 2, which so far have provoked lively
discussion.
We plan to have a guest speaker in the new year
which might open up the group to some new
people. But although our numbers are small, the
sense of fellowship, openness and warmth among
us make us optimistic about the future of the
group.
We are also encouraged to see other new groups
starting in Scotland.

East Shropshire
(David Cotterell 01902 373660
david.cotterell@pcnbritain.org.uk)

There have now been two meetings of this new
group with people coming from many different
places and backgrounds. We have been getting to
know each other with a wonderful feeling of
friendship and sharing.
We have been exploring the possibilities for what
we should do, should we “only” have discussions
between ourselves or should we try to extend the
influence of our thinking in some way? The
overwhelming feeling was that the most important
thing was meeting as a group, talking, discussing,
supporting and caring for each other. If that is
good and valued, then, yes, we may well influence
others but that is not a prime intention for us.
Our next meeting is to be on Wednesday 28th

September at St Mary’s Church Centre, off High
Street, Albrighton, WV7 3EQ. Refreshments will be
served from 7.00 pm and the meeting will start at
7.30. We shall discuss two chapters of “The
Thoughtful Guide to Faith” by Tony Windross,

“Thinking about Forgiveness” and “Thinking about
Life after Death”.
The date of the following meeting has been set as
Monday, 31st October, probably also at St Mary’s
Church Centre. We are fortunate that our new
lady vicar of the local joint benefice gives great
encouragement to the group even though she
states strongly that she herself is of a more
traditional mind.

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

We have been using the Saving Jesus Redux series
and found it stimulating to discussion. John
Churcher visited us in June and was warmly
received when he spoke on Setting Jesus Free. John
also preached at the morning service and led a
discussion group over lunch - so he was very well
‘used’! Attendance has continued to be good at an
average of 20. Our mailing list grows and grows,
many being content to hear about events, even
though they seldom if ever attend! I recently made
a special effort (aware of data protection law) to
weed out any who did not want to be emailed, but
only a few asked to be removed.
Next 'term' we start with the fourth (of 12) DVD
session of Saving Jesus Redux on Sunday October
2nd. This will be led by our member the Rev John
Cohen. Background notes will be sent by email in
good time.
The next meeting on Sunday November 6th will be
led by members Gorazd Andrejc and Noel
Harrower on a theme to be announced, looking at
the relationship between our theology and current
issues in society, such as climate change and justice.
Gorazd is from Slovenia and having achieved a
Masters in the study of Jewish-Christian relations at
Cambridge, (with a background in physics &
philosophy) is now studying for his PhD in theology
at Exeter University. Noel has a background and
special interest in ecological issues and
peacemaking and is currently secretary of Exmouth
Transition Town group. We hope for some
students to join us.
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The last of the term will be Sunday December 4th,
when we will discuss DVD no 5 of Saving Jesus.
Further details of these two meetings will be
available on the website later.
All these meetings are at the usual time and place:
Sundays from 2.30- 4.30, Southernhay URC church
hall. All are most welcome to our meetings
Please contact Liz if you have access difficulties, or
other queries, as we can arrange for parking
permits if required. Meetings are on the ground
floor with level access available on request. There
is multi storey parking nearby.

Gloucester
Frank Godfrey 01452 533825
frank.godfrey@pcnbritain.org.uk)

We have been talking about -‘Hymns that we find
hard to sing - and hymns that express where we
stand in our faith now’. That old ‘ranter’ “To God
be the Glory....” has a great tune but is full of
traditional evangelical doctrines in which many of
us were reared but which some of us would
question now- . “Yielded his life for atonement of
sin? “Purchase of blood?” It was significant that of
the dozen or so ‘favourite hymn’ contributions in
the group only one sounded the note of atonement
which occupies a major proportion in traditional
Evangelical and Catholic hymn collections. (We
wonder how long can we continue to hold private
reservations while sharing the cultural context of
the present church?) It is the hymns of Fred Kaan,
Pratt Green, John Bell, Tim Dudley Smith, Kate
Compston, Marty Haugen which express the faith
we hold now.
We compared the two groups (ancient and
modern!), what they say and what they don’t say.
The emphases are different. There is now little
emphasis on trusting in the atoning death of Christ
and much more on following Jesus, working for
justice, and peace among all people. (Some of us
were surprised to hear a strong rejection of
“There is a green hill far away....”) Much less on the
significance of beliefs held in the heart, and more
about faith expressed in discipleship. Much more
on responsibility for working for the kingdom in
this present created world and less on the
possibility of our personal transportation into some
‘kingdom of heaven’ beyond our dying.
Arising from this study of our hymns we have
decided to take a closer look at the various
Christian interpretations of this ‘atoning work’ of
Jesus Christ.
Reference to our hymn theme in the June
newsletter brought an e-mail response from
George Stuart a progressive Christian in New
South Wales Australia. George has produced two
volumes of over 200 lyrics (“Singing a new Song”)
writing new lyrics to traditional church hymn
melodies. Contact him at
george.stuart@exemail.com.au.

Hastings
(Peter Parr 01424 756 218
peter.parr@pcnbritain.org.uk)

The Hastings Local Group continues to meet on
the first Thursday evening of each month. In the
last few months, topics have included peace and
simplicity (two of the corporate Quaker
testimonies) and a consideration of what it means
to be a Christian and, indeed, whether we would
call ourselves Christians.
In August, with a number of regulars away on
holiday, eight of us experimented with a ‘Living Our
Faith’ session. This was an opportunity for each of
us to share a challenge we are facing in our lives at
the moment, in terms of being true to our values
and faith. Each person was able to speak for about
ten minutes, at the end of which they could, if they
wished, invite responses or suggestions from
others in the group. We found the evening quite
powerful and helpful in further building our
community.
In October, many members of the group will be
enjoying a Quiet Day retreat together at the local
Penhurst Retreat Centre.
New people are always welcome at our meetings.
For more information, please contact Peter Parr by
phone or email as above.

Manchester
(John Ramsbottom 0161 456 5119
john.ramsbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk)

The Manchester group have taken the usual break
during the summer and hope to resume meetings
in September. The autumn programme will be
similar to what we did last year, in that members
will lead an evening based on a topic which
interests them particularly. We found this worked
quite well before and led to some interesting
discussions. The themes for this year are:
Belief and behaviour - thoughts from the Sea of
Faith conference.
Towards a more progressive liturgy,
How we offer a progressive approach to the
Christmas stories for young people.

As usual, we shall be meeting on the 4th

Wednesday of the month at Heaton Moor United
Church, Stockport. Sessions begin at 7.30 with an
informal coffee and biscuit and last for about one
and a half hours. The planned dates are Sept 28th,
Oct 26th and Nov 23rd, and an open invitation is
extended to anyone interested to join us - you
would be most welcome!
Further information is available from John
Ramsbottom, as above.

Mid Wiltshire
(Janet Tanner 01380 738155
janet.tanner@pcnbritain.org.uk)

Our group began less than a year ago, and meets
on the first Thursday evening of each month at the
home of one of our members. We are currently
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coming to the end of the first CD of the Living the
Questions series, which we have found immensely
interesting and stimulating. Because there are so
many ideas and experience in this series that we
may take a break for a month or two, before
starting on CD 2, to talk over some of the issues
and their implications.
As a group of people who hardly knew each other
last November we have come a long way. One of
the difficulties that many of us voiced at the very
beginning was the problem of church services
making no connections for us, or in us, so the
sense of belonging to a group was very significant,
as well as the question, what kind of worship would
make connections? We decided we’d like to try to
create a service along lines suggested by the group
- silence, a lot of silence; bread and wine - and
three of the group were charged with the task. We
found Dorothy McRae-McMahon invaluable! The
service was held in our usual meeting place, on the
evening of July 3, and afterwards we had a buffet
supper. Both aspects of the evening proved very
successful. We are delighted by the way news of
our group has spread; if you are interested in
coming along, the contact number is 01380 738155.

Nottingham
(David Turner 0115 976 4909
david.turner@pcnbritain.org.uk)

After a break in August we continue our monthly
meeting in September. Since Easter we have
enjoyed stimulating discussions sparked by Marcus
Borg’s CDs when he was last at St Marks Sheffield.
In September and the following months we turn to
Adrian Smith's book ‘Tomorrow's Christian’.
It has concerned us for some time that our group is
not growing in numbers so we have been thinking
about some publicity. We have produced a flyer
which we plan to distribute over the next few
weeks in libraries, churches etc.
Normally we meet on the second Saturday of each
month at 10 for 10.30am and finish about 12.30pm
with a lunch we bring with us.
Our venue is the Sherwood United Reformed
Church, Edwards Lane, Nottingham which has
plenty of parking space and is well supplied by good
bus services.
September 10th, October 8th - 'Discussion using
Adrian Smith's book 'Tomorrow's Christian'.
Material will be sent nearer the time.
November 12th No meeting at our usual place as
some of us will be at St Marks Sheffield at the
Marcus Borg conference.

Richmond
(Alan Powell 020 8878 7355
alan.powell@pcnbritain.org.uk)

Three meetings are planned for the autumn and
early winter; these are on 24th September, 5th

November and 10th December. The meetings will
be based around Tony Windross' book "The
Thoughtful Guide to Faith".

The Group meets on Saturday afternoons (2.30
pm) in East Sheen. Please contact Alan Powell for
further information.

Rugby (for Coventry &Warwickshire)
(Nicola Phelan 01788 562562
nicola.phelan@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We continue to meet on a monthly basis every
third Thursday evening. There is a loose
programme with different people introducing
topics. We have had a focus on language with an
exploration of religious language and similar secular
words on one evening with a compare and contrast
exercise. This stimulated much discussion and
different interpretations. Three of us turned up to
one meeting and read and discussed Duncan
Craig’s article and Jon Cape’s response in the
‘nature of God’ discussion. We concluded that in
the spirit of PCN, joint exploration is what matters,
and ‘living the questions’. A member talked of his
diagnosis of dyslexia and linked this to what we
mean by inclusivity and how disability can be hidden
but also brings new insight. The title ‘Is God
dyslexic’ attracted a new enquirer who was
studying theology in the area and was feeling the
need to ask questions. A small book group also
meets every two months, and our reading is varied,
from ‘The Road Less Travelled’ to ‘Silas Marner’.
Poems that inspire are also a regular feature. We
look forward to all sharing thoughts and
experiences at the next PCN meeting in September
which is an approach we seem to find beneficial.

TunbridgeWells Radical Pilgrims
(Pat Churchill 01892 531541
pat.churchill@pcnbritain.org)

Everyone is welcome to our meetings which are
generally on the last Thursday of the month. (do
ring me to check time and venue). We tend to pick
topics to discuss rather than following a set course.
In May we had a mind stretching evening when
David Derrington talked on Post Modernism and
God. Having covered a large number of
philosophers from Pascal to the present and then
linking all this to our understanding of God he left
us with a lot to think about and emailed several
power point presentations for us to ponder.
The following month, although we had intended to
hear about the Kirkentag our member who
attended thought there was little that struck him as
new this time. After some discussion about prayer
we sat in silent meditation for twenty minutes and
agreed it was something we need to do more of.
In July we started off discussing “Head and Heart”
but part way through the discussion turned to the
enneagram with various people having experience
of it tried to explain its principles and how it had
helped them.
Our first meeting after the Summer break will be
on Thursday 29th September.
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A joyful, hopeful, progressive first!
by Hugh Dawes

On Saturday 2nd July Jill and I had the
tremendous pleasure of attending the
ordination as priest of Sonya Brown at
Leicester Cathedral. As far as I am aware –
and my knowledge of PCN goes back as long
as anyone’s - indeed back before its formal
beginning – this was the first Anglican
ordination of a member of the Network.
And the first ordination certainly of any
member of the management committee.

The Diocese of Leicester was only founded
in 1926, and the cathedral was – and remains
– a Parish Church, the parish of St Martin of
Tours. The building is small and intimate, and
the ordination eucharist, though celebrated
with dignity and some glorious music, was
not just a big show, but something much
more domestic and personal. An opportunity
for the parishes receiving their new priests,
and for the ordination candidates’ families
and friends, to celebrate with them and to
feel and share their joy.

It was a very inclusive service, affirming the
‘ministries’ of everyone present, lay and
ordained alike, and few present can fail to
have been touched and moved by that. The
ministry of these new ‘priests in the church
of God’ was just part of, and one with, the
ministry of ‘the whole people of God’. I
know Sonya a little; Jill knows her much
better, having worked with her in the past.
To be there supporting her felt very, very
special.

Special too for both of us to find that as the
opening hymn we were singing our favourite
hymn (written by Marty Haugen, the talented
and progressive American and Roman
Catholic hymn writer); and to discover that
it is clearly becoming a special one in the
Leicester diocese as well.

‘Let us build a house where love can dwell and all
can safely live,
a place where saints and children tell
how hearts learn to forgive.
Built of hopes and dreams and visions,
rock of faith and vault of grace;
here the love of Christ shall end divisions:
All are welcome, all are welcome,
all are welcome in this place.’

Then after the service, renewed through the
bread and wine which keeps us in eternal life,
we spilled out of the cathedral into bright
sunlight, and on to the grass of the newly
opened St Martin’s for a party which again
was for everyone – all who were at the
service, and whatever they were wearing
(no rules about wedding garments here) –
and where again wine flowed freely and
generously.

The whole occasion, not simply Sonya’s

ordination, filled us with hope. For it enacted
what the community of church can be –
open, generous, welcoming. And, to speak
very personally, it reinforced my own
conviction that only church and the people
called church (whatever its and their
inevitable shortcomings at any particular
point in time, and regardless of their
Christian ‘flavour’); only church has the
capacity to live out the gospel and story of
Jesus and proclaim its vision for all. Those
who consider themselves to have ‘moved on’
from church have moved on from Jesus and
moved on from Christianity also. It really is
as simple as that.
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Page 11 interview
Network readers of the Church Times will know
that it has a regular ‘back page interview’. We
lack that kind of back page, but print here the
questions the editor put to Sonya, together with
her responses.

What prompted you, with radical faith
understanding, to consider/contemplate
ordination?
I have always been a questioning person and was
raised to ask ‘why’ rather than just accept ‘that’s
the way things are’. My father will always
question authority and the status quo, so this has
probably had a big influence on me. When I was
16 I was desperate to debate Christian ethical
issues with liberal, like minded people but I
couldn’t seem to find them within the church, so
I left.
I only returned after meeting the new woman
vicar of my family church. It was then that I saw
another avenue in the church and slowly I have
begun to build up links with other progressive,
liberal Christians. There wasn’t an alternative for
me as a young person to the youth orientated
evangelical churches and I don’t think there’s
much of an alternative now on a national level. I
want to give young people the opportunity to
develop a liberal, progressive faith as a young
leader in the Church of England today.

How was training alongside of more self-
styled traditional believers? – what
difficulties, but also (I hope) what was
positive about it?
I trained for ordination at St Michael’s College,
Cardiff alongside ordinands who represented
nearly the whole of the Anglican spectrum of
tradition that we have today. It was at times
challenging being a progressive Christian and a
woman but the experience made me carve out
who I was as a Christian and a future priest.
Training for me was a journey of self discovery,
led by a wonderful college staff team. The
experience helped me face my progressive
standpoint and begin to grow in it. Working with
my first training incumbent gave me the
confidence to flourish with it.

You’ve worked very much with people of
other faith understandings, and they were
much in evidence supporting you at your
ordination.
At my priesting ordination I was delighted that a
Muslim friend and her husband attended. She has
been part of my new discovery of the
progressive world outside of Christianity. It’s not
just progressive Christians that ask the radical

questions related to life and faith. There is much
hope for the future with young Muslim people
such as her and she is far more important than
someone like me as a young faith leader.

Sonya with friends at her ordination

We need such people on our TV screens and in
government as the leaders of tomorrow because
multiculturalism is our world now in the UK and
representation of this needs to be evident at all
levels in society.

What can radical believers without that
experience learn from what you’ve
found?
I became a religious pluralist without even
knowing the term by working with people of
other faiths on a grass roots level. I remember
one day seeing a Muslim playgroup taking place in
a garden in a community centre in Brixton. This
was a spiritual experience that made me develop
a deep conviction that we’re all talking to the
same God, a God that is like a silver thread
joining us all together and weaving in our lives.

You’re now presiding regularly at the
eucharist; what does that mean to you
and the community you celebrate with?
Celebrating at the Eucharist is a real joy and we
named my first Eucharist ‘a celebration of life and
love’. The Eucharist is the central story of our
faith that we retell, celebrate and ponder on
every Sunday at St Philip’s. It is a retelling of a
story about transformation, justice and love and
something to be immediately acted upon once
we leave the church building. The Eucharist is
one of the many stories about God and
humankind but none the less a central one to me
and the church community, which is at the core
of our faith.

You have a long ministry as an Anglican
priest ahead of you – what inspires you?
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My first training incumbent has inspired me to
continue to deeply reflect theologically from a
liberal perspective. I always say that I should have
been ordained in the 1970’s because this is my
favorite theological era but I have been fortunate
to learn from people who were trained at that
time, which was a much more liberal period in
the church than it is now. Historical biblical
criticism and the use of reason was paramount
then and I’ve been fortunate enough to have such
influences in my early years of ordained ministry.
My hope is to pass this thinking on to the next
generation and give young people the
opportunity to develop a critically thinking,
modern faith.

What gives you hope for the future of
Christianity? What might the church look
like by the middle of the 21st century?
It may look a lot like St Philip’s. We have a cross
section of people in our small but beautiful
church community: African Christians, Indian
Christians, elderly caucasian, a young woman
priest and a group of people who have a desire

to question traditional belief systems. We also
have the odd visit from a Sikh or Muslim brother
or sister from time to time in our Sunday
service, which happens across the road from the
Masjid Umar - our nearest faith neighbours. I
hope in the future that if the church does
become a minority faith group (like it is in the St
Philip’s parish) that we will seek to embrace the
challenge of contemporary issues of faith and life
in both debate and action, alongside those of
other faiths and none - as long as we keep
thinking, talking and doing God (in the justice
sense) then the future is bright, maybe we just
have to accept that we need to do it in another
way.

For more information on Sonya’s youth project
‘God - What Are You?’ with PCN Britain, search
for ‘PCN Sonya Brown’ on Facebook and
become a friend. To learn more about PCN
Britain go to: www.pcnbritain.org.uk.

Sonya Brown is an assistant curate at St Philip’s,
Leicester and a management committee member of
PCN Britain.

Pentecost 2011 – a very special weekend
Bishop Jack Spong has been leading study weeks
at Gladstone’s Library in Hawarden, North
Wales, for the past decade or so. Having
recently celebrated his 80th birthday, Jack and
Christine have decided that extensive travelling
may need to be curtailed (a little!), which meant
that Jack’s week in early June at the Library was
to be his last visit. Peter Francis, the wise and
gifted Warden at the Library, organised a
farewell weekend for Jack and Christine Spong,
with a farewell dinner and a gentle programme.
Thirty of us (some PCN members) were
privileged to be invited and encouraged to be
there.

We thoroughly enjoyed the weekend, not least
for the delight at meeting very interesting people,
who are on this journey with us. The humane
rhythm of the weekend programme allowed
plenty of informal chat time.

An explorative discussion on the meaning of
prayer for progressive Christians, introduced by
Jack, drew forth the inevitable range of our
understandings and experiences, both in the face
of personal and global tragedy, and in the
everyday. We were left with the sense that,
whatever our personal understandings of god as
realist, non-realist or somewhere in between, we
were nevertheless a prayerful people, for whom
prayer mattered.

Tributes were not one way – Jack himself took
an early opportunity to salute three people in
the room who had been sidelined and
marginalised by the institutional church: Adrian
(Alker), for the enabling of the lively and
questioning Christian community at St Mark’s
Broomhill, and with it all the work there of the
Centre for Radical Christianity; Tony Crowe, for
his early groundbreaking work in including
Lesbian and Gay Christians in South London, and
blessing their relationships; and Hugh (Dawes)
for his pioneering, accessible radical writing in
the 1990s, and for the founding of the
Progressive Christianity Network in Britain.

Hugh pays tribute to Jack

The staff of Gladstone’s Library served an
excellent farewell dinner. This provided us all
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with the opportunity to express to Jack and
Christine tokens of our love, affection and
admiration for all that they have done in the
cause of progressive Christianity.

From the left clockwise: Adrian, Jack, Anthea, Mary, Jill, Hugh,
Christine

Hugh, as former chair of PCN Britain, expressed
thanks to Jack on behalf of the Network for the
strong support he had given since its birth, not
least in its launching in 2003, and two successful
tours. Hugh also added a personal thank you for
the years of friendship prior to this through
PCN’s sister movement, The Center for
Progressive Christianity in the USA – and not
least for Jack’s helpful and affirming advice before
his marriage to Jill!

He presented Jack with a copy of AC Grayling’s
The Good Book - a Secular Bible.

Perhaps surprisingly, the Eucharist on Sunday
morning was for us all a high point. It's easy for
many of us to forget the enlivening potential of
eucharist when it’s done in a way that connects
to what we’re about. It was refreshing to sing
again Fred Kaan’s hymns, and in the presence of
Anthea, his wife. Fred was one of PCN’s
patrons, and he and Anthea were founder
members. We used words from Jack Spong's
Christpower

“Be free to find God in the accents of today.
Let us be a people, a family, of broad
perspective and wide variety
with a gospel we can believe and live,
a Christ we can serve,
a God we can worship.
Let these be the foundations stones of life”.

Indeed so.

There was a poignant and moving moment as
Jack extinguished the candles as the Eucharist
ended.

Thanks be to God for Jack Spong, and go well,
Jack and Christine.

Jill Sandham, with the gathered thoughts
of Adrian Alker, Mary McMahon and Hugh

Dawes

PCN Britain at Greenbelt 2011
by Sonya Brown

For the second year running PCN had an
information stall in the G-Source tent at
Greenbelt over the August bank holiday
weekend. This year we shared a larger space
with Inclusive Church, with 12 minutes of fame
on the G-Source tent stage where three
progressive Christians gave three faith
confessions (which were all greeted with a round
of applause!).

On the information stall we drew people of all
ages into conversation about progressive
theological themes, through a ‘How Progressive
and Inclusive Are You?’ quiz. As a reward for
completing the quiz people were offered free
cake cases of jelly beans and a ‘Progressive and
Inclusive’ badge with our respective website
details on.

We also had 9 people join as new members,
many young people showing interest in joining
the Facebook page (find us under PCN Sonya
Brown) and we gathered contact details of those
who wanted more information about our
conferences and local groups.

It was a tiring, exhausting four days but a success
I think all round! Many thanks to all those who
helped out and please consider joining us next
year to volunteer (as we need more stall
volunteers) when we hope it will be even bigger
and better!
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Two events happening soon
In Spirit and Truth: Belief, Worship & Discipleship led by John Bell and Jo
Lovell
St Mark’s Church, Broomhill, Sheffield, Saturday 1st October, 10.00 am – 4.00
pm. £8 waged, £5 unwaged
What is the relationship between belief, worship
and discipleship? How do our convictions about
God, the universe and human being inform our
worship? What would worship shaped by Jesus’
kingdom vision look like and how would it equip us
to embrace that vision in our lives? These are some
of the questions that this day will explore.

In Spirit and Truth is an open, ecumenical
conference and assumes no specialist knowledge or
experience beyond a lively faith and an inquiring
mind. Refreshments will be available as well as a
bookstall. There are booking form on the CRC
website under Other Events, and on the PCN site as
well.

Marcus Borg Reclaiming the inheritance of Jesus
Centre for Radical Christianity at St Mark’s Church, Broomhill, Sheffield –
Friday 11th and Saturday 12th November
Jesus and Christianity have often been
domesticated by Christian theology and cultural
accommodation. This weekend seeks to reclaim
the radical significance of Jesus from its cultural
captivity by exploring a historical and metaphorical
approach to seeing Jesus, God, and Christianity,
picking up on key themes in Marcus Borg’s new
book, Speaking Christian. On the Friday evening he
will speak on Reclaiming Christian Language. The

theme of the three Saturday lectures is Being
Christian. In them Borg will be looking in turn at:
Reclaiming the God of Jesus, God and Atheism;
Recent reverberations God and Jesus; and Original
impulse God and Jesus, contemporary resonances.
The cost for Friday is £10 and for Saturday £20,
but members of PCN pay only £8 and £18. (Special
student rates are £2 and £5 respectively). The link
for booking tickets is on the PCN website.

Book review
A Modern Credo: Telling the Christ Story Within the Context of Creation, by Kevin Treston
John Garratt Publishing. 2010. ISBN: 978120682163

Reviewed by John Churcher
This book reflects the experiences of Treston while
working for over 50 years in developing countries.
Written within the Roman Catholic tradition and
theological emphasis, Treston offers a critical analysis
of both post-Vatican II and contemporary Catholic
belief concerning liturgy, Eucharist, devotions, etc.
Never the less, 'A Modern Credo' is much wider in its
investigations and should speak to Christians of open
minds regardless of the denominational label that is
worn.

When reviewing books I tend to underline the
occasional very important point within the text, and
use a star system to indicate the level of importance
to remind me of the issues once I have finished the
reading. It is a mark of the depth of a profoundly
progressive Christian experience being shared that I
have left just 4 of the 152 pages without some
underlining or comment. There are some margin
comments that I have made that take issue with
Treston. For example, Treston seems to take both
the Resurrection story and the Trinity as reality
rather than, as I see them, as metaphor but my
overwhelming response was that of ‘yes’ to the
content of paragraph after paragraph!

However, it should be noted that the title of the book
is a little misleading in as much as the publisher's
description anchors it within an ecological context. In
spite of that, many other related themes are explored

along the way so that the book will be of interest, not
only to those who wish to explore progressive
Christianity within the ecological context, but it also
offers an excellent introduction to those who are
knocking on the door of progressive Christianity and
wondering what we are all about.

Early on Treston states the importance of
understanding the context of the 'story' and then
thoughtfully explores the implications of, for example,
Church history, its creeds and differing theologies,
making the point that 'we' are using language and
concepts that have little meaning in this new world of
rapid technological change and progress. The book
makes the point that deconstruction of the ancient
stories and thought / language limitations of former
times is necessary to relate the Christ story once
again to the cultural context of a post-modern society
but Treston also highlights the importance of
remaining within the tradition. And in this age where
interfaith respect and co-operation is increasingly vital
for the welfare of all people, Treston explores the
traditional worldwide themes of creation and
redemptive stories, and later in the book, the
differences between a universal or a cosmic Christ.

‘A Modern Credo’ is also a very good textbook for
those wishing to understand the reasons why the
Church may be failing to communicate effectively with
its contemporary world. There is an excellent



15

exploration of ‘religious tribalism’ and the impact of
an emerging global consciousness that is described by
cultural historians as the Second Axial Age (The
Wisdom Age). The differences between religion and
spirituality are also investigated and a vital question is
asked (but left to the reader to answer!), “Who will
be the storytellers of the Christ story in the next
generation of children?”

The importance of revelation is also dealt with and
the conclusion is that no one religion has the
exclusive possession of revealed ‘Truth’. There are
echoes of Borg, Crossan, Spong and Armstrong et al
throughout. In chapter 4 (Telling the Jesus Story)
there are some profound statements concerning what
Treston refers to as the living out of the core values
of 'the reign of God in the mission of Jesus'. Treston
looks at two models of the Christ mission,
restoration and fruition, through the Jesus who

pushes the boundaries and who gathers a community
of disciples to live and to die by Kingdom values.

At the end of the book Treston brings the
exploration full circle and places the whole within the
context of social justice and the ecological debate. He
makes the point that we are all 'earth people' and that
this confronts all Christians with the major challenge
of continuing to develop a relevant Christian
anthropology for our contemporary world.

The book is like a jigsaw with different pieces slowly
being put into place. Each piece stands on its own but
together with those seemingly disparate pieces
around it builds into a coherent picture in which
religion needs to state that human destiny and
ecology are totally dependent upon each other. The
end of each chapter has a set of questions or
statements for further reflection - useful individually
or as study resource material for group investigation.
Is this a 'recommended buy'? Most certainly it is!

And a new Together in Hope title to get
Christmas: Ancient meanings, modern faith
Adrian Alker writes about his own new title:
This is the title of the third book in the series of
Together in Hope resources for group study. Like
many people there is so much about Christmas which
I love and quite a lot which I dislike! As a parish priest
the season of Christmas meant packed churches,
endless carol services, the smiling faces of children
and a real sense of outreach to the community. Yet I
also knew that for most of the time my mind was
speaking to my heart and reminding me that these are
deeply mythological stories and not factually literal
accounts of the birth of Jesus of Nazareth! And so I
sang the carols with a certain amount of gusto!

My purpose in writing this short study book is to try
and summarise the theological importance of the birth
narratives and ask how they can be of help to us and
to the churches in our spiritual journeying. The book
is sincerely intended to help people enjoy the
celebration of Christmas and see the opportunities of
the festival to awaken new understandings of the bible
passages whose familiarity can breed contempt in the
modern mind!

As with the other books, ‘Christmas’ is priced at
£2.95 and can be bought via the PCN website.

St Paul, the riots, conformity or transformation
We were on holiday right through the time of the
riots in the UK. But we certainly weren’t unaware of
them. The modern world now doesn’t allow any but
the most determined of holiday-makers to miss things
any longer. There was television news in our gîte and
the internet; and at a more personal level there were
texts from and to our family at home.

Until six months ago Jill and I lived in South London.
Home was right in the heart of Peckham, the parish I
was vicar to barely a mile away. Jill’s two younger
sons are both still in South London. Text messages
became suddenly very important. Both are pretty
street wise, but both were frightened by and alarmed
at what was going on round the corner of each of
them; and properly and sensibly caring of one another
as well. Our concerns were for them naturally, but
for many others too: our neighbours; the people of
the parish which was so central to our lives; the users
of our community centre; the church congregation. It
was a bad and difficult time in which to be separated.

And of course alongside of those strong personal
feelings and concerns, we felt the same shock as so
many other people did at crazy things happening, and
at people – people like ourselves - suddenly running

wild, their basic humanity lost in a moment in the
mindset of the mob. Shops we used went completely
in the fires; still more were ransacked.

That shock, that sadness actually at the thinness of the
veneer of civilisation which is what fashions individual
human beings into a society, is still with me, and will
remain so for a long time.

But with that said, I find myself still more shocked and
saddened and frightened by the country I have now
returned to – and I’m not speaking of the rioters.

St Paul writes in chapter 12 of his letter to the church
at Rome: “Do not be conformed to this world, but be
transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that
you may discern what is the will of God – what is
good and acceptable and perfect.” With that said he
immediately proceeds to some examples of what that
means in terms of practice and behaviour. He defines
the lifestyle, the ministry, of the members of the
Christian community as a very practical concern for
other people; for all other people: ministering,
teaching, exhortation, giving generously, diligence,
compassion, cheerfulness – and plainly a lot more
which he didn’t spell out. For, as William Temple
once famously wrote: “The church is the only co-
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operative society in the world that exists for the sake
of those who are not its members.” Individually and
together our concern must focus on the good of all –
not simply those who are like us, or whom we like, or
whom we find easy.

What frightens me about so many of the responses to
the riots - from politicians, judges, magistrates, and
many others (including Professor David Starkey with
his obscene claim that this is what happens when
black culture hijacks white people); what frightens me
is that rather than transformation and charity (“What
needs to change in our society so that this does not
happen again”), there has been a terrible conforming
by so many people to the violence that was a mark of
the mob. “Because they hit us, we’ll hit them even
harder” has been the gut response in any number of
different ways.

But we should be wary of gut responses. The prime
minister wants advice from an American policeman
with much experience of dealing with riots. Our own
police have apparently been far too soft. We need
elected chief constables who will heed the anger of
those who elect them. But what is this actually saying?
Surely it indicates an unspoken assumption that riots
are just going to be part of life in Britain in the future.
And that we shall cope with them not by asking
serious questions as to “why is this happening, and
what do we need to address to restore social
harmony”, but by bashing those who behave in this
way harder.

Will that really help? Jesus was not a man of the gut
(nor of violence, though some of his friends clearly
hoped he might be so), but a person of the heart. He
had a bias always (as does the gospel) to the sick and

wounded, to the poor, to the stranger, the hungry,
the homeless. He wouldn’t have smiled on those
wanting to evict a whole household because one
member of it flipped in a moment, or send to prison a
child for the same reason (or seeking, as I write, to
evict travellers from their homes).

Soon after the riots The Guardian printed a very
careful analysis of them, overlaying the addresses of
those who had appeared in court so far with the
poverty indicators mapped by the indices of multiple
deprivation. The majority of those who had appeared
in court lived in poor neighbourhoods, 41% of
suspects lived in the top 10% of the most deprived
places, and 66% of the neighbourhoods where the
accused lived got poorer between 2007 and 2010.

Of course statistics are not everything. But the
person who analysed them commented: “if events like
this are to be mitigated in the future, the prevailing
conditions and constraints affecting people living in
areas must form part of the discussion. A ‘broken
society’ happens somewhere, and geography matters.”

This all feels a very long way from the little Surrey
town I now live in, or the homes of many PCN
members. But it isn’t really. And Christians meet
always as broken people to take broken bread – as a
sign of our broken Lord. “Do not be conformed to
this world, but be transformed by the renewing of
your minds, so that you may discern what is the will
of God.” High time for us all to break out from
conformity to anger and violence. Time to play a
practical part in the work of transformation from it.

Hugh Dawes
Based on a homily at St Bartholomew’s Church,
Haslemere on 21st August 2011
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