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Greetings to all our members, especially to those who have recently joined CRC. If it seems a long time since the last newsletter, you are right! Pressures on our staff and resources meant that we had to forego a Spring letter, so apologies for that. In this newsletter we hear from three young people on their vision for the 21st century church. So often we find that young adults in their 20’s are the missing generation in the life of the church. So when we do find a group of them, as at St Marks Broomhill, what do they have to tell us about their hopes and visions for the Christian church today?

Also included in this newsletter are details of conferences up and down the country, including our own CRC conferences, more resources both written and visual to enable progressive thinking to blossom and some ideas for the autumn from CRC. Read on!            Adrian Alker.
My Vision for a 21st Century Church

By Anne Padget
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I was asked to write this piece both as a young person and in my role as vice chair for the Centre for Radical Christianity.  Considering the latter in particular, I thought I might find it easy to write, but I discovered that trying to put into words my Vision for a 21st Church was no easy task, bringing as it did, a passionate sense of injustice and yearning. 

One of the reasons for this is that my focus went almost automatically to what I don’t want the church be, because that is often what I see when I look at it.  It is hard to articulate the anger I feel at the way in which people who do not fit in because of, for example, their gender or who they fall in love with, are excluded – in any way.  When people look at the church they should see something that welcomes, that loves; that does not judge.  They should see Christ.  I do not think that is what they see now.  If they did more than 2% of the population would be attending on Sundays! 

For me a Vision centred around everyone being of equal value is simple.  It becomes clear very quickly, however, that this is not the case for some.  In listening to the way in which the media portrays the in-fighting and fear contained within the church the long, tired and painful journey towards non-discrimination becomes an ever greater reality.   Maybe there is some comfort to be gained in the fact that we have such a role model to guide our way through this prejudice and hatred; someone else who had to battle ignorance and religious doctrine in communicating his message.  It is rather ironic that the blocks we come up against are presented in his name, but Christ faced no lesser challenge and his manifestation of love is ultimately what we celebrate and strive to embody.

My Vision for the Church is for a place that is accepting not exclusive; that guides without dictating; that brings joy not misery, and in all forms to all people.  It is simply to look at Christ and with humility and dedication to embrace each individual for who they are and give them the love they deserve as one of God’s children.  
The second contributor is Jeremy Thomas, who has just completed a law degree at Sheffield University. Jeremy (or Jez) helps at St Marks as a server, youth club helper and has taken the lead on getting the church to join with others in a soup run for more vulnerable people in Sheffield.

Any responsible vision for the future of religion must look to the changing circumstances in which humanity will continue to exist. Whilst this certainly doesn’t entail changing the basics of a belief to reflect social norms, it does necessitate identifying an underlying core morality to that belief: a natural law that must underlie all societies, both past and present. Something which can pervade and continue to radicalise society, without focussing on contingencies such as denominational conflicts, changing attitudes towards sex and increases in scientific understanding.
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The message of our faith is clear. “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength… Love your neighbour as yourself. There is no commandment greater than these" (Mark 18:28-31). “But now faith, hope, and love remain - these three. The greatest of these is love” (Corinthians, 13:13). “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law” (Galatians, 5:22-23). We must look to love as the natural law with which we are to guide our lives. Love and altruism must be the underlying greatest commandments upon which we must treat all people. 

A faith which produces perfect love is one which can never die. A faith which embraces all of humanity, regardless of differences, is one which reflects the natural law and can continue to impregnate all factions of society with the continuing noble ideals of Christ. A faith which seeks to exclude and divide is an unwise and blind faith which places religious progression on the road to social oblivion.  

Jez

Finally Stephanie Thompson, also a student at Sheffield University writes in a slightly different vein and calls us to think more carefully about mystery. Often radicals do lots of talking in conferences and groups and hopefully some action but what about being still before the mystery of God? We are grateful to Steph for reminding us of these things.
Rediscovering the Mystery:
An Insight into the Future of the Church

Mystery within the Church is dwindling, and to make common worship relevant we must make the idea of the immanence and transcendence of God more real.
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 When talking with other students about their perception of the Church, the common themes that arose were of dull ritualistic processions and repetitive readings. I have also struggled sometimes with what goes on, and considered that each Sunday was merely a case of mass catharsis. Even the evidence of the smiling groups of people after the services, tea-sipping, chirping and caring about each others lives, was somehow not enough. But something still endured. Have you ever noticed that the people who have made a really deep impression on you often have something about them – a presence or a kind of energy - that seems to glow from within their being? Yet from the outside they may look like many other people you know, by the way they dress and talk about day-to-day topics, and it is by these things that we may refer to them in our minds. Similarly, the ‘body’ of the Church, I believe, has become over associated with the exteriors of the worship practices, to the point that the Church has become largely connected with these things. It is important to rediscover worship as spiritual channels that guide us to the ‘core’ energy, wherein lies the power and mystery of God. 

As well as the admirable activities of active community life, there needs to be more of a balanced emphasis on the individual, and their private relationship with God. It is upon this private relationship that the foundations of faith and character are established, which later spill out into a joy for other people and life. Meditation is a personal and silent journey within, and I feel, needs to take similar precedence in the Church structure as the group acts of worship. The power of a congregation coming together and jointly, silently, having the space to experience the mystery of God is something that many would benefit from.
Would other members of CRC like to contribute a piece on YOUR vision for the 21st century church. Just email it to s and we will happily reproduce it in a future newsletter.

OUR AUTUMN CONFERENCE

10 NOVEMBER 2007
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Paul and the

Justice of Equality
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We are delighted to welcome once more to the UK John Dominic Crossan, who is widely regarded as the foremost historical Jesus scholar of our time. Dominic will be with us for the weekend of November 9- 11 this year and we already have many people booked in for what will be a really challenging set of lectures on Paul. It may well change your views on St Paul! If you haven’t yet done so please do return your booking form as soon as possible. His book In Search of Paul is now in paperback and will form the background to his lectures.

There will also be an opportunity to meet Dominic Crossan more informally on the Friday evening before the conference. Do tell friends and others but please book up quickly. You can find a booking form on the CRC website or ring the CRC office.
_____________________________
NEWS OF OTHER CONFERENCES IN 2007
PCN Britain have organised:
JACK SPONG ON TOUR!
October 15 - 20
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Jesus for the Non Religious
John Shelby Spong is the
retired Bishop of Newark, New Jersey, USA. He is a sought after speaker throughout the English-speaking world and author of many best selling books, including:
Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism, Why Christianity Must Change or Die and Jesus for the Non-Religious His UK Tour October 2007 includes a lecture and question time and is at the following venues : 
at St Matthias Church, Church Road, Malvern  7.30pm Monday October 15th
at Roundhay URC, Leeds  7.30 pm Tuesday 16th October 
at St Marks Church, 7 Castle Terrace, Edinburgh, 7.30 pm Thursday 18 October

at St Johns Waterloo, London 10.30 am – 4.15 pm on Saturday 20 October 

FURTHER DETAILS FROM THE PCN BRITAIN WEBSITE : www.pcnbritain.org.uk
_____________________________

Inclusive Church Conference:

"Drenched in Grace"

This is the first residential conference organised by Inclusive Church. It will be a celebration and recovery of the traditional breadth and diversity of Anglicanism. The time has come for us to re-articulate our theological credentials as Anglicans, for whom inclusiveness, acceptance and listening to other points of view and tradition are not optional extras, but central to our Christian identity. 

 

An excellent list of speakers from New Zealand, the US and Britain will challenge, inspire and renew our vision of the Gospel. 

 

Keynote speakers - 

Dr Jenny Te Paa, Principal of Te Rau Kahikatea College in NZ, 

Rev. Dr Louis Weil, Professor of Liturgics at the Church Divinity School of the Pacific, 

Rev Canon Lucy Winkett from St Paul's Cathedral, 

Rev Dr Sharon Moughtin-Mumby formerly of Ripon College Cuddesdon 

Mark Russell, Chief Exec of Church Army. 

 

Over 15 workshops will cover the spectrum of Anglican concerns, from women in the episcopate to inclusive liturgy, and from the Millennium Development Goals to welcoming transgendered people. 

 

The conference will take place at the Hayes Conference Centre,  Derbyshire,  UK from Weds 21st - Friday 23rd November 2007.   Cost is £190 single,  £170 sharing,  £130 concessions,  with an EARLY BIRD DISCOUNT of £20 if booked before 30th June 2007.  

____________________________
ADVANCE NEWS OF OUR
2008 CRC CONFERENCE WITH

RENOWNED SCHOLAR MARCUS BORG ~
MARCUS J. BORG [image: image10.wmf] 


JESUS

Uncovering the Life, Teachings and Relevance of a Religious Revolutionary

SATURDAY 12 APRIL 2008

We are delighted to welcome back to the UK Marcus Borg, author of the bestselling Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time, The God We Never Knew, The Heart of Christianity and many other publications. Marcus J. Borg is Hundere Distinguished Professor of Religion and Culture at Oregon State University. His writings have given progressive-thinking Christians the tools to rebuild their Christian faith with integrity and relevance for the twenty-first century. Borg brings a fresh understanding of Jesus, an intelligent reading afresh of the scriptures and an exciting journey into the mystery of God. 
His latest book ‘Jesus’ was published last year. 

Walter Wink writes: ‘In every generation there is a handful of writers of whom it can be said, Read everything they write. Marcus Borg is one of these today’

We anticipate a sell out for this conference so do book quickly to avoid disappointment. Booking form on the CRC website or contact the CRC office.
_____________________________
RESOURCES

CRC has a number of new library books for you to enjoy reading including,
The New Spirituality by Gordon Lynch.

This is a well researched overview of the developments in progressive spirituality and its relevance to the 21st century.

A New Spiritual Home by Hal Taussig. Not unlike Lynch’s book this book traces the rise of progressive churches in the USA and what characterises the movement. (See review below)
Radical Theology, by Don Cupitt.
The CRC library is YOURS to use! You can check the full catalogue on the website or ask for a printout. Order books via the CRC office. 
Please remember that Jack Spong’s website weekly essays are available to borrow from our CRC library and we also have the range of Living the Questions DVD material for group usage.
BOOK REVIEW

The USA is indeed a land of contrasts and contradictions in all spheres of life, not least religion. We know it is a land of conservative religious forces such as the Southern Baptists but also of brave radicals such as the Sojourners. 

Now a book has been written by Hal Taussig of Union Theological Seminary, New York, entitled A New Spiritual Home – Progressive Christianity at the Grass Roots. This newly published book is a MUST read for CRC members for it may anticipate what might be the future of progressive Christianity in the UK. Hal Taussig has undertaken a detailed analysis of progressive Christianity across the whole of the USA. He chronicles examples of what is happening in all kinds of churches and groups from all backgrounds, from Episcopal cathedrals, community Mennonite churches to Roman Catholic resistance movements.

The author asks, What are the defining characteristics of progressive Christianity? How would you answer that? For Taussig they are

· spiritual vitality seen in participatory worship and using the arts

· intellectual integrity 

· the transgression of gender boundaries

concerns with justice and ecology

Like the UK, denominational attendances are in decline; as Jack Spong repeatedly reminds us, the alumni of the Church is growing daily. Unholy alliances between Roman Catholics and conservative protestant churches over abortion and gay rights are being formed and are dominating the religious scene. We are beginning to see this here in the UK. Over against this however are signs of hope, in that groups of progressive Christians are witnessing to a new understanding and experience of Christianity, helped by the writings of people like Marcus Borg, John Cobb, Dominic Crossan and others.

Well how are progressive churches to develop? Taussig believes that grassroots matter first : the building up of progressive churches from local bases, the linking up of such groupings, the sharing of resources and experiences. 
I believe that as in the USA, we will see in the UK the growth of progressive Christian groups, some within denominations, some newly hatched. Controversies over gay adoption and women bishops, the stifling dullness of so much organised religion, the lack of intellectual integrity in so much church teaching – all of this encourages us to work for a progressive church which gives honour to the God revealed in Jesus. 

I think it is an exciting time for progressive Christianity. Hal Taussig’s book gives an account of what this means in the USA. Maybe a similar account will one day be written about progressive churches in our own country. For now lets get on with the work of building them up!

Adrian Alker, St Marks Broomhill, Sheffield

St Mark’s CRC

4 St Marks Crescent Sheffield S10 2 SG

Tel 0114 267 0362

Email CRC@stmarkssheffield.co.uk
www.stmarkscrc.co.uk
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