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PCN Britain’s Tenth Anniversary
In the beginning or Pilgrims progress
Chris has been the valued
recorder of PCN’s events and
happenings for many years, and
a lot of us have any number of
reasons to be grateful to him for
all that he has done and does
on our behalf.
He contacted me regarding this
issue, saying ‘I had a vague
memory that I had written a
report on my visit to Leeds in 2001, and eventually
found it preserved on a CD of old Word documents.’
This is what he sent me. Ed

me). That was the beginning of a friendship with
Jim that continued until his death in 2011.
All Hallows church, the conference venue, was
the first UK church to become affiliated with
TCPC. The Rev. Ray Gaston was the young vicar
of two years incumbency at the time and made us
all very welcome in a lovely carpeted church with
no pews and no pulpit! Under the guidance of
Hugh Dawes as conference chairman we
introduced ourselves briefly, revealing a diverse
mix of denomination, occupation and nationality,
with visitors from Prague, Zurich, Northern
Ireland, the UK and, of course, the USA.
Jim Adams spoke for ten minutes on the origin,
purpose and development of The Centre for
Progressive Christianity; at least, it seemed like
ten minutes to me although I am reliably
informed it was closer to fifty. He emphasised
that TCPC was not another denomination or sect
and there are no elegant buildings or impressive
offices anywhere. If you wish to find the
headquarters of my organisation, he said, visit my
retirement house at 99 Brattle Street,
Cambridge, Massachusetts and look for the
personal computer in my study! Jim’s talk was
followed by much discussion and exchange of
ideas on how, amongst other things, the ethos of
TCPC might be encouraged to grow in the UK,
and the day proved to be a mutually beneficial
learning and enabling experience.
As Jim was due to preach during the Sunday
morning service I had deliberately planned to stay
over the weekend, although the majority had to
depart on Saturday. Thus I had not only the
benefit of attending both Sunday services at All
Hallows, but also the opportunity to converse
one-to-one with Jim. I was impressed by his
genuine warmth, his sensitive concern for and
acceptance of other faith cultures and his
unassuming yet powerful presence. Our
conversation ranged from the wonders and
frustrations of the internet to the annoying
absence of decent bacon in the States, as well as
other meaty subjects.
At the close of his Sunday sermon Jim said, "The
time has come for all Christians to break down
barriers and talk sensibly about God, Jesus and

On my personal card I am proud to call myself a
'Founder member of the Progressive Christianity
Network Britain', having been present at the seed
planting of PCN in Leeds in 2001 after a nine
hour coach journey from Exeter. A while before
I had found my way into the website of The
Centre for Progressive Christianity (now
Progressive Christianity.org) and made contact
with the founder, the Rev Jim Adams.
Subsequently, I learned of the first TCPC
conference to be held in the UK, organised by
the Rev Hugh Dawes and attended by the same
Jim Adams, which was a chance not to be missed.

Supper at a local Indian restaurant in All Hallows’ parish. Left hand side
front to back: Chris Avis, Jill Sandham, Jim Adams, Bill Dannenmaier’s son.
Right hand: Janet Laming, Hugh Dawes, Mrs Dannenmaier, Patti Whaley.

By coincidence (?) several of us, including Jim
Adams and Hugh Dawes, had chosen
independently to stay at the same guesthouse
where I found a TCPC card from Jim Adams had
been delivered to my room, inviting me to join
himself and others in the hotel bar that evening
for a drink and chat (I still carry the card with
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the Bible until the talking swells to a mighty shout
of joyful recognition.” The final hymn was the
familiar “For All the Saints”, but with beautifully
updated words including:
“And there will dawn a yet more marvellous day,
The saints with laughter sing and dance and play,
The clown of Glory tumbles in the Way.
Alleluia! Alleluia!”
This weekend undoubtedly provided the
inspiration and impetus for the formation of

PCN Britain soon after, chaired by Hugh and
inaugurated at St James' Piccadilly in May 2003 in
the presence of Jack Spong (who else?).
'Progressive' Christianity in general has developed
and grown greatly since those early days,
particularly thanks to the internet, but I will
always treasure my privilege to have been there
'in the beginning'.

My Journey into PCN
Mark Rees studied at Christ-church
College, Canterbury, awarded BA
(English & Religious Studies) at the
age of 37. He latterly worked at a
local FE college, and did the SEITE
course as an associate after work.
His autobiography is Dear Sir or
Madam (see PV December 2012)

dignity and beauty of the cathedral structure and
worship, my links with organised religion soon
melted away. As neither a fervent atheist nor
deeply committed Christian, I felt isolated.
People I knew seemed to be one or the other,
mostly the latter. Sometimes I attended Quaker
meetings and felt comfortable there but it was
not part of the community in which I lived. In
spite of having very little contact with my parish
church nonetheless I kept abreast of ecclesiastical
news, much of which irritated rather than
inspired me. Ironically, I was more in accord with
Bob, our local vicar, than many of his flock. A
very scholarly man, he was of a radical nature and
shared my irritation with the church especially
regarding homosexuality and the ordination of
women to the priesthood.
During the 2003 furore over Canon Jeffrey John
and his homosexuality I happened to see in the
Church Times mention of support for him from
the Progressive Christianity Network. I was
interested, not just because of its stance
regarding this matter but by the fact that it was
clearly more open-minded than many church
organisations and individuals. Three weeks later
I wrote to Hugh Dawes,
“…I am an agnostic who can’t quite shake off my
Anglican roots or stop taking an interest in
matters spiritual…”
Hugh responded promptly,
“Your description of yourself fits, I think, with
where many people are and rings quite a few bells
for me as well.”
My first meeting with PCN members was on 7th
November 2003, at Hugh’s church, St. Faith’s,
North Dulwich. By that time retired vicar, Tony
Rutherford, had moved into my neighbourhood.
Having known him years earlier before he was

THE chapel was almost in
complete darkness save for a light over the altar
and another beside a nun who was sitting by the
door. I was about to experience the monastic
office of Compline. It was very still and I
wondered how many other people were present.
Surely I wasn’t alone? After a period of silence
the lights came on and the Office began,
“May the Lord Almighty grant us a quiet night. . . .
To my amazement the chapel was full of nuns. I
had not been alone. That was in 1968 and in
2003 I had a similar yet very different experience.
During the intervening years I visited monastic
houses, dabbled with the charismatic movement
of the 70’s, attended Quaker meetings, became
involved with a church as a server and later
undertook religious studies as part of my BA
course at Christ Church College, Canterbury.
Here I became a server and official guide at the
magnificent cathedral. (It now seems incredible
that I attended services there twice daily.)
During this time I also considered ordination.
Although then overtly “religious” I was never far
from questing and questioning. Nor had I, unlike
some of my evangelical and catholic
contemporaries, ever thought about my sinfulness
and need of salvation through the blood of Jesus.
Indeed, to me, that was totally abhorrent.
Graduation, as a mature student, was followed by
two very close bereavements and many years of
under- and un-employment. Away from the
companionship and study of college life and the
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ordained I was delighted to find that he was also a
PCN member and so we travelled there together.
Meeting Hugh, Jill and other PCN members was a
very positive experience. After a long time of
darkness, the lights had come on and I could see
that there were other people with me.
My encounter with PCN had unexpected
consequences. Having seen an article in the PCN
newsletter about the LIVING THE QUESTIONS
course, I showed it to Bob, the aforementioned
Vicar, and left the newsletter with him. I was
delighted to learn that Bob had obtained LTQ and
intended to use it for the then forthcoming
(2006) Lent course. It was, I am sure, unlike any
previous Lent course. Some people found it too
much and retired to their safe zones, but others
expressed a tremendous sense of relief.

Obviously they too had believed themselves to be
alone in the dark.
From this we went on to form a group in
Tunbridge Wells (now “Radical Pilgrims”) and
were joined by others who had also had similar
experiences. One common theme seemed to be
that they were discouraged from asking
questions, so left their churches. To its credit,
my parish church does not behave in such a
manner. Indeed, the parish magazine has always
published my radical articles.
So, thanks to PCN, many people who thought
themselves alone in the dark now know
otherwise.

Progressive Christianity – Quo Vadis
regulatory social document invented by the inspired
Moses, we should use every seventh day as one in
which we do no work. It was the religious control
system which imposed the strait jacket of a
rigorous worship regime. Jesus ignored that
restriction, explaining that the holy day was for
humankind's benefit.
What purpose then, does the church serve in our
society? Christianity is supposedly built upon the
teachings of Jesus, the Jew whose life was defined by
the spirit of the Mosaic law. Yet in his day, he was
not perceived as a particularly religious man. He
was more concerned about social justice and
compassion than observance of the minutiae of that
law. Robert Funk believes that he may have been
'irreligious, irreverent and impious' and the
deprivations of the outsider and dispossessed were
of more importance than religious observance.
Christianity gained its present status when Jesus
became God, a process begun around the end of
the first century by the interpretation placed upon
his life by the writer of the fourth Gospel. This was
consolidated by Constantine's Nicene Creed in the
fourth century. Since then, the dying/rising God
image has been reinforced by layers of dogma and
doctrine right up to the present day.
Stripped down to its barest essentials, the purpose
of the Christian church is the instruction of its
members/adherents and the exhortation to strive
toward the establishment of a caring and egalitarian
society. Once we discover the Galilean peasant,
struggling to be seen in the synoptic gospels, we
may find someone whose complete humanity
surprises us. A social deviant (that's why he was

Many years have passed since Robert Funk, the
originator of the Jesus Seminar, and Jack Spong
launched upon Christendom their theses for a new
reformation in the Christian church. Fifty years ago,
the foundation-shaking work by John A. T.
Robinson in 'Honest to God' appeared to open the
flood gates allowing a plethora of books by Marcus
Borg, Don Cupitt, Dominic Crossan, Karen
Armstrong and others. Some clerics, including
Richard Holloway and Andrew Furlong, have
departed the ministry. The increase in numbers
attending progressive Christianity conferences bear
witness to the dissatisfaction of many adherents of
the faith.
Many of us travelling home from a church service
have wondered 'what was that all about?'. Some of
us, privileged to serve as officers or lay preachers
within the organisation, have tried unsuccessfully to
lead our fellow worshippers into a fresh approach
which we hoped might be more relevant to our
times. Our efforts were usually blocked by the
professional clergy who, on occasion, forbad any
serious Biblical enquiry. We are forced to wonder if
the church has reached a dead-end - and despair of
being able to breathe new life into its dry bones.
Has Christianity reached its sell-by date?
We might ask what purpose the church has. The
older generation, now a dwindling few, grew up
with the notion that Sunday was a non-day, when
nothing happened and everything except the
Church was closed. A middle aged man was
recently surprised to learn that nowhere in the
Bible does God insist on regular Sunday worship.
According to the Ten Commandments, a useful
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interest in this medium? Conversation with one of
our fellows will quickly elicit either a lack of interest
or a complete switch-off when we use words like
religion. Mention Jesus and naturally we are talking
religion. Today's generation gets by very nicely
without religion and to most, Jesus is irrelevant
today.
This is largely because we have separated religion
from normal life. It's fine if you think praying
achieves anything or if you believe that there is a
God 'up there' who knows about and watches
everything, keeping a scorebook to be used on
Judgement Day. The church has failed to relate
Christian beliefs with social behaviour. Most people
have forgotten - if they ever knew - that nearly all
social reform in Britain sprang from Christian
conscience and the influence of a distant Jesus. If we
are to make our faith effective in our community,
we must convey the teaching and values of Jesus
without mentioning his name.
We do well to remember the adage 'actions speak
louder than words'. The gospel Jesus asked his
followers to preach was love of one's fellows, be
they friend or foe. There are many whose lifestyles
do not reflect their proclaimed beliefs.
We as Progressive Christians should not be
dismayed at the enormity of the task allotted to us.
'Many are called' we are told, 'but few are chosen'.
Crowds listened to Jesus, we read, but only a
handful followed, mostly to their cost. Jesusites
should be recognised for their compassion and
action for the justice of distribution. Most of the
world is driven by self-interest at the expense of
anyone else, even if it means the ravaging of our
mother earth. Don Cupitt in his book 'Taking leave
of God' says 'there will not be any future kingdom
of God on earth, but the symbol (of this kingdom)
tells that we should not withdraw from temporality
and society, for the religious ideal requires
realisation in time, in history, in society'. That is still
our challenge. So be of good cheer.
Progress, even in a small way, is still possible.

executed) and more political than priestly, he was
more human than any of us. He laid no claim to
divinity; that status was attributed to him because
he was, in hindsight, too good to be human, but
that is what we are called to become. All this, the
fruits of historical-critical research over several
centuries, has been available to the professional
clergy but they have failed to inform the laity. In
fact, sometimes they have denied their
congregations the opportunity of accessing Biblical
research. In his book 'The Dishonest Church', Jack
Good, a clergyman for 40 years, accuses his
erstwhile fellows of withholding from their hearers
what they have been taught in the seminaries.
Some modern authors have been described as
atheists, when in reality they simply don't believe in
the same God that the institutional church
promotes. The writer Philip Pullman, who claims
not to be a Christian, rather a Jesus-ite, is among
those whom Spong would call a non-theist.
Sadly I am forced to conclude that if there is to be a
new Reformation, it will not involve the organised,
hierarchical church. Blind as it is, it sees no need to
change. Bound by creed, dogma and doctrine,
straightened by slavish adherence to the lectionary,
it slows to a position of impotence and irrelevance.
But what of those who still believe that the illiterate
peasant from Nazareth can still speak to our
present self-obsessed society? Can the 'good news
to the poor' be preached effectively, and if so, how?
When asked how the Christian message is to be
propagated in our times, Keith Ward replied simply
'the Internet'. Whilst some, like our own John
Churcher, are already doing this very successfully,
many of us are dinosaurs and find the current
technology beyond our grasp - and likely to get
more so. The importance of personal conversation
should not be overlooked - after all, it was good
enough for Jesus.
Is there another way to connect with the majority
of our contemporaries who either have no access
to this communication system or who have no

Abingdon PCN Group invites you to
a day conference led by Adrian Alker

Teeside and Newcastle PCN Groups

‘JesusShaped Church –
Christian Shaped Lives’

‘Let’s Be Honest’

A day conference led by Adrian Alker

10:15 – 16:00 on Sat 26th Oct 2013

Exploring a fresh way forward for Christianity:
Being honest about God, Jesus and the Church

St. Antony’s Priory, 74 Claypath, Durham DH1 1QT
£15 for the day, including a light lunch
Contact: Michael Wright. Email: michaelwright80@
virginmedia.com. Tel: 07966 527697E or 01642 851919.
25 Thornfield Road, Middlesbrough. TS5 5DD.
Make cheques payable to PCN Britain.

th

10:30 – 15:30 on Sat. 19 Oct. 2013
Trinity Church, Abingdon OX14 1DB
PCN Members £7, nonmembers £8
Book online at www.pcnbritian.org.uk/events
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Chris Avis’s opening article
captures well the excitement
of the gathering in Leeds over
2nd/3rd November 2001. Jill
recalls the phrase used by
one participant of the
experience being one of
‘breathing oxygen’ – which was hers as well, and
the phrase as one which has stayed with her.
There was a catching and sharing of a new vision,
and new hope – akin perhaps to the heady late
60s and early 70s, when as students the era of
Honest to God made us think we were changing
the world, and the church within it.
We give just a few highlights for us as founder
members of the steering group of “TCPC Britain”
– just briefly indeed of “TCPC Europe - which
evolved into the management committee of PCN
Britain:
Our early roots were with the Center for
Progressive Christianity in the USA, initially
through Hugh’s membership of their board for a
number of years before the birth of PCN. They
paid to fly him (and in latter years Jill also) twice a
year to Boston for meeting, in addition to their
own conferences. They were generous in their
support of us their sister body, and they gave us a
model to work from.
We were committed from the outset to being
ecumenical – our membership included
Salvationists, Baptists, URC members, Roman
Catholic, Friends, Anglican, Methodist, and there
was a denominational spread in our committee
membership.
We were conscious of the North/South divide
and determined not to be London-centric. This
was reflected again in the management committee
membership, and in our positive commitment to
events in the North and the South – as well as
the duplicate launches of the network in Kendal
and London!
We also worked at other balances in our
membership and committee representation – lay
and ordained (with some success), age (with less
success) and ethnicity (with very little success).
We set our tariffs low to encourage easy

membership from people with all income levels,
and with special rates for students.
We were from the outset firmly rooted in
Christianity – hence the commitment to this
being part of the title – and being clear that we
were supporting members staying within their
churches and encouraging change from within.
No credence was given to PCN being any kind of
a ‘para-church’ although non church-affiliated
members were welcome from the start.
Perhaps most importantly, we were a ‘bottom up’
organisation – every step we took was taken in
consultation with our growing membership. We
became ‘legal, decent and honest’ through charity
registration etc, but were always checking out
our aims, our 8 points and our annual targets
with members; then listening to what members
said in order to set the following year’s goals.
The committee worked hard but was real fun to
be part of. There was a whole load more
experience of breathing oxygen in those early
years, with much laughter and generous humour
when we disagreed.
Very early in our existence, we tentatively asked
through a newsletter whether anyone was
interested in starting a local group – and there
was an explosion in response! Within barely 12
months we had some 26 local groups all around
the UK and at that time also in Ireland, gently
nurtured by Alan Powell. It is one of the greatest
strengths of PCN that those local groups have
continued to expand, and some of the originals
are still going strong today.
As we developed, there was a 3 pronged focus on
� Publication: through newsletter articles
capitalising on sharing the rich experience of
members, and more recently publications. A
high point was the publication of the original
‘Together in Hope’ booklet – Proclaiming
God’s Justice, Living God’s Love - at the
Lambeth Conference in 2008.
� Campaigning: spurred on in particular by
our swift response to Jeffrey John, which won
us some publicity and a splurge in membership.
� Belonging: the local groups continue to
flourish.
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difference and disagreement, and that to become
a wholly ‘radical’ congregation’ was in its own
way exclusive. And also that we were not
developing an organisation which was selffulfilling. Yes, we were delighted that we were
touching a place and a need in people’s lives, and
that the membership grew. But if the time came
when PCN had done its work and needed to
wind up or amalgamate, that was not failure but a
different kind of success.
And there was of course for us the personal
bonus – our ‘courtship’ began, in fact, following
the Leeds conference. It was a vision shared
amongst others, and work done together. But
for PCN, and the love and support of our
American friends, we might never have taken the
plunge of marriage and found such joy!

MC members 2009 (left to right and back row to front: Brian Wilson, Jill
Sandham, Hugh Dawes, Philip Goodwin; Olivia McLellan (admin assistant),
Adrian Alker, Mary McMahon, John Churcher; Duncan Craig, Charles
Hedley, Sandra Griffiths.

It was always our personal vision that a truly
progressive church was one which held together

Celebrating Ten Years
by John Churcher
My journey from evangelical certainty to the joy
of a provisional and developing spirituality started
in the early 1990s. A number of events, including
beginning to work in post-Soviet eastern Europe,
began to challenge my whole approach to
traditional institutional Christianity. However, in
those early days of transformation I knew no real
alternative. But then in 1994 or thereabouts I
discovered Jack Spong's 'Hebrew Lord'. It was the
key that unlocked the door to a journey of
liberation that led me to the TCPC website and
the gentle, inspirational leadership of Jim Adams.
And then, 10 years ago, along came PCN Britain!
One of the early challenges that I received was
from traditional / institutional members of the
Church who were afraid of asking questions of
the creeds and doctrines. There was a fear that
to question and to voice 'hidden' doubts was to
threaten their whole faith edifice with collapse.
That early challenge still comes my way.
However, in my personal experience such fears
were and remain unfounded and I share my ongoing journey assuring them that my move from
certainty to the unknown is actually the real and
exciting step of my faith!
So where next for PCN-Britain? In a world of
constant change I am certain of very little but of
two things I am sure - first, PCN-Britain cannot
develop a 'one way' outlook in which we all think
and do the same. The Eight Points remain central
as guidelines but must never become the new
Creed of Progressive Christianity. Indeed, a

number of PCN organisations around the world
are revising the original Eight Points partly to
resist them becoming a Creed and to give them
greater relevance within their part of the global
progressive Christianity network!
The second is that PCN Britain is not a Church
and nor should it become one - we have more
than enough 'churches' already. Often I am asked
why I continue to hold onto the institutional
Church (usually by my fingertips). My answer is
that I hope that it can be reformed and saved
from itself. PCN Britain has a major role to play
within such a reformation, working within and
alongside the institutional Church for as long as
we are welcome. But PCN Britain also has an
increasing number of members for whom the
institutional Church no longer makes sense nor
has it a role to play in their lives. Therefore a
challenge for PCN Britain is that it holds together
those who remain within the Church in the hope
of reforming it and those who have moved
beyond the institutional Church because they
consider that its creeds and doctrines now get in
the way of their own spiritual journey.
Personally I continue to be encouraged by Jack
Spong, Dom Crossan and Marcus Borg, along
with others including Rex Hunt, Roger Ray, Val
Webb, Gretta Vosper and Ian Lawton. But over
recent years I have become increasingly
influenced by Richard Rohr and Matthew Fox in
their reawakening of the mystical and
contemplative within the Christian tradition.
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Here within these rich traditions of the Church I
find great encouragement in which to root my
theology and my socio/political involvement as a
progressive follower of Jesus.
Much has been achieved over these past 10 years
and I am grateful to those many visionary people

both in local groups and at Trustee level for the
progress made. The future is not set in tablets of
stone - it is what we make it. Hopefully PCN
Britain will continue to play its part in shaping the
future of Christianity and the institutional Church
in our part of the post-modern world.

Is Christianity making itself unbelievable – a
view from Greenbelt 2013
For the fourth year running, PCN exhibited at Greenbelt. We shared our stand with St Marks Centre for Radical
Christianity, Modern Church and Inclusive Church. Since Greenbelt was celebrating its 40th birthday, we picked up
the birthday theme and drew attention to own anniversaries too. We gave giving away a birthday card and invited
festival goers to tie a birthday wish to our tree. There was a strong radical strand in this year’s festival and so when
not on duty our volunteers had some interesting talks to attend. Andy Vivian has been chewing over what he heard
and its implication for progressive Christians
One of the radical speakers at this year’s Greenbelt
had a pop at progressive Christians. Why do we on
the one hand disavow many of the beliefs traditionally
held by the church, such as substitutionary atonement,
but continue to take part
in liturgies which reflect
and enact such beliefs.
The speaker was Peter
Rollins (photo alongside)
who describes himself as
part of the emerging
church dialogue. He is
one of a group of radical
theologians who derive
their inspiration from
Derrida and Bonhoeffer.
Like Bonhoeffer they
believe that following Jesus is not primarily about
taking part in a religious movement. Religions
promote beliefs, in the sense of creedal statements.
Any creed is contingent on the circumstance in which
it arose. So beliefs should be held with humility.
Rollins argued that too much certainty is like having a
drink problem – it is something you do to ignore
reality. The God who guarantees satisfaction is an
idol, a cosmic security blanket in which we would do
well not to put our trust.
In this view there is no conceivable ultimate truth.
There is no completeness, no fulfilment of our
humanity which can be held out as the aim of our
spiritual journey. Platonism is dead. There is no new
Eden. To hold out the hope of achieving such things
takes you towards the shock of disappointment or
else the repression of your disappointment in order
to hang on to your beliefs.
Greenbelt 2013 brought together five of these radical
theologians of whom Peter Rollins and John Caputo
were the best known. As the weekend progressed
their audiences swelled until the last session saw the

tent filled to capacity and dozens of people standing
around outside trying to catch what was being said.
There were ten PCN volunteers working at
Greenbelt. Seven of us attended these talks. What
we heard felt very pertinent for progressive
Christianity as we struggle with questions like:
‘What does progressive liturgy look like?’
‘Is there a place in my local church for me?
According to John Caputo, representing the American
arm of this Radical Theology, there is only one prayer
that the radical Christian can pray – in one form or
another it will say – Come! Yes! This is an expression
of faith in ‘I know not what’. However, ‘it’ shimmers
though words like joy and love and justice. It opens
us to the unexpected, to the possibility of something
happening that would leave us saying ‘I could never
have imagined this’. And then like the centurion we
might say ‘Surely God is in this place’.
Ten years ago, as PCN came into being, my wife
became ill with cancer and died the next year at the
all too young age of 46. Out of the prayerful
darkness which followed came an event I had not
foreseen. A network of friends materialised, some of
whom I had not known before. At a time I compared
it to being held in a web of “golden threads I could
never have imagined”. It was a transforming
experience.
So what do we make of Peter Rollins’ comment about
progressive Christians? He claims we are dishonest
because we continue to participate in liturgy which is
fundamentalist in its belief. This is not just hypocrisy,
he says, but possibly a kind of emotional crutch. We
keep our heresy in an intellectual bubble while
continuing to derive the psychological comfort of
someone else’s certainty – the priest’s or the
Church’s or the assumed faith of the congregation.
So should progressives leave their churches and start
afresh? No, say Rollins and Caputo, but we should
8

rock the boat rather more than we do. We should
be thorns in the flesh of the church – the irreligious
tendency – ghosts spooking Christendom. We should
sneak in new divine images – God as weak, whose
insistent call captures our desire. We should use the
language of poetics, parables and paradox as Jesus did.
‘The first shall be last’, ‘give away all you own’. We
should subvert triumphalism by writing a liturgy of
brokenness, mourning and uncertainty.
And what should a progressive priest do? Can she be
the ghost for her own church? According to Rollins
she can. She can unveil her own uncertainties, letting
go the priestly pretences she struggles to sustain.
Some members would walk out in disgust. Others
may begin to understand the ministry of all believers.
If progressive Christians do these things some of us
may get kicked out of our churches. Eventually, we

may need to start new communities. But these new
communities would still need their own ghosts to
shine the revealing shaft of darkness on all the new
idolatries that would emerge.
Caputo says our faith ‘should always be in an unstable,
provisional, trembling state’. Rollins says ‘The
question for any faith is whether it brings a change of
heart.’ Or as Sydney Carter puts it in his poem,
‘Love more or less’
The questions is:
what does it do to you?
that is how
you come into the story
Does it make you
freer, to see that cradle?

Before:

Now:

where pebbles give in to the lunar pull of the tide

a place to explore and find safety between certainty and
seeking,

where clouds shroud the severed mountain tops
where the river runs and runs

where anyone can dare to question,
happily stumble off the(?) path,

sometimes comes a moment of clarity, for those
who wish to see it 

dance with doubt and do so in company 

a single wingbeat of time,

glad to hold a trembling friend and to be enfolded in our turn.

a hairbreadth of space,

A safe place to be uncomfortable, to break new ground

(but you will have to bend to go through it).

expanding the single wingbeat into full, rejoicing flight
in order to be
in order to love
in order to live.

Free to Believe Conference 2014

Tavistock United Reformed Church, Devon,
PL19 8BD

“The Challenge of Christmas and the
Meaning of Easter”

presents a day conference:

The Hayes Conference Centre, Swanwick,
Derbyshire, DE55 1AU
From evening meal on Thursday 27th March up to and
including lunch on Saturday 29th March 2014.
Conference includes four talks on Christmas and
Easter; group discussion session, Q&A and worship.
If you live locally and can’t get to the full conference, it
will be possible to join us for the Saturday morning, to
include worship (subject: Justice and Love) and with
the option to include lunch.
Booking forms are available on the FTB website:
www.freetobelieve.org.uk or from: Mrs L Harrison,
Conference Organiser, 52 Salisbury Avenue,
Colchester, CO3 3DN. Contact her for further info.

"Is Religion Dangerous?"
Where does religion go wrong?
How can we get religion right?

Saturday October 19th 10.00am to 4.00pm
Tickets £6 on the door (includes drinks  please bring a
packed lunch)
Prepaid Tickets £5  email to revrog@gmail.com for
details.

Speaker: Revd Martin Camroux MA; MTh
Tickets £6 on the door (includes drinks  please bring a
packed lunch)
Prepaid Tickets £5  email to revrog@gmail.com for
details.
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News from local groups
Edited by John Churcher
A new group for South London?
For some time now we have not had a local PCN group
in "central" South London (the boroughs of
Wandsworth, Lambeth, Southwark, Lewisham and those
bordering them to the East and South). If anyone living in
this area would like to join in starting up a new group,
Jane Westland will be glad to hear from you. The group
could give the opportunity for regular sharing of
thoughts and ideas, some shared study, and mutual
support for keeping our progressive Christian voices
heard in the churches and other communities in which
we worship, live and work. Jane is happy to convene the
group at her home which is conveniently situated in
Balham close to both the Underground (Northern Line),
Balham railway station, and several bus routes. If you are
interested in meeting to discuss the possibilities for such
a group, please contact Jane (phone 0208 772 1937) or
janewestland@yahoo.co.uk.
Abingdon
(Cliff Marshall 01235 530480
cliff.marshall@pcnbritain.org.uk)
In our first Tuesday evening of the
month regular meetings we are
moving towards the end of our wideranging discussions based around the
sessions of the First Light DVD
resources. We shall be looking to
pick up a new theme for our
meetings from November. Our
current major focus for activity is the
PCN regional day conference we are
hosting in Abingdon on 19th October. Entitled ‘Let’s be
Honest’ and led by Adrian Alker, the conference will be
exploring a fresh way forward for Christianity, being
honest about God, Jesus and Christianity.
Bolton
(Jim Hollyman 01204 456050
jim.hollyman@pcnbritain.org.uk)
On Tuesday 10th September (10 a.m.) we will be
continuing our reading of John Dominic Crossan’s “The
Greatest Prayer: Rediscovering the Revolutionary
Message of the Lord’s Prayer” chapter 7 - “Forgive us
our debts” - and will hope to finish the book on Tuesday
12th November (10 am). Meetings are held at 1462,
Junction Road West, Lostock, Bolton, BL6 4EG or 121
Junction Road, Deane, Bolton, BL3 4NF. Newcomers are
always welcome. We begin with a cuppa - coffee or tea
- and end around 11.30. It helps if you let us know you
hope to come by contacting Jim.
Cardiff
(Sue O’Hare 02920 866684
sue.ohare@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We meet at Pontprennau church on the first and third

Tuesdays of each month at 7.30pm. Recent group
meetings have been smaller than usual but this gave us
the opportunity to talk and get to know each other so
much better. Our autumn programme will be a balance
of speakers and discussion based on books and
CD/DVDs. Cardiff as the capital, cathedral and
university city opens an exciting and interesting future.
Dundee
(Gordon Sharp 01382 643002
gordon.sharp@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Our meetings take
place on the 3rd
Wednesday of each
month in the
Friendship Hall at
Dundee West
Church of Scotland,
Perth Rd., Dundee (opposite Art College) beginning at
7.00 p.m. The autumn programme begins on Sept.18th
when Hugh Laidlaw will speak on "The Church in
Scotland: - its future?" On Oct. 16th Cally Booker will
speak on "Theological Reflection: - making connections
between the Christian tradition, modern culture &
experience and making it fun!" On Nov. 20th Gordon
Sharp will speak on "Poverty, Faith Communities and
Progressive Christianity." On Dec.18th all will be invited
to discuss "Faith in the 21st Century – What does it
mean?"
East Shropshire
(Miriam Walton 01743 243167
miriam.walton@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The autumn programme is as follows: Saturday 21
September: Lecture - ‘Humility, the Earthiest of Virtues’
by broadcaster and author, Mark Tully at Bleddfa Centre
for the Creative Spirit, Knighton. On Monday 23
September Alan Felts-Davies will lead on ‘The Difference
between ‘Jesus’ and ‘Christ’‘. The date of the October
meeting is to be decided but it will be an alternative
liturgy workshop. Friday 8 to Sunday 10 November
some members will attend the Being Honest to God
Conference, Swanwick. On Monday 25 November we
will hold our Advent/Christmas meal at the Horns of
Boningale.
Edinburgh
(Mary McMahon 0131 4413337
mary.mcmahon@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Meetings are on the last Monday of each month and the
autumn programme begins on Mon 30th September:
‘What does it mean to be people of the Way?’ On Mon
28th October Jean Williams will lead on 'Islam'. Mon
25th November is an evening for members and invited
guests only with Richard Holloway: ‘What lies beyond
progressive Christianity?’ On Monday 9th December we
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will be considering ‘Are we listening to people outside
the church?’
Exeter
(Liz Vizard 01392 668859
liz.vizard@pcnbritain.org.uk)
On Sunday October 6th Peter Lee of the Exeter Ba'hai
group will talk and Sunday November 17th, Fay
Sampson, author of The Hunted Hare CRT Fiction Book
of the Year will speak about Celtic Christianity. All our
meetings are in the URC Hall in Southernhay Exeter at
2.30 pm.
Gloucestershire
(Frank Godfrey 01452 533825
frank.godfrey@pcnbritain.org.uk)
In September the group will continue to reflect on the
theme: “What would PCN worship be like” focussing on
the words we use. Further details of the autumn
programme are available from Frank.
Hampshire Hub
(Martin Godfrey 023 8076 6312
martin.godfrey@pcnbritain.org.uk)
There is a series of 4 Friday evening conversations in
Winchester Guildhall with leading public figures about
the changing relationship between Church and State and
the challenge of faith. Additionally, 3 distinguished
professors will be giving evening public lectures in our
area. Some Hub members will travel to the Sea of Faith
London Conference on Saturday 21st September, to be
addressed by Richard Holloway, Don Cupitt and
Stephen Batchelor on ‘Secular Religion?’ The Southsea
PCN/SoF group will meet on the afternoon of Thursday
26th September to discuss issues raised by the London
SoF Conference. The A27 Book Club has chosen to
discuss "A Faith to Live By – What an intelligent,
compassionate and authentic Christian faith looks like".
Discussions on this topic probably will continue on 31st
October and 5th December. For further details on all
these meetings and the programme for the Alton/
Petersfield SoF/PCN group contact Martin.
Harrogate Day-time Group
(Philip Goodwin 01423 563990
philip.goodwin@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We meet at Wesley Chapel on the first Thursday of the
month, 2.30 pm. For a summary of the ethos of the
group see www.wesleychapelharrogate.org.uk church
family/Journey Group. In June we hosted Dr Val Webb
with a joint meeting by 3 local groups and in the Q&A
session the first question was “In the light of all the things
you don’t believe, what are you left with?” We shared our
own answers to that at our meeting on 5th September.
For further programme details contact Philip.

(Diana Reddaway
diana.reddaway@pcnbritain.org.uk)
This autumn we are following
the theme of Peace Making and
Forgiveness. On 17th November
we will discuss the recently
released DVD, 'Beyond Forgiving'
from Initiatives of Change. This
DVD has won the Golden Award for Inspiration at the
2013 International Film Festival for Peace and Equality.
Before then we begin on 15th September with Gerald
Drewett leading a discussion on the spirituality of
peacemaking. On 20th October we will view and discuss
the DVD 'Make me a Peacemaker' exploring Qur'anic
principles of peacemaking. All meetings are held on
Sunday afternoons at The Backhouse Room, Handside
Lane, Welwyn Garden City at 4 p.m.
Hickling Shoreline
(Merrie Longbottom 01692 598844
merrie.longbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We meet weekly on Thursday
afternoons and also travel monthly to
the Norwich 'Fishpond' meeting.
Shoreline is currently viewing 'Living the
Questions 2'. What is interesting is
how the views of many of us have
changed over the past two years ago. Several have 'dechurched' themselves, while others have become
involved with Quaker and Unitarian meetings. Still
others have decided to remain in their established
churches and work for change from the inside.
Alongside LTQ2, we are listening to the recent audio
CD offering from Free to Believe’s Windermere Reading
Party in May in which Richard Holloway discussed his
most recent book, "Leaving Alexandria". As a group, we
are attending the 50th anniversary conference in
November on Honest to God.
Leeds
(Sandra Griffiths
sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk)

PCN Leeds meets at Chapel Allerton Methodist
(Church) Centre, Town Street, Leeds LS7 4NB normally
on the second Saturday of the month - with coffee/tea
available from 10.00 - between 10.30 and 12. The
autumn programme starts on 14th September when a
member will talk about "The Continuing Journey where he is currently 'at'". At this meeting we will also
try to firm up the programme to July next year. Please
note that the November and June dates are NOT the
2nd Saturday of the month! What is confirmed is that on
Saturday 12th April the ex-chair of PCN John Churcher

Hertfordshire Group
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will address the meeting on "Resurrection it wasn't, but
it is a Truth to be lived daily." (one week before Easter).
All groups and individuals who live near enough to Leeds
are invited to join us. PCN / Questers - a local
fortnightly Monday evening group restarts on 16th
September at 7.30 pm, looking at ‘Saving Jesus from the
Church’ by Robin R Meyers.
Manchester
(John Ramsbottom 0161 456 5119
john.ramsbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We have planned 3 evenings for the autumn. This time,
members of the group have chosen to lead a session on
topics they have suggested, and we have tried to give
these a practical slant. Maybe too often within PCN we
talk about obscure theological matters which do not
have much application within the “real” world. To
redress this, our meetings for September and October
aim to look at how a progressive theology might work
out in a day-to-day situation: September 25th the theme
is “Progressive churches – reading between the lines”
where we hope to look at how faith can be expressed in
language that is acceptable to both progressives and
traditionalists, and how it is perceived by those outside
the church. On October 23rd we consider “The church
of the future and its application” and discuss how we
should be involved in a practical way in advancing the
kingdom of God. On November 27th we will look at
how Bishop John A T Robinson's “Honest to God”
shapes up today, and maybe how ideas have moved on
in the intervening years. All meetings are held at the
Heaton Moor United Church and a warm invitation is
extended to anyone who would like to join us.
North Worcestershire Group
(Tessa Carrick 01527 873135
tessa.carrick@pcnbritain.org.uk)
About a dozen of us meet in members’
homes, usually bimonthly and new
members are always welcome to join
our open and friendly discussions. Our
programme for this autumn is: Tuesday
17th September at 2.30.p.m. in
Stourbridge when we will continue the
theme of poetry (or a picture,
quotation, or even music) which we began in the
previous meeting. Each member is asked to bring
something to share with the group, something which has
had meaning for that member on the spiritual journey.
On Tuesday 5th November at 2.30.p.m. we meet in
Bromsgrove when we will look at Adrian Alker’s
"Christmas: Ancient Meanings, Modern Faith". On
Tuesday 3rd December at 2.30.p.m. both the venue and
topic to be confirmed.
Nottingham
(David and Avril Turner 0115 976 4909
david.turner@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We won't meet at our usual place in September as
several of us will be going to the CRC conference at St
Marks, Sheffield, when they will be celebrating the 10th

anniversary of CRC. At our October meeting no doubt
we will be talking about the conference and one of our
members will be introducing us to the work of Rob Bell.
In November another member is telling us about James
Fowler's 'Stages of Faith'. Normally we meet on the
second Saturday of each month at 10 for 10.30am at the
Sherwood United Reformed Church, Edwards Lane,
NG5 3AA. We usually finish about 12.15pm and have a
packed lunch when we have time for a chat etc. There is
plenty of parking in the church grounds and there are
several bus services from various directions.
Oadby-Leicester
(Gerald Gardiner 0116 2713869
gerald.gardiner@tinyworld.co.uk)
We've existed for three years as
Questioning Believers, a group within
Oadby Trinity Methodist Church. We've
discussed Spong, Borg, Richard
Holloway, Honest to God, along with
material from the local and national
press, and our day to day encounters and
times of reflection. Recently we joined PCN and two
Anglicans came to our August meeting, one being Sonya
Brown from PCN management committee. Her links
and experience both widened and deepened our
understanding of a Progressive Christian life style, and
the resources available. We believe that after being a
rather cosy group within our own church concerned
with our own belief systems we should widen the base
of our fellowship.
Richmond
(Alan Powell 0208 878 7355
alanepowell@blueyonder.co.uk)
The group meets on Saturday afternoons (2.30 pm) in
East Sheen at approximately six weekly intervals. The
next meeting is on Saturday 12th October, but the topic
has yet to be decided.
South Northants and North Bucks group
(Monty Lynds 01908 543206
montylynds@cliffordtowers.com)
We continue to meet in each other’s houses, every
second Wednesday at 7.30 pm, including regular visits to
Northampton. We always start with a shared meal,
continue with a discussion led by one of our group
members and complete the evening with a short
meditation and or prayers. We have also included those
on our circulation list but who cannot attend the
meetings in email discussions based on the content of
the previous meeting. This has been very successful in
including a wider range of people and allowing reflection
on that month's topic; do other groups do this?
St Albans
(Leonora Jagessar
leonora.jagessar@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We will meet again on Thursday September 26 from
7.30-9pm at Trinity URC, Beaconsfield Rd, St Albans
AL1 3RD. The theme of the evening will be "Living the
Questions: Creative Transformation." The following
meetings will be on the 24th of October (Theme: Living
the Questions: Embracing Mystery) and the 28th of
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Looking backwards....
Ideas from local groups

November (Theme: A Progressive Christian View on
Advent/Christmas).
Stoke
(Ian Gregory 01782 614407
ian.gregory@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Meetings take place at the Quaker Meeting House, Miller
Street, Newcastle on Sunday evenings at 7.15. We
continue to study Adrian Smith's "Tomorrow's Faith - a
new framework for Christian Belief." On October 6th
we will consider page 20 'The Holy Trinity'; November
3rd, page 29 'God the Father'; December 1st page 36
The 'incarnation'.
Teesside
(Michael Wright 01642 851919 or 07966 527697
michael.wright@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The group meets monthly on the
second Tuesday at 2.30.p.m. at
Middlesbrough Friends Meeting
House, 131 Cambridge Road. We
begin a new book on September 10 –
“Speaking Christian” by Marcus Borg.
We are combining with the
Newcastle upon Tyne group in organising the day in
Durham on October 26 at which Adrian Alker will
present his series of four talks, with opportunities for
discussion, on “Jesus Shaped Church – Christian Shaped
Lives”. Members of the Teesside group are also involved
in support for asylum seekers, the local Foodbank, Fair
Trade, and active in several local charities. We are
ecumenical, open and respectful to views we do not
share, and find the exploration of different responses
very enriching.
Vale of Glamorgan
(Janet Davies 01446 410033
janet.davies@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We started our autumn programme on 4th September
with a continuing discussion on Val Webb’s new book.
We meet fortnightly at 7:30 and are a very “discussion
minded” group – we are between 16-20 people meeting
together. John Churcher will speak with us on 30th
October - "Honest to God 50 years on." More details
on this meeting will be posted on the PCN website
nearer the time. We met in September minus one
incredible friend, Janice Proctor who died in August. We
all miss her presence. For further programme details
contact Janet.

Edited by John Churcher
Dundee
In last June's meeting led by Val Webb a key phrase was
'doubt, de-construct and discover' which may be about
discovering the simplicity of faith in trusting God and
doing the right thing, inspired by compassion. Ron
Ferguson has said that it is possible to be both inspired
by the Bible and to question it: to take Scripture
seriously without having to take it literally.
Exeter
In June we welcomed Bishop Martin Shaw, formerly
Bishop of Argyll and the Isles to our meeting. He made it
clear that for him, spirituality is not something gentle and
easy and requires serious commitment and practise. He
also spoke of his uncertainties about God and faith and
shared his experience of doubt, unknowing and
depression. Discussion followed and was very wide
ranging. In July we had another very helpful and
enlightening meeting, hearing from two local Quakers,
Maggie Cartridge and Gerald Conyngham, who took us
into the history of Quakerism and its members' variety of
theological perspectives, and their focus on a way of life
rather than assent to forms of words or creeds.
Nottingham
At our August meeting we took the title 'Moments of
significance' when members brought recent news items
which we thought, and in some cases hoped, would have
a lasting effect on our world. Malala's speech to the UN
in July was brought to our attention as well as the recent
reorganisation of our benefits system and the
exploitation of workers in this country.

Group news editor writes....
Thank you to all who have contributed group news. It has been
necessary to make some major edits. May I suggest that future
reports should not exceed 300 words and offer ideas of both
what you have tried in recent times 'out of the ordinary' and
especially highlight advice and also programme details of future
meetings?

Spiritual journeys

some of them. Apologies to those whose pieces have not been
included on account of space, and to those whose text has
been edited.

We invited members to share something of their personal
spiritual journeys in the ten years of PCN’s existence. The
editor was amazed at how many responded and the
similarities but also differences in what they wrote. Here are

PCN at 10 years -a personal reflection
For me the journey with PCN began with an advert in Life
and Work and whilst there was no local group the
newsletter provided reassurance that there was more to
Christianity than some people would have us believe. The
church that I was connected with took the Bible literally
and for some that meant believing in something like
Intelligent Design. Later when others joined PCN from
another church and the same sex debate within the Church

of Scotland took off it was time to move to another
congregation.
I'm not sure if it's PCN, being in a different church or just
being older, but the journey seems very similar to that
described by Dr. Val Webb: Doubt, De-construct and
Discover. The discovery seems to be that that what
matters is to find ourselves or become ourselves, albeit
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with an inner sense that goodness really does matter if we
are to break the cycle of violence, cynicism and acquisition
that dominates so much of modern living. If we are to live a
different sort of a life then it isn't about books or argument,
but it is about a commitment to justice and compassion.
In saying this, and responding to Philip Sudworth's article in
June edition of Progressive Voices, I recognise that PCN
might well need to take the journey further. That is, it isn't
about discussion, but discussing does matter. It isn't about
liturgy, but liturgy does help. It is about compassion and if

discussion and liturgy increase the likelihood of compassion
then they are really OK. In practical terms might it not be
good for PCN members and friends to share some of what
they are doing to bring about justice and compassion.
Within the RC church we have the society of SVDP and
justice and peace groups. Why not make the basis not so
much talking about a 21st century faith, but living a 21st
century faith and thereby making the Kingdom that Jesus
spoke about more of a reality and less of a discussion. Just a
thought....

I was a late starter, only coming to faith in my early 40’s via
an Alpha course. In 2003 I had only been a Christian for 3
years and coming from an Alpha background meant my faith
was very traditional. Whilst I had a few reservations I had
put them to one side to enable me to move forward. So
ten years ago I was heavily involved in a C of E church,
doing various jobs such as chalice assistant and running
Alpha courses myself. I was happy and unquestioning. It was
comforting and gave me a feeling of belonging.
In 2008 I ran an Alpha course and one of the attendees
starting talking about seeing the bible metaphorically. I
really didn’t know what she meant but we became friends
regardless. In 2010 she went to the PCN Edinburgh
Conference to hear Marcus Borg. While there she bought
the Conference CD’s and when she returned I borrowed
them from her. When I heard what Borg was saying I was
shocked. A Christian can’t say things like that? That evening
I went round to see my friend intent on saving her soul! It
didn’t turn out quite like that and I came away with a
couple of Borg books. I read Meeting Jesus Again for the
First Time in one sitting and there, that evening, my life

changed. I had been on the platform for the last 10 years
but now the journey really had started.
I read whatever I could lay my hands on from Borg,
Crossan, Spong, Holloway, and anybody else I could find. I
joined the Mid Wilts PCN group and we studied the Living
the Questions 2 series. I started seeing that it was the
message in any Bible story that was important not whether
the story was true. I came to realise that Jesus was just a
man, albeit a rather special one, and calling him anything
else diminished his humanity and his message. All the
certainties I had relied on for the last 10 years disappeared
leaving something of a void as I tried to find an ‘honest’ faith
that I could live with.
Now, for me, God, the Sacred, is found in relationship and
beauty and can be experienced everywhere and anywhere.
I’m comfortable with the profound mystery of it all and I no
longer need any of the theology of Christianity. It’s all just
words and words will never be enough. So often all those
word just get in the way and recently I’ve found peace and
comfort in the silence of the Quakers. The journey
continues but I hope never to arrive.

Despite being a Reader in a liberal church, I have still felt
sometimes out of step with the theology presented, and
frequently have a sense of being on a rather uncomfortable
journey -asking myself the questions:
Am I really a Christian? Am I a hypocrite for remaining
within the church?
Should I be in a leadership role where people's assumptions
about my beliefs may be far from the truth?
In preaching, I try to stay true to my own integrity whilst
not being so controversial as to distress some of the
congregation.
Many times I have ranted and railed against Diocese /
church politics / petty disagreements, etc., and been
tempted to leave, but something keeps me there.
Is it just difficult to move on after 40 years - a kind of
apathy?
But no, I still feel that being part of our very diverse town

centre church community has meaning and importance - it
really matters. The people in the church matter.
We share together in holy communion, we try to follow
the teachings of Jesus and welcome all comers in a nonjudgemental and inclusive way, without expectation or
assumption of a set of beliefs or of a signing up as a cardcarrying Christian.
So, as long as I feel I can help our church continue to be a
beacon of liberalism, which to me means the free grace of
God, I will continue to walk this difficult path - a path which
I hope is leading me away from being a fundamentalist
liberal into greater acceptance of people whose preferred
theology and worship styles are very different from my
own.
In recent years I have found my local PCN group in Rugby
invaluable in supporting me on this spiritual journey - and
hopefully preventing me from becoming too much of a
grumpy old woman!

I retired from full time ministry in the URC in 2001. Before
that I had been, and still am, a member of the URC’s Free
to Believe network, so the addition of becoming a member
of PCN was quite natural!
With my wife, Jill, we joined a PCN group meeting at that
time in Leigh. With the interest of people in Bolton

increasing, we formed a Bolton group and we have enjoyed
being part of that group’s lively thinking and discussion. It
has helped to deepen our understanding and widen our
experience of what it means to be progressive Christians.
Free to Believe and PCN continue to provide a refreshing
and creative part of our lives.
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became increasingly difficult for me to affirm traditional
church teachings the words of the liturgies began to jar.
Sermons took longer to prepare as I sought to be true to
myself whilst also taking care not to be too challenging to
those who held a more traditional belief. My own spiritual
life began to be fed by people like Eckhart Tolle, Thich Nhat
Hahn and later Tim Freke, and by embracing the insights of
Eastern religious thought which for me expanded the
possibilities around that which we call God.
Eventually I realised that I needed to take some time out of
parish ministry to think my position through and make
some decisions about my future. Thankfully I was granted
as much time as I needed and so I had the freedom to
spend time in further reading and reflection. It was during
this time that my reading took me even further towards the
edges of Christianity as I began to explore the ideas of
authors who consider the Jesus story to be a myth. Many of
the arguments made sense to me and so there seemed to
be no course to take other than to withdraw from Anglican
ministry. This decision was not made lightly and was not
without some sadness and a sense of loss, but it was very
much the right thing to do.
My spiritual journey over the last ten years has been very
difficult at times and at other times very exhilarating. I’m
grateful that PCN was there to support and encourage
when times were difficult and I am also grateful that PCN
still provides a home for those of us whose exploration
continues to push the boundaries.

Ten years ago I would never have dreamed that my spiritual
journey would have led me to where I am today! In
September 2003 I embarked upon my final year of training
for ministry in the Church of England and was ordained
deacon at Michaelmas 2004, and priest a year later. In
those days I was a fairly liberal, high church Anglican. I had
for several years been attached to a contemplative religious
order and received great spiritual nourishment from the
church’s sacraments and liturgies. As I approached
ordination, the future path of my life seemed spread out
before me and I looked forward to serving the church by
working part-time in our local churches as a self-supporting
minister, and pursuing that role on into my retirement
years.
I enjoyed the ministry course on which I had trained for
three years and which educated me to diploma level. I
decided that I wanted to continue my studies to degree
level and, shortly after ordination to the priesthood, began
studying for a theological degree by distance learning with
the University of Wales, Lampeter. This course was far
more biblically and theologically critical in approach than
the ministry course had been; it began to stretch my
understanding and raise questions for me about the
Christian story as I had hitherto accepted it.
After I had finished my degree in 2009 I now had more time
to choose what I studied, and began to read the more
liberal Christian authors that we are all familiar with –
Ward, Spong, Borg, Crossan – and I joined PCN. Although
I had a few friends who were on a similar path to me, as a
priest I felt rather alone and so being part of PCN helped
me to feel supported. I was fascinated by what I was
reading, but at the same time I was somewhat discomfited
by the direction in which this reading was taking me. As it

Josie Stein
PCN is a great gift to Christianity and I would like to pay
tribute to all the people who were instrumental in setting it
up, nurturing the organisation and enabling it to flourish.

My christian journey following other christians
about him don’t you think that God loves him at least as
much?” Then I guess living, working, bringing up a family,
starting the Oxfam Shop and Christian Aid group with
other Christians took over so that, even though there were
times when I felt totally alien in some church services, I
stuck with them because my church family was there.
Now I feel to be growing up and am liberated, the veil is
lifting. During the past few years we have found through
many publications and the Progressive Christianity
Network that there are likeminded people, who want to
follow the spirit of Christ’s teaching and example as
reported in the Bible, but do not have to believe “6
impossible things before breakfast”. A wonderful bonus is
that now my husband, Martin, and I are able to discuss what
we believe in a way that we never could before. We can be
agnostic about what “God” is and do not have to believe in
an interventionist being up in the sky, whose existence is
belied by events everywhere. We do not have to believe
that Jesus was sent as a sacrifice to save us, but that living
as he did led inevitably to the fatal conflict with authority.
We can believe that Christ is still in and around us all,
reflected both in others who are trying to follow his
example and teaching, and our neighbours in need
wherever they are.

I do not come from a church going family, though we were
sent to Sunday School. Later I went with my best friend
and her family to the local Methodist church where I was
received into membership which my mother found quite
worrying – “Our Sylvia’s gone all religious”. When I was
13’ I was most influenced there by joining the “Regnal
League”, whose aims are to develop oneself physically,
mentally and spiritually for the service of others. Regnal
means belonging to the King, that is Christ. Of course the
fact that 2 wonderful couples invited the youth members
home for a slap up supper every Sunday after church was
an incentive, and I still remember their example of service
in local government, and caring for us and others. It was
this influence that meant that, by the time I was 16, I was
visiting lonely elderly people, and on the local Save the
Children Fund committee, and later became a Social
Worker. We are deeply grateful that when we moved to
Abingdon 50 years ago we found All Saints which has
become our second family.
I don’t think that I have ever accepted the Bible as being
literally the word of God, and as I matured have been
troubled by many questions. Richard Baggott our Minister
from 1972-6 came just as my non believing father died. I
remember asking him about the sheep and the goats and he
said to me “Sylvia, if you loved your father enough to worry

PCN a ‘lifeline and force for good’.

Churches at their best accommodate a spectrum of belief
and enable people to articulate and express where they are
and facilitate everyone working together for the ‘common
good’. Sadly many have left or never joined because they
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can’t find such a congregation. Churches can change over
time dependent on the leadership and many members walk
a tightrope as they wait for their next minister. It must also
be a delicate process for progressive clergy to survive

letters page. Perhaps we can encourage and support a PCN
response to these topics more often? There has obviously
been much written about the Bible in relation to the
women bishops and gay marriage debates, but more
recently debate about the words ‘the wrath of God is
satisfied’ in the worship song ‘In Christ alone’ has sparked
much discussion.
I’m very attracted to the Quakers and Unitarians and many
PCN people have found a home with them, but I hope that
PCN can also continue to contribute to the survival and
development of an ‘open and inclusive’ mainstream church
within all denominations. The need to ponder and wonder
is evident by the attraction of cathedrals and the ‘The
Sunday Assembly’, the godless congregation, have captured
this in their logo ‘Live better, help often, wonder more’.
There must be a way to do this together though, that can
acknowledge different perspectives, celebrate life and
working for the benefit of our communities. This is surely
important, as we will all I’m sure have friends, family and
acquaintances across this spectrum of opinion.
Happy Birthday PCN and Congratulations to all who keep
you afloat! Here’s to the next ten years.

within some churches and the wider organisation, but they
seek to do so for the benefit of those who are asking ‘the
questions’ or are seeking the support of the church without
needing to sign up to a dogmatic creed. PCN bridges the
gap for many and is a network and forum to express views,
find fellow travellers and make connections and has
achieved much. It has been very important for me not least
because of the articles in the newsletter and as a way of
facilitating discussion. I hope more people find us and that
in the future we can direct people to many more
congregations with links to PCN or like-minded
organisations. I have been fortunate in Sheffield and Rugby
to find such congregations but what of people who can’t or
who no longer can get to them? At least by the newsletter
and the internet they can stay in touch.
What of the future? Dialogue is the key, so we make
connections and join in debates in other forums both locally
and nationally, particularly with those in evangelical
congregations who are raising similar questions. However
that can be challenging and lonely without support,
particularly for individuals. Greenbelt seems a great vehicle
for this, and for Anglicans the Church Times publishes a
spectrum of views often with a range of replies in the

What has PCN meant to me?
assembled there, disappeared within the first ten minutes,
even though I didn’t know anyone.
It wasn’t long before I sensed I was in a supportive
environment, where I felt ‘at home’, ‘where I belonged’, at
ease with myself and others, where I could express
whatever views I held without being judged on them.
I like to think I have become more sensitive, compassionate
and loving thanks at least in part to my experience of and in
PCN. I like to meet and communicate with people I can
trust and can hopefully trust me too. It has always struck
me that there is a lack of pettiness and points-scoring
among PCN people, and a genuine atmosphere of care.
Joining PCN remains one of the best things I ever did; it
continues to strengthen my faith, give me the confidence to
be me in the deepest sense of the word and make me more
determined than ever to make others aware of the
liberating power of the progressive road. Seeing the
network community grow gives me great pleasure

If I had to sum it up in one word, it would be ‘freedom’ the freedom to be, to do, and to believe - not just on my
own, but in the company of similarly minded people.
I appreciate the fact that PCN is a network community consisting of followers of the Jesus Way - and that there is
the opportunity to share insights about life, living and faith
without necessarily sharing the same views.
I became a member of PCN before local groups existed, on
the strength of the first PCN leaflets available at a
conference I was attending where the speaker was Bishop
Jack Spong. I was already on the ‘progressive’ road at that
time, and finding that what the bishop wrote and said was
an articulate version of my thoughts. On joining I received a
letter of welcome from the then chair Hugh Dawes, a letter
that I found reassuring because it was devoid of demands to
conform, leaving me feeling truly accepted for who I was.
That gave me the necessary courage to attend my first PCN
event, a residential weekend at St Deiniol’s, Gladstone’s
Library. My slight nervousness, as I joined the company

More 4-CD sets available
Leaving Alexandria

For the Common Good
This was the 26th Annual
Conference of the Sea of Faith
Network featuring sessions from
Don Cupitt, Chris Howson, Alom
Shaha and Tim Jackson (terrific),
with plenty of discussion.
Challenge - Controversy - Revolution - Informed Debate Entertainment - they’re all here in another characteristically
exciting and inspiring Sea of Faith event.
Each 4-CD set is fully tracked and labelled, with an illustrated
casing. Cost per set is £11 inc. p&p, or purchase both for £19
total from Chris Avis, 37 Clifton Road, Exeter EX1 2BN,
cheques payable to C. Avis. Quicker still, order through
Paypal by transferring payment to chris.avis1@tiscali.co.uk

Richard Holloway's 'memoir' is an
intensely powerful and moving book in
which he attempts to come to terms with
himself and his life's journey. This Free
To Believe reading party at Windermere
was a privileged and inspiring opportunity
to discuss Leaving Alexandria in the
delightful company of the author. Here is
a chance to listen anew (or again) to this
remarkable, approachable man. The four CDs in this set
include Richard's talks, plenty of Q&A, and extracts from the
Closing Celebration service led by Kate Compston.
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Letter from the chair
In February 2009, PCN
Chair, Hugh Dawes,
welcomed me as a newly
enrolled member.
Although I had already
attended a group for a
couple of years, little did I
realise that just over four years later I too would have
the privilege of being elected to the Chair in what is
now the 10th year of the Network’s existence.
In taking on the Chair’s role from John Churcher I am
mindful of his positive and affirming influence on the
shape, size and scope of the network, which has been
really significant. We owe John an incalculable vote of
thanks for all that he has done for PCN during his
time in the Chair. We are fortunate that he remains
an active trustee and I value his ongoing support as
Vice Chair.
10th anniversaries are very much in vogue this year.
Clearly 2003 was an auspicious year for the birth of
innovative and progressive Christian organisations.
Not only was PCN Britain established that year but so
too was Inclusive Church, along with the inauguration
of the St Marks Centre for Radical Christianity in
Sheffield. And to add to this, Greenbelt celebrated 4
x 10 years of successful 3 day Christian festivals this
August. It is good news that PCN Britain again shared
a space in the G-source tent at Greenbelt with
Inclusive Church, Modern Church and the St Marks
Centre for Radical Christianity. Greenbelt highlights
the value of working in collaboration with other
progressive and inclusive organisations; and at such a
visible and cutting edge event. With such a strong
party atmosphere in the air, the decision was taken to

make birthdays the theme of the joint stall. We hoped
this would attract many visitors and give us an
opportunity to listen and respond to the hopes and
concerns of younger radical Christians.
More information about Greenbelt 2013 and other
recent events is found in this issue and on the
website. Our new look website is increasingly
becoming the source through which new members
learn about us; so a reminder of how important it is
for groups to keep their webpages up to date, add
new posts and share ideas and activities from their
meetings. And a reminder too, that all members are
invited to contribute articles to the PCN Blog.
Through this on-line gallery of ideas, we aim to
highlight topics which are generating discussion within
the orbit of progressive Christianity.
Meanwhile, PCN continues to search for volunteers:
� Someone who has technical knowledge and
experience of magazine layout, to help the editor
with the layout of Progressive Voices, our
quarterly magazine.
� Someone who has the skill and time to catalogue
the back issues of the PCN newsletter/PV in
order that searches for key words and articles can
be readily undertaken in the future.
If you are interested in assisting with either of these
tasks please contact andy.vivian@pcnbritain.org.uk
And finally, I look forward to meeting some of you at
future meetings, such as the Being Honest to God
Conference in November which we are co-hosting
with Modern Church.
Best wishes,
Angela

This was an excellent event,
greatly enjoyed by all
eighteen participants and also
by the session facilitators. I
came with a friend from
Bristol and we were excited
about our first PCN holiday.
The weekend more than met
our expectations.
The event was held at
Glenfall House, a gorgeous venue which will sadly not be
a retreat centre after 2013 - so we were lucky to
experience its wonderful gardens, views, walks and
hospitality.
Our sessions included a range of public and private
liturgy. We started on the Friday evening with an
introductory session from Sandra Griffiths. On the
Saturday Richard Tetlow led an excellent session on

prayer and Angela Smith two very thought-provoking
sessions on liturgy and film. Her handouts are well
worth asking for; they are excellent food for thought.
We learnt that the most commercial movie has
numerous layers of complexity and meaning which can
be explored - including the eternal themes of life’s
meaning and love in Mamma Mia!
For me, a highlight was Alison Morley's session on
progressive hymns, where we identified three types of
hymn (1. Describing God, 2. Praising God, 3. Our
relationship to God) and then were given 20 minutes to
compose a hymn! The results were great and were
displayed on the PCN website before the weekend was
out. As a Unitarian, I was so happy to see the Unitarian
hymn book 'Hymns for Living' getting a big thumbs up
from the room.
Sunday comprised of Sandra's session on readings,
silence and meditation. We were treated to a
17

The other half of the weekend was all the fellowship
with other PCN members and committee members
over meals, coffees and a countryside ramble. All in all,
a great first experience of PCN and I'll be back for
more!

fascinating meditation in which we imagined being
unburdened from all our worries and past regrets. We
ended the weekend with worship, including a
Communion activity involving sharing pieces of fruit
instead of bread and wine - very inspiring.

fundamentalist faith are not in the early stages of their
Christianity but some way into their journey. For
many, the initial appeal of fundamental certainty leads
sooner or later to disillusion with and rejection of
what was promised as the ultimate answer to human
fear and insecurity. Sometimes it is such people who
find their way, often late in life and with damaged
fingernails, into groups of open Christians like PCN.
So perhaps groups such as we should not be surprised
or disappointed by the predominantly 'mature' nature
of our memberships. Rather like a school education,
Christian knowledge begins with some simple basics.
The fact that such simplistic theological notions even
now are rarely brought to maturity in the minds of
'pupils' in church pews is sad, but at least the likes of
PCN can offer a degree of 'further education' to those
in need.
Alphabetically, one could think of this as progressing
from ALPHA (All Life's Problems Have Answers) to
OMEGA (Open-Minded Exploration Generates
Amazement).

Where do Christians first learn their Christianity? I
guess that for many it begins at an early age in a
'mother's knee' environment, or perhaps later
through the teenage enthusiasm of conservative
evangelical friends, possibly including the beguiling
influence of Alpha meetings or the Christian Union.
Although church membership in general continues to
decline, some churches of a more evangelical and
Pentecostal nature continue to buck the trend with
ever increasing numbers in attendance, prompting
much discussion about the whys and wherefores.
There are differing views also on the growth or
otherwise of churches with a more 'progressive'
ethos, with some observers predicting (with just a
hint of relish?) their ultimate demise. Conferences I
attend organised by networks like PCN Britain have a
predominantly older attendance (with some
encouraging exceptions), which can also trigger heartsearching debate.
It occurs to me that most Christians today who are
keen to explore beyond the borders of a rigid

“Christianity is today in a more fluid state than it has
been since the time of Christian origins. Nothing from
its past is any more to be regarded as final and
absolute. Everything is open to review and to change.
We are free to explore whether or not the traditional
idea of God is any longer essential to Christianity.”
“Abraham, Jeremiah, Jesus, Paul, Augustine and Luther
were all people of faith; but their beliefs varied
tremendously. The closest synonym of faith, therefore
is not belief but trust.”
“Faith is closely allied with integrity. Integrity means
wholeness. It abhors intellectual contradictions and
moral inconsistency. To embrace openly beliefs which
you may secretly doubt is thus the very opposite of
faith, for it means that you are at cross-purposes with
yourself. … Once we distinguish between faith and
the holding of certain beliefs, Christian faith can be
seen in quite a new light….The assertion that one
needs to believe a particular creed or set of doctrines
in order to have faith is an invitation not to faith but
to credulity….Doubt is not the enemy of faith but its
ally, as the enemy of false beliefs.”

by Lloyd
Geering (available new and used via Amazon)
This book was published more than 10 years ago. It is
a classic that is well worth reminding Progressive
Christians of its theme and message. He traces the
development of religious ideas from well before the
time of Jesus to the present day.
Geering sees the shaping of Christian theology in the
fourth century to be part of a development of ideas
that has been influenced and shaped from many
different religious and cultural strands. He sees the
modern secular form of Christian culture as the
logical consequences of the basic doctrines of the
Trinity and the Incarnation.
He writes: “Religious claims and theological
statements, however valuable and inspiring, can never
be more than human attempts to say something of
ultimate importance. Therefore they should never be
identified with the ultimate truth, but must always
remain open to question and review. Theology (or
God-talk) is highly symbolic. It bears greater
resemblance to poetry than to definitive or
descriptive statements. ….
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Many of the commonly accepted notions about God
today are considerably different from those
commonly accepted notions about God in the past.
Judaism was shaped by the religious ideas of
neighbouring tribes, and by the influence for example
of the Zoroastrian tradition when Israel was
conquered by the Persians. The Last Judgement, and
rewards and punishments after death come from that
tradition, together with a personal Devil, and angels
with specific functions.
The Christian teaching was much shaped by the
Greek and Roman cultural traditions – and John’s
gospel is a very clear example of that. Other

influences from Gnosticism and Manichaeism shaped
it, and the tradition was drastically reshaped by the
Reformation and Counter-reformation and their
aftermath.
The biggest influence in recent times has been the
revolution in travel and communications which means
that ideas from all over the world are part now of our
cultural mileu. There has been a review and
development of ideas for more than 3,000 years.
This is a book to stimulate thought, and encourage
those who are exploring religious ideas in the light of
modern knowledge and religious experience.

It is high time that the Christian voice was heard
without the usual ifs, buts and maybes on the subject
of assisted dying. It has to be made legal.
All right; let there be tight safeguards, family consents,
legal agreements and medical accord, but the sheer
misery of a human being battling for the remains of an
exhausted life is surely not within the intention of a
loving Father. Nor should devoted relatives have to
watch helplessly while this wretched farce takes place
over weeks and months.
I have watched too many relatives and friends face the
desperate indignity of terminal illness, often
beseeching the release of death, to have any doubt
that it should be granted within the bounds of legal
framework and Christian compassion.
Palliative care notwithstanding - and it is now offered
with great skill and effectiveness – it is at best a costly
and dreary procedure. I am haunted by many
memories, not least that of a man aged 76, broken by
infirmity, unable to speak and tenderly cared for by his
nurses, pointing upwards every time I visited him,
mouthing ‘home...’
Everybody, including his doctor, knew there was no
hope of physical improvement or the recovery of

ability to relate to his family. His wife had died six
years previously, and he had a deep conviction of his
eventual re-union with her. His sole reason for the
daily resumption of consciousness was that hope. He
should have been allowed to do what his frail body
was demanding: to be released from his mortal prison
cell.
The pagan world is watching with derision as the
Christian church toys with the issue. ‘If in this life
only,’ an agnostic friend reminds me of 1 Corinthians
15.19 ‘we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied
more than all men.’
A new book by atheist Raymond Tallis contains a
passionate plea for the right to assisted suicide, with
Tallis saying: ‘It is not those who support assisted
dying but those who oppose it who have a moral case
to answer.’ His reviewer of ‘Reflections...’ (Acuman),
A N Wilson, says the essay should be compulsory
reading for every imam, rabbi, priest or minister
before they are ordained.
How can we be complicit in a system which not only
allows the terminally sick to live on through the
remnant of their closing days, but actually submits
them to weeks of physical torture.

Don't talk to me of sacred places.

Or spiral DNA

Don't please talk,

Just every blessed-where

Because if anywhere is sacred

Is Spirit filled.

Everywhere, yes absolutely

Awesome, ordinary, ambiguously

Every hole, dark, vast

Alive with God.

Or distant frozen space,

Or nowhere is at all.

And all the interplay
Of human form
Light-filled or vile,
With every atom, cell.
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The editor has had a lot of fun putting this issue together, as
well as moments of desperate frustration, and fond memories
also. He’s aware that not all people’s contributions got in –
but will aim to carry some over to December’s PV.
Closing date for that issue will be Monday 11th November
– earlier than usual, so that it doesn’t get caught in the
Christmas post. With that date, Remembrance is one obvious
theme. So too plainly is Christmas. Many will have gone to the
Being Honest to God conference. Your thoughts on that will be
welcome.
I hope we will be printing some at least of what those
speaking at it said. And we need relevant and vibrant photos
for the front page. Many thanks to Andy Vivian for this issue’s.
Hugh Dawes.
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