From the Arrangements Committee
ONFERENCE REGISTRATIONS ARE APPROACHING THE
180 mark and we may we ll re ach 200 b y Se pte mb e r 24th.
This is e xce lle nt as the numb e r atte nding the UK national
Confe re nce was ab out 180. We shall b e ab le to me e t
virtually all the accommodation and me al re quire me nts in full, b ut
we could not place e ve ryone who re que ste d it in the b oarding
house close st to the Confe re nce are a. Howe ve r, we are confide nt
that this shouldn t b e too much of a prob le m as the re are se ale d
roads linking all parts of the campus and the parking facilitie s are
generous.
A conse que nce of the high re gistration le ve l is that one or two
workshops have been oversubscribed and so we have had to go to
se cond choice s in the se case s. Ele ctive le cture s and pre se ntations
have not b e e n affe cte d and we will have no prob le m
accommodating 200+ in the auditorium as it seats 700.
If you are flying to the Confe re nce we will b e me e ting all Friday
flights into Hamilton up until 1.30pm. Afte r that time you will have to
use the airport taxi or shuttle b us se rvice . St Pe te r s is ab out 10
kilometres from the airport so the costs are reasonable.
If you are driving, the school has two acce ss roads dire ctly off
State Highway 1 ab out 2 km north of Camb ridge . One is for the
traffic approaching from the south (a le ft turn), and the othe r for
traffic from the north (a turn-right lane with an arrow is in the
middle of the road). Large SoF signs will b e locate d at e ach of
the se points. The se roads me e t and shortly afte r the y do so, you
will se e anothe r SoF sign dire cting you le ft to the Re gistration Point
in the two-storied Student Centre building.
If anyone wishe s to invite a gue st to the Saturday e ve ning
Confe re nce dinne r, the y will ne e d to advise us b e fore 21st
Se pte mb e r, as that is our cate ring de adline . We will b e ab le to
manage some last minute and casual e xtras at othe r me als. In b oth
cases the meal costs will be as set out in the registration form.
As far as possible, we will endeavour to arrange airport transfers
for those ne e ding the m on the Sunday afte rnoon. A proce ss for this
will be advertised at the conference.
I ve come to the e nd of my handy practical hints which is what
I ve trie d to focus on in this article , so all that re mains is for me to
wish you all a safe journe y to the Confe re nce and ask you to b ring
the fine we athe r with you from whe re ve r you find it lurking. The
programme will b e e xce lle nt, we t or fine , b ut we would like you to
be able to enjoy the St Pe te r s love ly rural campus.
Peter Timmins, Chair of the 2004 Arrangements Committee
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Richard Holloway and the
Demythologization of Christianity
P ART 6 OF ALAN WEBSTER'S TAXONOMY OF RADICALS
In this issue we continue the serialization of a paper by The Rev Dr Alan Webster who is a Methodist Presbyter and a
former Associate Professor of Human Development and Education at Massey University, Palmerston North, as well as
founding Director of the New Zealand Study of Values. This paper was foreshadowed in Newsletter 52 under the heading
"Can You Tell Your Borgs from your Crossans?" Earlier excerpts dealt with Don Cupitt, Marcus Borg, John Dominic
Crossan, Robert Funk and Karen Armstrong. By far the largest item in Alan s original paper, this one on Richard Holloway
has been severely reduced to fit in this Newsletter. The full paper is available on the website.

Richard Holloway (2001), Doubts and Loves: What
is Left of Christianity. Edinburgh: Canongate
Richard Holloway, re tire d Bishop and forme r le ade r of the
Church of Scotland, se ts out to find what is le ft of Christianity.
He could b e se e n to b e drive n b y thre e motive s: pity, which
he se e s as the ce ntral e thic of a true Christian spirit; shame,
which he confe sse s as he looks out at the de re liction of love
and truth right within holy place s and sacre d confe re nce s;
and anger, as he conside rs the insulting impact of an e xclusive spirit upon human, natural diversity.
But Holloway doe s more than lame nt the sins of the
Church; he propounds in a gracious, scholarly and lite rate
manner, a Christianity built upon the very principles and ethic
which, as the y appe are d in radical form in Je sus, re pre se nt
the only hope of a cre dib le Church. [the following are my
summaries of We b ste r s summaries of Holloway - ed]
The e nd of credal Christianity: As he state s: "... it is more
important to follow the way of Je sus than to b e lie ve or disb e lie ve the traditional Christian claims ab out him.
Worth of live s matte rs e te rnally The aim of the Christian
... is "to release the revolutionary power of pity into the world"
How we d o the olog y is of critical imp ortance . The re is
"no fixe d truth out the re ", he claims, recognising that this
state me nt, or discove ry, arouse s e xtre me anxie ty in many.
He points out that, contrary to this fixe d vie w of truth, scie nce
itself is, after all, a social process. Not only so, but in everyday
life , we de pe nd not on the se fixe d conce pts b ut on pragmatism for our problem-solving.
So far, so good. But we are Christian. Doe sn t that impose
some re straints on what we can say and not say? Or do? Are
the re not "Christian ab solute s?" For many today, the struggle
is that of how to re main Christian and still re tain moral and
intellectual integrity.
His answe r se e ms to b e that what Christianity offe rs,
inde e d comprise s, is not a compe ting se t of inte lle ctual
propositions but a radical ethic.
Truth is not a fixe d p oint of re fe re nce . The re is no "ab solute ob je ctive truth ab out the unive rse out the re waiting for
us to happe n upon" (p47). Holloway puts forward the more
mode st claim that truth is "a way of talking ab out attitude s that
work for you" (p48). It is not a re fusal to re ach conclusions,
b ut the y are working conclusions
a faith that it s OK to live
in the unse ttle d state of provisional b e lie f. It b e come s cle ar
why Holloway state s that "radical the ism is close to athe ism"
(p56). It is b e cause we e asily fall into the trap of tre ating our
symbols as equivalent to the thing symbolised.
The critical need, he says, is to break open the old myth, to
find the ultimate within it, to re-interpret the re ligious narrative s, to re ach constantly for the me aning and myste ry of life .
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The alte rnative for Christianity is its customary fixation within
its outworn paradigms and becoming a marginal sect.
The se arch for the colle ctive human consciousne ss. If
lite ralism is ab surd it is b e cause the human re ligious re ality
transce nds words. At the root of the "gre at re ligious
narratives", Holloway says, the re is the colle ctive human consciousness. It is that consciousness which gives rise to universal human-religious themes.
He ske tche s se ve ral gre at the me s from the He b re w scripture s which could b e use d for "pe rsonal and social e xploration." In particular, thre e comple x and e nduring human
e xpe rie nce s surrounding the Exodus have this powe r: the
captivity, the lib e ration, and the discove ry of the promise d
land. The se the me s, he says, e licit the narrative s of human
experience, both individual and communal.
Whe re d id it all start? Holloway is profoundly conce rne d
ab out the e ffe ct of the traditional Christian vie w of human
nature and those church practice s which re fle ct such vie ws.
Most significant is the conce pt of humanity having inhe rite d
guilt in the e ye s of God and the ne ce ssity for this impe dime nt
to b e re move d in God s sight b y a prie stly ritual pe rforme d
over an infant.
Today, Holloway ob se rve s, language of a Fall is not ne ce ssary to the scientific narrative. The language is that of struggle
and asce nt. It is that struggle that calls for de e pe r unde rstanding. The re was ne ve r an Ede n or a pe rfe ct human. This doe s
not make the job e asie r. We are what we are and the re is no
magical escape hatch.
What is our p rob le m tod ay? Give n that e xce pt in some
fundame ntal quarte rs, the thre at of he llfire no longe r dominate s the pulpit, pe ople still e xpe ct that a righte ous God will
e xe rt justice and will vindicate the victims. But if we are
b e yond the ism, whe re God could b e calle d upon to strike for
righte ousne ss and inte rve ne for his pe ople , whe re do we find
any sense of the nature of our malaise?
Holloway puts his finge r on the lack of se lf-aware ne ss,
especially in the male culture of the West. No longer deterred
b y the fe ar of he ll, the male culture doe s not admit shame or
guilt. The prob le m is actually that of lib e ral individualism: we
are taught to think in te rms of individual acts of e vil, springing
from "the fre e de cision of the conscious pe rsonality." He cite s
Tillich s argume nt that the lib e ral individual approach
assume s the possib ility of inducing the gre at majority of individuals to follow the de mands of an inte grate d pe rsonal and
social life by education, persuasion and adequate institutions.
The de pths of our own psyche s as analyze d b y Fre ud,
Adler and Jung ought to te ll us that e vil is de e pe r than imme diate free choice. From Tillich he borrows the concept of
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the de monic, made up of the vast hidde n conte nt within our
own nature that we call the unconscious, and the he rd
instinct, the colle ctive dime nsion of humanity that can take
ove r or posse ss our individuality. He re fe rs to "syste ms of
evil" over which we have no control.
Ge t out of jail fre e . This is Holloway s own title for a
chapte r on what he se e s as one of the most fascinating doctrine s in the Christian code
justification b y faith. He tre ats
this as a de e ply psychological matte r, drawing on the case s
of Paul, Luthe r, and Paul Tillich. He unapologetically asse rts
that not only is the ology a social proce ss, b ut the re are no
pure ly the ological factors. The ology, e spe cially this highly
individual crisis of justification b y faith, is "re ally anothe r
aspect of psychology."
Noting that the ge nius of Buddhism is in its b e ing a "Middle Way" between the extremes of worthless self-indulgence
and an e qually worthle ss life of se lf-torture , he distinguishe s
b e twe e n Buddhism as a practice and Christianity as a se t of
doctrine s to b e b e lie ve d. The troub le is, he says, that Christians se e the doctrine s the mse lve s as "saving and life changing." The trage dy is that whe re as Saul of Tarsus had a
"lib e rating psychological e xpe rie nce " it was late r "harde ne d
into a formula." That formula, le galistic and me chanistic as it
was, "contradicte d his original insight and the e xpe rie nce
that prompted it."
Holloway re se rve s one of his most vitriolic comme nts for
his vie w of ... e ccle siastical manipulation: "What was give n
fre e ly is e xpropriate d b y re ligious monopolists and dole d
out to the ir adhe re nts. It s a confide nce trick. Air cannot b e
privatised, nor can grace . And, in our he arts, we all know
that."
How d o re lig ious b e lie fs work? We unde rstand b e lie fs
which have some logical e vide nce to support the m. But
re ligious b e lie fs? Whe re s the e vide nce ? What diffe re nce do
they make?
Many b e lie ve in miracle s, b ut that won t do in a mode rn
e nvironme nt. De spite the pride many have in profe ssing to
have had a miracle happe n to the m, the re is no virtue in
having such beliefs. It doesn t make them better people. The
only te st is the diffe re nce the b e lie f make s. We can acce pt
that the re surre ction physically happe ne d without it changing our lives.
The story b e hind the storie s. It will b e ob vious from the
pre se nt re vie w that lite ralism is not se e n as a re asonab le
position to take in face of the comple xity of language , structure and historical conte xt of the b ib le and surrounding
docume nts. That is a diffe re nt que stion, howe ve r, from what
to make of the scripture s if the y don t have simple , ob vious
meaning .
Holloway use s the conce pt of midrash which he e xplains
as the custom in re ligious traditions of cre ating "a lite rature
of imaginative re sponse s to the ir sacre d writings" (p143) to
ope n up e lusive narrative s. Much midrash is to b e found in
the Ne w Te stame nt. It accounts for a lot of the ological de ve lopment. Considerable evolution took place in the interpretation of Jesus from Mark to John. To some, the whole of John is
midrash. Ob viously the re can have b e e n no e ye witne sse s of
e te rnity, or of the spirit e ne rgizing the cre ation and e ve ntually b e coming human in Je sus. The long monologue s cannot
b e se e n as ve rb atim re cordings. Midrash was a customary
way of filling out an incomple te story. It did not matte r that it
was not factual; it had to make se nse to a particular community.
The essential issue is that Christianity was separated from
its roots in the life of Jesus and made to proclaim itself "as the
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fulfilment or re place me nt of Judaism". Holloway re fe rs to this
claim as effrontery, questions whether the idea of Christianity superseding Judaism has any point for us today, and
observes that not only has this myth "poisoned relations
between Judaism and the Church for centuries" but it has
been the fertile soil of anti-semitism.
As Holloway argue s, the she e r unlikeliness of [such]
claims make s it se nsib le to switch our e mphasis from orthodoxy to orthopraxis. [corre ct b e lie f ... corre ct action - ed].
This would e ntail thre e difficult e le me nts: a re solution to
love , rathe r than conde mn sinne rs; an active pity for the
wre tche d of the e arth that would work to change the ir lot ; a
mistrust of powe r and viole nce b oth pe rsonal and institutional and an active opposition to them .
It was as a re sult of this programme of orthopraxis that
Je sus was crucifie d. "Following it today won t make us popular, b ut it would b e a more cre ative re sponse to the confusions of the human condition than the e ndle ss dispute s ove r
doctrine that have so disfigured Christian history.
Making sp ace . Holloway insists on making room for a
gracious God. He se e s church as me aning "plurality and
inclusive ne ss". The se ctarian spirit has survive d in Christianity b e cause the social e conomy of b ib lical time s was
b ase d on domination. The dominate d class proje cte d the ir
hope s of vindication in the language of apocalyptic. Those
comforte d b y apocalyptic saw the mse lve s as spe cially
e le cte d for glory at the time of just re trib ution. Be cause getting it right is vital to the e le ct, the y fe are d b e ing found in
e rror, and live d in fe ar of b e ing lost at the e nd time . Conse que ntly, not only high anxie ty b ut e xtre me crue lty and dismissiveness, what today we se e as judgmentalism, was and
remains characteristic of the sectarian spirit.
In re sponse to the se ctarian impulse , inclusivity is the
church s que st for truth. Je sus founde d no church, did not
appoint pe ople with powe rs of inclusion or e xclusion, did
not e stab lish a se t of official te achings. Ye t, as Cupitt points
out, the church le ade rship se t to work, once it b e came
appare nt that Je sus and his kingdom we re not re-appearing
soon, to se t up an organization and b e lie f syste m that could
e nsure the ir own continuity. And ye t again, as Holloway so
acute ly e xplains, the ve ry fact of institutional organization,
e spe cially in the e ve nt of the institution of Christe ndom
under Constantine and through all the glorious ce nturie s of
its triumph, contradicted the very spirit by which Jesus stood
on the side of the we ak and oppre sse d. Inclusivity b e came
exclusivity. It created outsiders, the worldless.
It is this "worldlessness or ide ntification with the powe rle ss" that Holloway se e s as "the ke y to the myste ry of Je sus".
Institutional powe r cre ate s "e xpe ndab le pe ople , who may
b e sacrifice d for the sake of the large r group." This is the
way the world works, b ut Je sus re fuse d to se e the e xpe ndab le as worthle ss, rathe r se e ing the m as "individuals with
particular historie s and unique ne ss." So today, the paradox
re-emerges: ...as the political and the ological structure s of
Christe ndom crash down b e fore our e ye s, we can se e once
again, through the rubble and dust of the centuries, a clearer
picture of the prophet of Nazareth. (p172)

Toward a programme for action
Holloway move s from the re ve ille for the Je sus of history
to his distinctive programme of action: it is that of the ological
pragmatism rather than theological positivism.
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As Holloway puts it, the ological positivism is the claim that
final and saving re ve lation of truth ab out the divine re alm has
been given to true believers.
The nub of the argume nt is that lite ralism insists on an
unb roke n myth. Holloway is willing to le t pe ople have the ir
b e lie f in private , b ut whe n literalist propone nts of the unb roke n myth "say the irs is the only true way to hold it" and that
the conse que nce of not holding it is to lose its saving powe r
and to be damned, then Holloway resists.
So he come s to his ple a for "space in Christianity for
another way of using the traditional language". A truly creative
pie ce of b ib lical theologising appe ars in his own insight of
"the hidde n God and the unknown Christ." He draws atte ntion
to the large numb e r of e ncounte rs with the unknown Christ
se ve ral re surre ction storie s whe re he was not recognised,
b ut more movingly for this write r, the gre at parab le of judgement in Matthe w 25. He re , e ve n gre ate r than the surprise of
the paid-up b e lie ve rs who found the y we re excluded was that
of those who were accepted.
[Holloway] propounds his ne w myth of incarnation: "God
is now to b e found in the human, e spe cially among the worldless, the disre garde d one s, such as the Holy Family and the
poor who we lcome d the m." The point is drive n home : "To
claim to b e lie ve in the incarnation is to commit ourse lve s to a
radical commitme nt to the me aning of God, not in ve rb al
propositions, b ut in human live s, the ir joys and sorrows."
(pp178-179)
That me ans walking in the footste ps of Je sus, not just talking about him.

What s Left of Christianity?
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rathe r than life -de nying, is ... to de ve lop "a ne w se t of the ological symb ols." As against the de nigration of life and our
pre occupation with the after-life, we ought to emphasise living, love and our inte rconne ction with the we b of life , our kinship with the world. This is to conce ive of a the ology of life
a counter-tradition now gaining strength.
The image of Christ s b lood b e coming a "b lood-b argain
with God" is an implicit conde mnation of humanity. In that
the ology, God is se e n as "judge and e xe cutione r". Equally
harmfully, the Church is se e n as what Holloway calls the
"criminal inve stigation division" committe d to de stroy e vil
more than "to promote good."
The conce pt of a the ology of life has b e e n calle d, in contrast with "original sin" language , the the ology of "original
b le ssing". In te rms of Holloway s radical e thic within a the ology of pragmatism, this the ology calls for action against what
spoils life ; to spirite d action for the sacre dne ss of cre ation; for
a "politics of justice " that re store s the cre ation to all of its childre n. In othe r words, "to b uild the Kingdom of God on e arth
as it is in heaven."
In se arching out a positive the ology of life , Holloway urge s
three elements to be defining:
First, we should pay atte ntion to the e arth and its cre ature s.
Se cond, the re is the duty of re pe ntance . We cannot e scape
the truth e mb e dde d in the the ology of de ath. It is that we do
te rrib le damage to e ach othe r and to the e arth. The
Holocaust, the Killing Fie lds, the famine s of Africa, are the
shocking me morials to our ste wardship. Third, and ne ce ssarily, lest repentance be the final word, there is "the remaking of
the e arth." Holloway quote s John Dominic Crossan urging "the
sapiential Kingdom," a Kingdom of the pre se nt, which is
e nte re d b y human gifts and actions, which is a style of life for
now, not he re afte r. This is the e thical Kingdom, whose e thics
could, in Crossan s vie w and e qually that of Holloway, "challenge contemporary morality to its depths".

Holloway s concluding discussion should b e pre dictab le ,
b ut it has some re al surprise s. He re winds the past and finds
forgive ne ss to b e the true st radicalism. And he pre vie ws the
future with a call for an e thical Kingdom and a ce le b ration of
life.
So what is left of Christianity?
Little that we can claim gre at cre dit for, b ut much that with
Forgiveness as the truest radicalism
imagination we can b e gin to do. It might b e argue d, though
Forgive ne ss is, in Holloway s vie w, "the most distinctive of
hope fully not too self-congratulatorily, that Me thodists have
(Jesus ) te achings." A significant part of forgive ne ss as Je sus
had a sort of aware ne ss of this shape of things for some time .
embodied it lies in the ability to see the roots of human develIt is like se e ing again some thing we alre ady kne w. For me as
opme nt. While not dismissing fre e will, Holloway points out
reviewer/summariser, it re ve rb e rate s with all that b e gan my
that we know that "othe r pe ople s
own theological reformation when I
choice s have influe nce d and
we nt b ack to inte nse the ological
That
means
walking
in
the
he lpe d to form us, so our fre e dom
and social scie nce study in the
is a qualifie d thing at b e st and
footsteps
of
Jesus,
1960s. In the midst of the social
some pe ople have b e e n de alt a
political re volutions of the
not just talking about him. and
hand that hardly offe rs the m any
time, that theologising was tumultuchoice s at all." Our e xpe rie nce
ous and life -changing. And ye t it
and accumulating case -e vide nce show that forgive ne ss can
was part of and continuous with my own b e ing. That s why I
b ring out a ne w de sire for hone sty and goodne ss in
agre e with Holloway in re fe rring to Don Cupitt s conce pt of
offenders.
"conte mplation" as atte ntion to the forthcoming of Be-ing ,
His the ological conclusion on this issue is that "the ce ntralwhich Cupitt sugge ste d we could do b y watching the move ity of forgive ne ss in the te aching of Je sus, and the ne w b e ginme nt of a cloud for te n minute s, or through the rapturous
ning it constantly affords us is his most lib e rating gift to
atte ntion of the poe ts. An e thical kingdom must, it would
humanity." Those who would follow Je sus have to "le arn to
seem, be peopled by folk whose being is as authentic as their
look at people differently, to practise imaginative compassion,
action is pragmatic.
to se e the world as it might b e and not simply as it is." Afte r
all, Je sus saw it that way round and from that came re ne wal
I think we have a lot of cloud-watching and poe tic conte mplating
to do if we are to advance the e thical Kingdom as
that is still the hope of the world.
those
who
know b oth the de pths of pity and the he ights of
The theologies of anxiety and of celebration
AW
Holloway portrays the Church s false the ological syste m as new aspiration.
having b rought ab out a profound de parture from Je sus. The Richard Holloway w ill be a keynote speaker at the 2005
gre at ne e d, he argue s, if the Church is to b e life -affirming
SoF (UK) Conference 26-28 July at Leicester
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Faith in Cyberspace
A STEP TOWARDS GLOBAL CONSCIOUSNESS?

Eu th a n a s ia
Eth ic a l In te rve n tio n o r
Death with Dignity?
This 12-page , A4 pub lication from the Inte r-Church Bioethics Council can b e downloade d (its a PDF file ) from
www.casi.org.nz or can b e orde re d from CASI, P.O. Box
9049 Wellington for $3 including P&P.

Philosophy of Religion
An attractice set of class notes can be found at:
http://www2.sunysuffolk.edu/pecorip/SCCCWEB/ETEXTS/PHIL
_of_RELIGION_TEXT/TABLE_of_CONTENTS.htm
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"My name is Polly" said the parrot. "Je sus is the Rottweiler
by the door."

Humanist Society Seminar
Dr Bob Brockie will give a talk on two colourful Germans
who among othe r things founde d the ir own re ligions. Ernst
Haeckel was a prodigious b iologist and artist. Rudolf Steiner wrote 50 b ooks full of mysticism and farming advice .
The y have b oth le ft long shadows round the world, Ne w
Ze aland include d. Dr Bob Brockie write s and illustrate s the
Monday s Scie nce Column for the Dominion Post. He is a
member of the New Zealand Skeptics.
Ve nue : Se nior Citize ns Lounge , Ce ntral Pub lic Lib rary,
Wellington
Date: Sunday, 19 September 2004 at 1pm for Registration
and 1:30pm for the Speaker
Refer also: www.humanist.org.nz/seminar.html

Stephen and Martine Batchelor

In Brief
An s we rin g Ye s
I don t know Who
or what
put the que stion, I just
don t know whe n it was put. I don t e ve n re me mb e r
answe ring. But at some mome nt I did answe r ye s to
Some one
or Some thing
and from that hour I was ce rtain that e xiste nce is me aningful and that, the re fore , my life ,
in se lf-surre nde r, had a goal.
Dag Hammarskjold Markings

The End of the Golden Age?
... the le ading lib e ral philosophe r Richard Rorty has said
regretfully that he fears that the golden age of bourgeois libe ral de mocracy is now coming to an e nd. It laste d two hundre d ye ars, and it was good while it laste d, b ut we cannot
afford it any longe r. Pe ople are nowadays b e ing e asily pe rsuade d to surre nde r the ir fre e doms in the inte re sts of
'home land se curity'. Thoroughgoing, magnifice ntly 'e asy',
Ame rican-style lib e ral de mocracy is no longe r practicab le
in the ne w age of suicide b omb e rs, e conomic vulne rab ility,
and the looming spectre of the b re akdown of the state . The
mode l for the future will b e the limite d and ce ntrally
'guide d' de mocracy of Putin's Russian Fe de ration, and of
countrie s like , pe rhaps, China and Singapore . Re al de mocratic fre e dom we can't afford any more : it's too vulne rab le
to attack.
Don Cupitt The Return of the Great Questions
SoF (UK) Conference 2004

Jesus Is Watching You
The b urglar e ase d himse lf through the window, kne w
whe re the he irlooms we re store d and comme nce d to he lp
himself.
"Je sus is watching you!" A shrill voice . The b urglar froze .
Silence.
Another minute. Still silence. The burglar breathed again,
it must have been his imagination. He continued his work.
"Je sus is watching you!" The b urglar stoppe d. This could
not b e his imagination. He swung his torchlight around and
picke d up a parrot on a stand. "That's a funny name for a
parrot' , he said.

Those who atte nde d the 2003 Confe re nce in Timaru will
re me mb e r how impre sse d the y we re with Ste phe n
Batchelor s advocacy of a modernised Buddhism Without
Be lie fs .
Ste phe n, and his wife Martine, will b e conducting a
re side ntial re tre at ("De e p Agnosticism") at Riverslea Lodge
in Otaki from Friday 3 Dec 7:30pm until Tue 7 Dec at 4pm.
The re will prob ab ly b e a pub lic le cture in We llington on the
evening of December 2.
For more information contact the We llington Insight
Meditation Group. Their contact person is Ramsey Margolis
phone (04) 970 3531 email insight@dharma.org.nz. The ir
website is at http://dharma.org.nz and the ir addre ss is PO
Box 6626 Wellington.

A Decade Ago
from Newsletter Number 8 August, 1994
Bishop Spong spent a very busy ten days
in N.Z. lecturing to crowded auditoriums
in Auckland, Hamilton, Rotorua, Wellington, Christchurch and Dunedin. His own
Anglican communion appears to have supported his visit in some centres and
been quite critical of it in others.
There is no doubt that three of the
themes expounded by Bishop Spong are
debatable. They are: (i) that the disciple Judas was not an historical figure
but a fictional creation of the early
church, who personifies the then emerging spirit of anti-Semitism, (ii) that
Jesus was a married man, his wife being
Mary Magdalene, and that this fact
became
gradually
suppressed
in
the
evolving tradition, and (iii) that the
Easter narrative was shaped in part by
the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles. Spong
consistently emphasized that these theories were unproven; but he impressed his
hearers by the number of clues to be
found in the biblical text, which make
them very plausible.
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Civil Union and Marriage
This is part of a contribution that I made to National
Radio s Sunday Supplement a few days before the first
reading of Civil Union Bill. It is important that it be read
as a contribution to the Newsletter and not as a statement
of the SoF position . The SoF has no position .
To unde rstand the de pth of the pre se nt injustice , we
might look at thre e approache s to marriage ... one of
which is e sse ntial and two of which are for the most
part, optional. Le t me call the m "covenental, "le gal" and
"sacramental".
The e sse nce of marriage is the covenental. It is far
de e pe r than any le gal contract could e ve r take you.
Although it re joice s in the re cognition give n b y frie nds,
family, church and state , it doe sn't re ally de pe nd on
the m b e cause its nature is the b onding of two fre e and
willing pe ople . Whe the r or not the y are of the same se x
is re lative ly unimportant ... it is the de pth of the ir commitme nt to e ach othe r that is of the e sse nce . And se xual
activity no more dominate s a single -se x re lationship
than it doe s in the more conve ntional ve rsion. Marriage
... in essence ... is about the melding of two lives.
The legal approach to marriage lie s in the state provision of ove rsight in an atte mpt to prote ct childre n,
property and partners who risk exploitation. Some marriages are made in hell.
The sacramental approach is what has ... up till now
... b e e n se e n as the most important manife station. Some
re ligious b odie s re gard a marriage as divine ly b le sse d
and, for that reason, indissoluble.
A tragic e xample of marriage misconstrue d ... and
one in which b oth church and state knowingly connive d
... was that of Charle s and Diana. Ye s, it was sacrame ntal ... re sple nde nt in all the page antry of the twilight of
b oth the Church of England and the monarchy. It was
le gal ... unde r the scrutiny of constitutional e xpe rts. But
misgivings b e fore , and re ve lations since , have shown
that it was a tragic sham b ringing shame on the monarchy and e mb arrassme nt on the church. For us today it
is an invitation to re le gate b oth the sacrame ntal and the
le gal unde rstandings of marriage and to promote the
covenental.
Having made that re-prioritisation we salute the
e sse nce of marriage ... that of two pe ople making one
life . He lpe d b y the law ... ce rtainly. Ble sse d b y the
church ... b y all me ans. But unle ss you ge t that commitme nt you don't have marriage . And that's all that it
take s. And the commitme nt is no diffe re nt if the couple
are of the same, or of different, sexes.
Those who, like myse lf, support the Civil Union Bill
stand with those who de fine "justice " as "love in action".
Love ... in the se nse that Christians use it ... e ve n those
who oppose the Bill ... is an attitude . Justice is its de livery.
Noel Cheer
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How Do You See Yourself?
At the recent Plymouth roadshow, Patti Whaley, Chair of SoF UK,
offered a brief description of four Sea of Faith "types":
The non-re lig ious humanist is ab andoning re ligion and re ligious te rminology for a focus on life itse lf. "You took le ave of God
20 ye ars ago", the y say, "Ge t ove r it." Se a of Faith has lib e rate d
the m from re ligion and the y se e no re ason to go b ack. The y
se e k to live life as an art form in itse lf, the church is we lcome to
continue its de cline into fundame ntalism and irre le vancy
the
soone r the b e tte r! The y are like ly to b e more inte re ste d in que stions of social justice , and are frustrate d b y the Se a of Faith's
re luctance to b e come a campaigning b ody. The y are fonde st of
Don's late r b ooks, the Everyday Speech trilogy and the more
recent Life, Life.
The non-re alist p ost-mod e rnist Christians b e lie ve that the
impact of non-realism is to break down the barriers between the
re al and the not re al God is no more and no le ss re al than any
of the re st of our culture . The y don't much care for atte mpts to
ge t at 'the historical Je sus'
inde e d the re is no such cre ature ,
the re are only the diffe re nt Christs of the Christian tradition. To
imme rse ourse lve s in this tradition, to re te ll our myths and ce le b rate our rituals, is to e xpre ss our true se lve s, and to re-align
ourse lve s with our ide ntity and culture , in which we live and
move and have our b e ing. This group argue s that non-re alism is
actually classical orthodoxy: [and that] it is fundame ntalism, with
its misunde rstanding of re ligious language , which has distorte d
true Christian faith. The y suspe ct that many b ishops alre ady are
nonrealists, or at least much more liberal than they admit in public; and they want the church to come clean.
The Christian humanists b e lie ve that Je sus re mains the pe rson who e xe mplifie s for His church b oth the nature of the re ligious de mand and the ide al re sponse to that de mand. If the way
of life that Jesus showed us is the right one, the one that redeems
us and give s us ne w life , the n it stands on its own me rits, without
the ne e d for me taphysical b ackup; and we follow it for its own
sake , not for the sake of some re ward or punishme nt in the ne xt
life . The y dislike the cre e ds, which skip from Je sus' miraculous
b irth to his crucifixion and re surre ction with no re fe re nce to the
life and teachings; they prefer the Jesus Seminar approach to the
gospe ls, which atte mpts to cle an away the he avy e ditorial hand
of the e arly church and re store the wande ring stoic sage . The
Christian humanist's motto is "Je sus came to b ring the kingdom,
and what we got was the church". The y are not anti-church, b ut
the function of the church should b e to he lp us realise the kingdom of God that Je sus showe d
b ut in this life , ple ase , not the
next.
The agnostics don't ye t know whe re the y stand, b ut the y
come to the Se a of Faith b e cause the y like the argume nts, the y
like the freedom, they like being in charge of their own religious
live s, the y like 'fossicking ab out', as the Ne w Ze alande rs say,
looking for ne w ide as. The y may ne ve r adopt a cle ar re ligious
position, and the y don't fe e l the y ne e d to. Que stions are more
important to the m than answe rs, and the y re sist nothing so much
as b e ing told what to think or how to think it. Ulysse s is the ir
he ro, the ultimate wande re r who, Tennyson te lls us, had b are ly
arrived home before he set off again.
Patti Whaley
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What sGoing to Happen to theChildren
When ThereArent Any MoreGrown-Ups
(Title of a song by Noel Coward)
The following is a condensation of an article on The Five
Strand Approach in Religious and Values Education from an
organisation called Dialogue Australasia who have a website at www.dialogueaustralasia.org
Many young pe ople , as the y go through adole sce nce
and e nte r adulthood, fe e l unce rtain and rudde rle ss in a
culture which se e ms to offe r little more than a conce rn for
se lf and a he adlong pursuit of ple asure .... as the y grow up
they realise that the world contains challe nge s and comple xitie s the y could not have possib ly imagine d ..... The re
are the re fore cultural and philosophical issue s that ne e d to
b e take n se riously
This articulate s what many fe e l as participation in traditional religious dwindles.
"In the last fifte e n ye ars, Re ligious and Value s e ducation
in Britain has b e e n transforme d. R.E. is now a compulsory
part of the curriculum from years 1 to 11 in the state sector.
The numb e r of childre n choosing to take GCSE in R.E. at
16 and 'A' le ve l at 18 is showing a significant incre ase .
Te ache rs qualifie d in The ology or The ology and Philosophy are now common with an increasing number choosing
to study for Maste rs de gre e s in the se sub je cts. This transformation has re sulte d in an incre ase in curriculum time ;
gre atly improve d re source s and innovative te aching
methods."
"It is sugge ste d that the time has come for schools in
Australasia to re-examine the ir Re ligious and Value s Education programmes."
The 'Five Strands' approach puts forward five the me s to
form a curriculum base:

1. Theoretical & Applied Ethics
Value s e ducation within a b road re ligious frame work.
The te rm 'value s e ducation' in many schools is b roadly
inte rpre te d to include issue s such as b ullying, discrimination, tolerance and social justice - yet this needs extending.
Pupils ne e d inte lle ctual space to e xplore diffe re nt
approaches as a means of evaluating ethical issues.

2. The Biblical Strand
An appre ciation of the Bib le and Christian tradition
(including the tradition of the individual school.) Bib lical
Studie s has b e e n ne gle cte d in schools ye t the He b re w and
Christian scripture s unde rlie much gre at lite rature . Without an unde rstanding of the se scripture s, it may b e difficult
to fully appre ciate Shake spe are ,
Dante and much Europe an lite rature and history as we ll as a gre at
de al of art and classical music. If
Bib lical storie s are to have any
re le vance to young pe ople the ir
comple xity must b e e xplaine d
and e valuate d. The se storie s are
comple x and sophisticate d so it is
e sse ntial that stude nts appre ciate
the 'de pth grammar' involve d and

that 'truth' may b e communicate d through story without all
storie s ne ce ssarily b e ing lite rally true . Me taphor, analogy,
symb ol and art are important in appre ciating re ce nt Bib lical scholarship he nce the ne e d for a spiral approach in the
curriculum re turning to the storie s at diffe re nt stage s in the
educational process.

3. Philosophy of Religion Strand.
To introduce young pe ople to ce ntral are as in Philosophy of Re ligion. This include s argume nts for and against
the e xiste nce of God; an unde rstanding of God's omnipote nce and omniscie nce ; what it me ans to talk of 'Ete rnal
Life '; the philosophic prob le ms raise d b y the ide a of survival of de ath and the prob le m of e vil and innoce nt suffe ring.

4. World Religions Strand
To he lp young pe ople to b e come familiar with the main
World Re ligions. A re al appre ciation and unde rstanding of
alte rnative faith pe rspe ctive s is vital as this may b e a ne cessary pre-cursor to tole rance and acce ptance of the position of others. The cultural heritage that accompanies these
religious movements also needs study.

5. Stillne ss & Sile nce

The Affe ctive Strand

To provide childre n with an appre ciation of the value of
stillne ss. The Affe ctive approach se e ks to re dre ss the
imb alance whe n e ducation sole ly stre sse s the cognitive . In
the 1970s, some Philosophe rs of Education stre sse d the
ide a of 'Rational Autonomy' as an e ducational aim, b ut
e mphasis on this alone can de ve lop the rational side of
human nature at the e xpe nse of the e motional and
affe ctive , closing pe ople off to re ligious possib ilitie s. Re ligious e ducation touche s on issue s of life and de ath, God
and e vil, se xuality and re lationships, marriage and divorce
in a way unmatched by other disciplines.

Copy Deadlines
These are the dates by which I will need copy
for the Newsletter for the rem ainder of this
year:
Issue
December

Deadline
15 November

It is easiest for m e if you can send the copy
either as part of an email or as a Word
docum ent attached to an email. The next
easiest is the copy is typed so that I can scan
it. But, even if you need to handwrite it I can
still use it
provided that I can read it!
Noel Cheer, Editor (addresses on Page 10)
Page 7
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Local Groups

Aint it Awful

WHAT THEY ARE TALKING ABOUT

Steering Committee Member Ian Crumpton from
Christchurch te lls us why b ad ne ws isn t the g ood
news its sometimes seems to be.

Just Entertainment?
Jenny Chisholm of Wellington submitted this review
Se ve ral ye ars ago, our group tracke d down a copy of the
Ge ne sis conve rsations, with Bill Moyers, familiar from the
Jose ph Campb e ll inte rvie ws, conve ning a se rie s of conve rsations on the b ook of Ge ne sis. We spe nt a couple of e ve nings
watching The Cre ation and Te mptation. The vide o was fre que ntly inte rrupte d as we picke d up ide as from the spe ake rs
and teased them out further.
So we we re e age r to carry on with the se rie s whe n SoFN
acquire d a se t of the tape s. [Availab le on loan from the
Resource Centre
de tails on page 10- ed]. We we re not
totally undivide d on the sub je ct. Some we re e nthusiastic, othe rs
sugge ste d that the discussions we re contrive d or
superficial.
In fact, we have now spe nt a live ly e ve ning with Cain and
Ab e l: The First Murde r. Not so much the ology as an inte rse ction of mythology with psychology, this se ssion is orche strate d b y six nove lists of varying b ackgrounds and one rab b i.
Eve ryone joine d in whe n the tape was pause d, and again
opinions we re divide d I he ard b oth The b ald chap with the
b e ard has some good ide as and I wasn t impre sse d b y the
bald chap with the beard .
We wondered at the end whether an old tale had ended up
being over-analysed. But it was ce rtainly an e nte rtaining e ve ning, and the re are familiar pe ople involve d
Walte r Brueggeman, Elaine Pagels and Faye Kellerman e ach contrib ute to
one of the first thre e se ssions, with Kare n Armstrong in the
fourth, when we will be considering The Flood.
Maybe you could call it serious entertainment.
Jenny Chisholm

Christchurch
Meetings are held at St. Ninian s Presbyterian Church lounge,
Puriri St, on the first and third Sundays of the month at 4pm
unle ss othe rwise indicate d. Through Se pte mb e r and into
October they will be looking at:
Build ing Community In the Christian Era, this was a
church function. How is it facilitate d outside the church today?
A C.C.C. facilitator will be invited to share.
Margaret Lovell-Smith: Encourag ing wome n to re ach
the ir p ote ntial: Margare t outline s the life of He le n Connon
and leads discussion on subsequent progress.
Confe re nce Re p ort: Re port b y those who atte nd the
National Confe re nce in Camb ridge , 24th 26th Se pte mb e r.
Contact: Ian Crumpton (03)342-5375

Auckland
The y de alt with Euthanasia [se e also Faith In Cyb e rspace
on page 5] at the ir July me e ting. The ir August Ne wsle tte r se t
out the case s for taking life for compassionate re asons, he lpfully sub dividing the proce ss into the se cate gorie s: suicide ;
e uthanasia; passive assiste d suicide ; active assiste d suicide ;
active e uthanasia. The article also recognised the conflicts
between a legal viewpoint and a moral viewpoint.
Contact: Derek Pringle (09) 489-3589
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Eric Berne, in his se minal b ook Games People Play include d
the classic game Ain t it awful . Two neighbours, le aning
ove r the ir b ack fe nce , going on ab out the gove rnme nt, the
war, crime, taxes, teenagers, and so forth, each getting some
kind of ne gative gratification from b igote d conside ration of
the e vils of
we ll, most things! The me dia are pre tty good
at the game : the y know what turns us on, make s us watch,
buy, or listen. Bad news is good news.
It s a trap. It distorts our vie w of re ality, pushe s our panic
b uttons, make s us fe arful, compliant, re ady to le ave manage me nt to those who know b e st .
The re are othe r tre nds, groups, and initiative s that might
se e m small and irre le vant, or e ve n a darn nuisance , to those
in powe r. But a numb e r of the m are of far more significance
than is often realised. It s b e e n good to touch b ase with some
of these groups of late: The Bahai Faith is one. The Unitarians.
The Society of Friends. Ephesus Groups. And the newcomer:
the Inte rfaith group. Adde d to the se are the e cology and
conse rvation groups, aid and de ve lopme nt age ncie s willing
to challe nge the cause s of war and pove rty, and a host of
pe ople from the ide alistic young to the cunning old, re ady
and willing to promote justice , e quality, faith and hope
among peoples.
The se smalle r more lib e ral groups may b e ove r the horizon of many b oth within and without the mainstre am
churche s. But e vange lical Christianity's own salvation may
de pe nd on the like s of the m. In spite of loud prote stations to
the contrary, it s actually all ove r for The Faith as we know
it. A total paradigm shift has take n place in the glob al culture
that is alre ady having dire conse que nce s for re ligious faith
and practice.
The de cline of institutional Christianity, b e gun with the
Enlightenment, became a rapid collapse by the sixties. Inevitab ly the tre nd will spre ad to othe r faiths, notwithstanding the
growth of fundamentalism, where many seek security in their
own little time warp.
I b e lie ve a radical re sponse is the only appropriate one
for the survival of faith, and place s the Se a of Faith and such
groups as those liste d ab ove in a critical position to give our
culture the forward looking spiritual dimension without which
it cannot thrive.
Ian Crumpton

God and the Universe
The following is an exchange of views in a debate
taking place in the Dunedin Group:
Arthur Templeton wrote:
Arising out of a long he ld inte re st in, and a mode st knowledge of, astronomy -- these and other questions haunt me!
What Kind of Creator/God can we believe in, in view of:
a. Is Yahwe h/God the De ity/Cre ator just of our solar syste m - or is He /She /It, Cre ator/De ity also of millions of
stars/suns in our Milky Way, and of the millions of galaxie s
whose light has taken thousands of years to reach us?
b . Is the 'make r' of ne w plane ts coming into b e ing in
Orion aware of the day-to-day conce rns of e ach of the millions of inhabitants of this petty planet?
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c. If God cre ate d our Milky Way millions and millions of
ye ars ago, why, why, has He/She waite d so long for the
creation/advent/evolution of human beings?
d. Se e ing we no longe r b e lie ve God is a 'pe rson' [in the
se nse that we are pe rsons] living in 'he ave n' - how do we
conce ive of Him/He r/It who b e came incarnate , and would
our conception be correct?
e . Why, O why - of all the millions and millions of pe ople
of human history, i.e . Chine se , Indian, Polyne sian e tc., is
'God' re ve ale d just to Ab raham's de sce ndants - or are the y
also 'from' him?
f. Is the re any similarity b e twe e n our conce ption/ attrib ute s of God, and what in re ality/truth He/She re ally is? granted that there is THE GOD?
Arthur Templeton
Fred Fastier responded:
I sugge st that the prob le ms you me ntion ... go b ack to the
notion of God e xpre sse d in such traditional de finitions of
Christianity as the Nice ne Cre e d. I shall take the ce ntral
doctrines to be well summed up by ..... :
The re is a god who is a pe rson without a b ody (i.e . a
spirit). pre se nt e ve rywhe re , the cre ator and sustainer of the
unive rse , a fre e age nt, ab le to do e ve rything (i.e . omnipote nt), knowing all things, pe rfe ctly good, a source of moral
obligation, immutable, eternal, a necessary being, holy, and
worthy of worship.
Such a de finition introduce s incompatib le notions. For
instance , it raise s the prob le m of e vil. Why should e vil e xist
if God is good as well as omnipotent and omniscient?
In my opinion the b asic e rror made b y the Council of
Nicaea was to conflate two quite distinct issue s, name ly (i)
How can we e xplain what goe s on in the world? and (ii)
What are our ethical duties?
One of my b asic b e lie fs as a scie ntist is that the unive rse
is a cosmos, in othe r words, that it is sub je ct to laws. The re
could b e no point in pe rforming e xpe rime nts if I b e lie ve d
that chaos re igne d. Now, according to such the ologians as
Paley, the laws of nature owe their existence to a lawmaker.
Howe ve r, this cosmological argume nt for the e xiste nce of
God is not conclusive , it is me re ly pe rsuasive . I have come
round to acce pting Spinoza s conce pt of Deus sive nature ,
partly b e cause through ide ntifying God and nature , I am
not strongly te mpte d to gain an anthropomorphic conce pt
of the lawmaker, eg. as God the Father.
I the re fore avoid petitionary praye r as b e ing not me re ly
futile b ut also impious - if you take the same me aning as I
do from the words: 'thy kingdom come ; thy will b e done
....'. That is not to de cry me ditation. One re ason for my still
going to church is that this plays such an important part in
re minding me of othe r pe ople s prob le ms. Howe ve r, the
situation is quite diffe re nt to asking God to re ctify the situation; the duty is clearly mine.
I avoid the 'prob le m of e vil' b y not re garding the Holy
Spirit as part of the Triune God. For me it is akin from an
ontological point of vie w to e sprit de corps. In othe r words,
it is an attrib ute of a group of humans, one that le ads to acts
of loving kindne ss towards one 's fe llow. It is the conce pt of
'goodne ss' that give s e thics its b asis. This quality was
e xe mplifie d so strongly b y Je sus that it has le d (wrongly, in
my opinion), to the introduction within orthodox Christian
opinion of such notions as the incarnation, re surre ction and
divinity of Jesus.
Fred Fastier
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Christianity meets the Post-Modern
The He art of Christianity, b y Marcus J. Borg
(Harper San Francisco.) A review by Alan Goss

MARCUS BORG,

WELL KNOWN AMERICAN THEOLOGIAN,
in his late st b ook outline s how we may b e come more passionate ab out b e ing christian. The e arlie r ways are no
longe r me aningful, the y are turning pe ople away from
longheld traditional b e lie fs to se arch for more satisfying
alte rnative s. Borg propose s a way out of the dile mma b y
de scrib ing a re juve nate d e me rging christianity, a ne w
mode l or paradigm which has b e e n de ve loping for some
conside rab le time . This ne w mode l is a product of christianity's encounter with the post-modern world.
Borg ide ntifie s what for him is the he art of Christianity,
what is ce ntral to a vib rant and authe ntic Christian life . He
draws upon the traditional Christian vocab ulary, words
and te rms like faith, the b ib le , God, Je sus, Kingdom of
God, b orn again, and shows how prope rly inte rpre te d
they can help to re-vitalize Christian faith and practice.
For Borg, God is more than a human ide a or construction. While God is not a personlike b e ing our re lationship
to God is pe rsonal. Borg re je cts supe rnatural the ism (a
being "out there") and favours a panentheistic way of thinking ab out God. This way emphasises b oth the transce nde nce and the imme diate pre se nce of God. God is "the
more ", "the re al", "the sacre d", and the he art of Christianity
is to have a de e p and transforming pe rsonal re lationship
with God. Jesus is both metaphor and sacrament of God.
Borg holds that as we grow up this ve ry proce ss, e spe cially during adole sce nce , me ans that we b e come more
se lf-conscious and the re fore more culturally conditione d
b y worldly ways. We the re fore ne e d to forsake our old
identity and take on a new identity, i.e. we need to be born
again.
Borg is strong on issue s of justice and challe nge s e conomic and othe r syste ms which favour the rich at the
e xpe nse of the poor. "The b ib le is political as we ll as pe rsonal." He has a use ful chapte r on othe r re ligions - the re
are more Buddhists in the USA than Pre sb yte rians or Episcopalians and he re je cts the ide a that Christianity is the
only true re ligion. "For us, as Christians, Je sus is the way
but not the only expression of the way."
Borg's the ological position se e ms to lie some whe re
between the liberals and the radicals and there is certainly
much to comme nd in this b ook. It is the product of
e ncounte rs with many Christian groups in the USA. Othe rs will fe e l that Borg doe s not go far e nough. As Lloyd
Geering is constantly re minding us, our mode rn, se cular,
humanistic world is a continuation of the flowing and
every-changing Christian stream.
Our re lationship to God is now b e ing e xpre sse d more
in te rms of our love for one anothe r and for the e nvironme nt, ofte n in home ly, down-to-e arth ways. Our focus is
on life and on the living of life in this world.
We ne e d ne w artists, ne w words, ne w music, ne w rituals, to reinforce and reinvent those rich and abiding Christian hope s and value s which are part of our re ligious
heritage.

Alan Goss, July 2004.
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All About Us

The Sea of Faith Network (NZ) is an
association of people who have a
common interest in exploring
religious thought and expression
from a non-dogmatic and
human-oriented standpoint.
The Sea of Faith Network itself has
no creed. We draw our members
from people of all faiths and also
from those with no attachment
to religious institutions.
Our national Steering Committee publishes a
regular Newsletter, maintains a website,
assists in setting up Local Groups, and
organises an annual Conference.
We have two Life Members: Lloyd Geering
(since 2001) and Don Cupitt (since 2002).
The current Chairperson is Noel Cheer,
26 Clipper St, Titahi Bay, phone
04-236-7533
Membership of the national organisation
costs $15 per household per year ($22 if
outside NZ). Write your cheque to SoF
(NZ) and mail to The Membership
Secretary, 133 Orangi Kaupapa Road,
Wellington. (Phone 04-934-8054).
Members may borrow tapes, books etc from
the SoF Resource Centre at 34 Briarley St,
Tauranga
Suzi Thirlwall (07)578-2775
Further details on all of the above can be
found on our website at

http://sof.wellington.net.nz
To offer a comment on any material
appearing in the Newsletter or to submit
copy for publication, contact the Editor:
Noel Cheer, 26 Clipper Street, Titahi Bay,
Phone 04-236-7533, Fax 04-236-7534,
email: noel@cheer.org.nz
The only copy appearing in this Newsletter
that may be construed as reflecting Sea of
Faith policy is that which is accompanied
by a by-line of a member of the Steering
Committee.

Optional Extras ...
SoF is 28 page A4, 6-times-a-year
magazine produced by the UK SoF
Network. To subscribe for a year, send $65
to the Membership Secretary (address
above). Note that this is additional to
membership of Sea of Faith (NZ).
Many of the study booklets referred to in
this Newsletter are available from The St
Andrew s Trust for the Study of Religion
and Society:
www.standrews.org.nz/satrs/
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Last Word
From The Chairperson

Sheffield 2004
In July I had the pleasure of attending the Conference of the UK Sea
of Faith Network. Similar to our Confer ence, it was held at a seat of
learning (Sheffield University) during vacation time. Even the
number of attendees (about 180) is similar to the numbers that attend
ou r Con fer en ces. Bu t th is yea r w e w ill top 200
see pa ge 1.
As we will be doing in September, they too recognised that this year
m a r k s th e 20th a n n iver sa r y of th e sem in a l TV ser ies Sea of F a ith
and Don Cupitt was on hand to discuss the current state of his
religious/philosophical journey which started even before his Taking
Leave of God. Don currently has at least four more books in the
pipeline. (Sadly he cannot be at our Conference as he will be touring
China at that time).
Someone who has tried to keep up with Don s output was another
keynote speaker, Nigel Leaves from Australia. Nigel is Dean of
Studies of Wollaston College in Perth (Australia) and is also the Chair
of the Perth branch of SoF in Australia. Much in evidence was his
newly-published book Odyssey on the Sea of Faith: The Life and
writings of Don Cupitt. Nigel drew on it in his speech to show how
Don is now much less optimistic than he once was about a viable
future for the church. But, such is the strong presence in the UK
SoFN of members (however dissident) of the Church of England, in
order to discuss any other denomination one has to make it clear that
one is not referring to C of E! Nigel s book is a little gem
it h elps u s
see th e evolu tion of Don s th ou gh ts a n d w h y Don h a s declin ed to
write an autobiography because his books are his unfolding
autobiography.
Don s k eyn ote a ddr ess dea lt w ith Th e Re tu rn o f Th e Gre a t
Qu e s ti o n s
su ch a s w h y a r e w e h er e? w h a t is th e m ea n in g of life?
does it matter? is death the end? are we, or do we have, souls? how
did life begin? who are we? who made us? He dealt with them under
th r ee sloga n s :
Th e declin e of dogm a tic belief lea ds to th e r etu r n of th e Gr ea t
Qu estion s.
In ou r a ge th e r eligiou s life ver y often ta k es th e for m of a lifelon g
preoccupation with the Great Questions; and many of us are best
able to become ourselves and find ourselves by working out our own
per son a l 'ta k e' on th e Gr ea t Qu estion s.
Sola r livin g is th e best r eligion .
The third keynote speaker was Keith Ward who was Regius Professor
of Divinity at the University of Oxford from 1991 to 2003. His most
recent book is The Case for Religion (2004). Keith took up an attitude
of courteous sparring with Don. Not sharing Don s despa ir a t th e fa te
of th e ch u r ch (or Ch u r ch )
bu t n ot en tir ely h ostile to Don s
criticisms either.
The Conference was extended with a half-day marketplace of radical
religious groups who set up their stalls and distributed pamphlets. A
for m a l a spect of th is w a s a dia logu e betw een P eter Selby (Bishop of
Worcestershire) and Robert Forman (a US sociologist and author of
Grassroots Spirituality) w h ich a sk ed w h eth er on e s spir itu a lity n eeds
religion. I had the privilege of chairing this session too. But alas, due
to an excess of politeness on the part of the speakers, no strong
polarity of views was heard!
Noel Cheer, Steering Committee Chairperson, 2003-2004
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