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We can claim to live under a system inherently more agreeable than any other I can personally think of … I do not find anything in the essential structure of our institutions or our law, or our sense of continuity with the past, which I would wish to alter.


Lord Chancellor Hailsham, 1983 Hamlyn Lecture


When everything about a people is for the time growing weak and ineffective, it begins to talk about efficiency. Vigorous organisms talk not about their processes, but about their aims.


G. K. Chesterton (1847–1936)






















INTRODUCTION





Like most things, my trilogy of plays about the Church, the Law and the State happened by accident. In the summer of 1987, I set off to drive north towards York University, intending to visit the General Synod of the Church of England, with no other motive but curiosity. I had the vague suspicion that priests pretending to be politicians might present me with an entertaining spectacle. I was not even planning a play. After the first session, I detained a passing bishop and, wanting to be able to remember what he was then telling me about hell, I asked him if he would allow me to take a few notes.


The book you are now reading contains edited excerpts from the five years of interviews which followed. Over that period, I made it my practice to transcribe my notes each evening, while that day’s conversations were still fresh in my mind. I have certainly not been tempted to include everyone I spoke to, nor have I set down everything they said. I have tried instead to edit their conversations into some sort of narrative, which, as you will see, takes us from the religious uncertainties of the modern Church of England, via assorted criminal processing plants like Clapham Police Station and Wormwood Scrubs, towards the high-tech, high-pressure hysteria of the 1992 General Election.


My purpose in talking to so many people was ostensibly to provide myself with the background I needed to write the three plays, all of which would be individually presented at the National Theatre, and which would finally be presented together on one day. But inevitably, as I went along, the research began to take on a life of its own, and I was moved to interview people I knew would be of little or no direct use to me as a writer of fiction, and to ask questions which I knew in advance would have no direct relevance to my final plays.


It is, I hope, not necessary to have seen or read Racing Demon, Murmuring Judges or The Absence of War to enjoy or understand the material this present book contains. More by instinct and personal interest than through working to any deliberate or organized plan, I found myself visiting prisons, churches, courts, police stations, television studios and even the Houses of Parliament, becoming a sort of friendly channel for people’s own doubts about the work they did, and sometimes giving them the chance to describe the ways in which they feared respect for their various professions had declined. In some cases I have been given their permission to identify them by their real names. In others I have protected their anonymity by giving them a first name only, and a false one at that. Many things which people said to me privately could not, for obvious reasons, be publicly attributed.


I make no particular claims for the result. It is not, in the dreaded phrase, a snapshot of the country we live in. Nor is it systematic enough to be a thorough investigation into the Church, the Law and the State. Much more, Asking Around is one person’s record of what it is like to listen to a variety of people talk unselfconsciously about their work. The special character of the conversations comes from the fact that, until I encounter the politicians who are the subject of the third section, I am meeting people who are unpractised in the art of giving formal interviews. Even then, the tone most people adopt while talking informally to a playwright is a little different from how they might speak to a professional journalist. That at least is my hope.


I cannot pretend that for me the experience of getting out of my study to travel the country and talk to so many people was anything but the purest pleasure. Anyone of my age who has spent the larger part of their adult life writing, even for the theatre, knows the dangers of spending so much time alone. It is not just that the writer begins to project his or her own misery and isolation on to the world at large and assume that other people suffer from neuroses which in fact are the writer’s alone. But also sheer ignorance begins all too easily to take its toll. The world is not as it was when we last had a proper job in it. There is nothing better for a writer than to go out and be rebuked by reality.


That said, it is essential to stress at the very beginning of this book of research that the plays which flowed from it are, in so far as anything is, pure works of fiction. I am not a great fan of works of art whose chief aim is to imitate reality. I think the British cinema is chiefly debilitated by its insistence on stealing its stories from newspapers. I distrust faction, and I cannot see the point of plays and films which seek to reproduce how Christine Keeler and Gandhi once walked and talked. No film aiming to explore the psychology of, say, Richard Nixon can do justice to the boundless complexity of the man himself. A play in which an actor has to walk around pretending to be William Shakespeare is, in my opinion, doomed in advance.


At no point in the trilogy did I seek to put any of the people in this book in my plays. Although I would often spend months each time absorbing the details of the real-life world in which I planned to set my play, I was then never in any doubt that the smart thing for any writer who has done a great deal of research is at once to push that research to the back of their mind the moment they start to invent. However well-informed your preparation, a stage play does or does not work according to the intensity of the imagination you bring to it. Even if, as I hope, my characters were informed and enriched by all the time I had spent with their real-life counterparts, nevertheless I knew perfectly well that if they were to live on the stage, they had to find their own vitality as surely as if I had spoken to no one at all. I hardly need add that the situations into which I then projected them were not taken directly from life.


It is important that I make clear the primacy of this distinction in my mind between art and life, because although this book and my trilogy of plays do not have common characters or actions, it will be perfectly obvious to everyone that they do indeed have common themes. In each of the plays, although I have been writing about a particular institution, I have left it to the audience to draw parallels from their own lives. A specially delicious moment came when one actress in Racing Demon invited her bank manager to a performance in the hope that he would like the play enough to allow her a larger overdraft. He came away from this play about the Church asking how it was possible that the author knew so much about the inner workings of the Midland Bank. The Bishop of Southwark, he swore, was his area manager to the life.


I hardly need say that this was, for the author, a deeply satisfying reaction. All three plays are, unusually, set mainly in places of work. In bad novels, people are just their families or their love affairs. For page after page, the characters are dragged through a version of the world in which the office or factory provides only a backcloth to the primary business of their lives. Their more important concerns – their personal relationships – are acted out on a narrow strip at the front. But even in this current recession, most of us still spend a fair deal of our time at work, and a fair many of us in organizations not unlike those described in this book.


A friend of mine remarked that it was my special good fortune to have completed a trilogy about British institutions at precisely that moment when British institutions were finally admitted to be in a state of collapse. I, of course, would maintain that it was not chance. A playwright above all other writers responds unknowingly to the mood of the times. But, more than this, my intention in the plays was never to theorize about the overall state of my three institutions. It has been much more to portray the lives of the people trying to survive in them. At a moment in our history when Conservative governments have been trying to force dramatic changes on this country, I did feel some special sympathy for those luckless people who were charged with the enforcement of those changes, or, perhaps, with dealing with their consequences.


It would be impossible, however, for anyone reading the material I have collected, whatever their political views, not to be a little taken aback at how deep professional grievances do now run in Britain. Very early on in my researches into the Church of England, I was astonished to find a group of inner-city priests who had virtually abandoned their aim of bringing souls to Christ, but who were instead interpreting their religious mission as social work, pure and simple. Although I myself had been educated in a devout Christian school and was now moved to write a play which sought to restore to the stage the ancient subject of man’s relationship with the gods, I found to my surprise that many good priests almost refused to discuss God with me. They had ceased to believe that the divine could, in any significant way, be separated from the social. They were quite clear-minded in seeing themselves as part of a society which had, to all intents and purposes, abandoned its responsibility to the poor. Although most of them made glancing references to government policy or to the failure of politicians to understand the conditions in which they worked, their primary interest was not in ideology, nor, even less, in allocating blame. They just wanted to bandage wounds. Into the vacuum created by society’s indifference, they were pouring as much love and practical help as they could. To do this, they were working long days, and moreover on salaries considerably below those of social workers or of officials at the DHSS.


It was these unexpected encounters with serious men and women of God who had ceased to have much expectation of their seniors which impressed me early on and no doubt shaped the questions I subsequently asked. None the less, whatever my own preconceptions, it was startling to pass from interviewing priests to interviewing policemen and find that both groups were talking in similar terms.


Although the policemen I met were better paid than my innercity vicars, and of course by instinct undoubtedly more conservative, nevertheless their disillusion with the irrelevance or antagonism of government was considerably more vocal and certainly more profound. Nothing had quite prepared me for the overt politicization of the police. Of all Thatcher’s children, these were the least grateful. By throwing money at them, she had not bought their loyalty. On the contrary. She had only made them more cynical. I already knew from books I had read that policemen had been deeply marked by their experience of being asked to help destroy the miners’ strike. Many, especially those from the miners’ home towns, were genuinely shocked to find themselves attracting the vociferous hatred of people whom they had known from childhood to be decent and law-abiding. But I did not know until I went out in the squad cars myself that so many policemen, patrolling the hopeless housing estates or trying to keep order on the lawless streets, had developed so clear an analysis of their own role. In their view, they were being used. The Conservative administrations of the eighties had gone hell for leather for economic policies which were crudely biased towards the rich. They had then turned to the police and blamed them for failing to cope with the huge social problems which government itself had created.


Meeting these two groups – the clergy and the police – made me realize how many people involved in public careers now saw their job as picking up the pieces. There was a common assumption among society’s sergeant-majors that they had no chance of influencing policy. Nor had they any expectation that policy would be sane or relevant to their own day-to-day experiences. Their task was to stand in the firing line, mitigating policy’s effects.


Everywhere I went I encountered professionals who believed that the government had ceased to listen to them. At one time, not knowing which way my trilogy would go, I flirted briefly with writing about education, and met with teachers who were unfakably hurt and bewildered by the refusal of successive ministers to consult with them or to take their knowledge of the classroom into account. Looking for a moment at the National Health Service, I met doctors and nurses who felt themselves reduced to the status of firefighters, dealing only with emergencies, and in despair at the contempt with which politicians seemed determined to dismiss any of their anxieties and concerns as special pleading.


Even for someone who had never bought in to the fashionable propaganda of the period, these were sobering encounters. Seeking to explain the extraordinary disaffection between people on the ground and those ruling them from above, I realized the country was passing through a distinctive period in its history in which a government hell-bent on action was determined to suspect the motives of anyone who brought news of what life was actually like on the street. It had become an article of faith among the ideologues at Number Ten that professionals were incapable of representing anything but their own interests. What was under attack from above was not just the prosperity of all those whose job it was to help other people, but the idea of professionalism itself.


It is not the place here to go into the history of how this political animus developed, and how devastating its consequences have been for the life of the country. It is enough to say that during the writing of these plays the Conservative Party was forced to dispose of Margaret Thatcher in a national mood which was three parts anger and one part shame. Nothing that has happened since has done much to decorate her legend. The Coriolanuses she attracted have stomped off and, in startling displays of bad temper, have all turned into Thersites. Now it is the Right which has taken to declaring that the country is finished, not, they say, because British people followed Mrs Thatcher, but because they refused to follow her enough.


It is a sour argument, and one with which we shall have to live for a long time. But it is also barren. It is clear we need to move on. Here in this book you may hear the stray voices of individuals, most of them unfashionable, who, in a way which is often humorous or exasperated, have nevertheless tried to go on making institutions work. It is to their efforts that Asking Around is dedicated. The one thing I have learnt and understood from five years’ study is that British society needs not to abolish its institutions, but to refresh them. For, if not through institutions, how do we express the common good?


David Hare    


May 1993    



















PART ONE


Racing Demon

























Why, who makes much of a miracle?


I know of nothing else but miracles.


Walt Whitman (1819–92)                   


‘If it be, give me thine hand.’ I do not mean, ‘Be of my opinion.’ You need not: I do not expect or desire it. Neither do I mean, ‘I will be of your opinion.’ Keep your opinion; I mine; and that as steadily as ever … Let all opinions alone – on one side and the other: only ‘Give me thine hand.’


John Wesley (1703–91)


The Church that is married to the Spirit of the Age will be a widow in the next.


Dean Inge (1860–1954)


The Establishment of the Church is a bit like the sugar crust on top of a crême brûlée: once it is cracked there is a great deal of tacky stuff underneath.


Edward Norman, Dean of Peterhouse, Cambridge


Thursday Oct. 24, 1944. News came of death of Archbishop of Canterbury. PM delighted.


Diary of Churchill’s Cabinet Secretary


‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept his claim to be God.’ This is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and who said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic – on the level with a man who says he is a poached egg – or else he would be the Devil of Hell.


C. S. Lewis (1898–1963)


Are you afraid of the dark?


Do you or have you at any stage had a bedwetting problem?


Have you lost interest in almost everything?


From A Question for all Prospective Ordinands in the Church of England, quoted by A. N. Wilson in The Church in Crisis, 1986


All we have gained by our unbelief


Is a life of doubt diversified by faith


For one of faith diversified by doubt;


We called the chessboard white – we call it black.


                  Robert Browning (1812–89)


It’s no good ceasing to be the world’s policeman to become the world’s parson instead.


Denis Healey






















THE CHURCH





When, in December 1987, an Oxford don named Gareth Bennett killed himself after having been identified as the anonymous author of a Crockford’s preface critical of the liberal hierarchy in the Church of England, there was, for those of us who had been following the Church’s affairs, an unpleasant sense of the inevitable. Even as distant and recent an observer as myself had realized that, underneath the polite Christian surface, passionate positions were being taken up in the Church which simply could not be reconciled. The Church could no longer be all things to all men. When Bennett murdered his cat, then climbed into his car and fixed a rubber hosepipe to his exhaust, he was offering the Church a death which would be interpreted by his friends as a kind of martyrdom, and by his enemies as the worst and dirtiest kind of suicide: the kind which is intended to upset everybody.


The time I was to spend researching Racing Demon involved me in meeting Christians of all denominations. At one point I made a brief and unsuccessful attempt to understand the basics of Judaism. Yet somehow, perhaps because of my own High Anglican education, it was to the Church of England I found myself constantly returning. I admit I was attracted more by the sympathetic loneliness of its clergy than by its sometimes infuriating theology.


I made my first attempt to get back in touch with the Church by attending its General Synod. I was touched to find a room full of perhaps four or five hundred people, most of whom were dressed in the same grey socks, flannel trousers and herringbone jackets that I remembered from my youth.





THE GENERAL SYNOD


The General Synod is the Church’s Parliament. It is largely made up of elected representatives who are in either the House of Laity or the House of Clergy, and who, like MPs, regionally represent the whole country. In addition, bishops are automatically members of the Synod. They form the third House. All over the country there are also smaller synods which meet and debate inside each diocese.


The General Synod usually meets at Church House in London, but once a year it goes to York University. Many delegates prefer the atmosphere in York, since they get to stay on campus, and this encourages what they call ‘fellowship’ – one of those wonderfully distinctive words which only Christians use.


The actual government of the Church is exceedingly complicated, but the general work of Synod (which, like Labour’s ‘Conference’, usually travels without the definite article) involves debating and voting on papers and resolutions which are submitted to it. Although there are officially no parties in what is either a circular or a semi-circular formation, the spectator quickly spots factions which group together to represent certain views within the Church.


At the risk of caricature, to which devout Christians rightly object, it is possible to isolate three dominant tendencies: the Anglo-Catholics, with their High Church emphasis on ritual and tradition; the Evangelicals, with their strong beliefs in good and evil, and personal salvation; and the Liberals, who, in the demonology of the other two groups, are held to be in a controlling ascendancy over the whole Church. Individual loyalties and alliances are actually quite complex, and votes are satisfyingly difficult to predict.


Members of the public are allowed to attend any debate. When the subject is contentious – homosexuality, say, or the ordination of women – then the national publicity is remarkably intense. For less glamorous issues, the atmosphere can be desultory. But whether the Synod is well or ill attended, the standard of debate is conspicuously higher than in the House of Commons. Although the adoption of secular, political language often gives the proceedings an absurd, even farcical air, nevertheless the courtesy speakers show each other and the respect they profess for each other’s views (however viperous their private assessment of each other’s personalities) does mean that ideas do get debated, and genuine convictions are allowed to shine.


I went back to Synod many times in the following months, and I never once went without hearing at least one speaker who was articulate and moving.


CHURCH SYNOD, YORK


Monday, 13 July 1987


The Synod takes place in a lecture hall at York University. There is a stage which has been decked in purple material for the occasion and a cross has been suspended from the ceiling. Otherwise there are no special concessions. The Synod opens with a hand-bell being rung by a small Malaysian woman. On the stage is set a bench and table, at which three people sit, one of them in full legal gear and wig. One of them works the electric light bulbs which tell the speaker how long they have to go. And next to them sits a woman who puts up the number of the current speaker on a machine similar to a cricket Scoreboard on a village green.


The Synod starts with prayers. But as the Church of England cannot agree a common version of the Lord’s Prayer, you are aware of everyone whispering different words. Then the man in charge of procedure makes a speech. His name is Canon Brindley (217).


 


Brindley: My announcement is that I am not in a position to make an announcement. By four o’clock I will be in a position to make an announcement, but I cannot at the moment predict what that announcement will be. May I ask all those of you who are attending the ‘Not Strangers but Pilgrims’ Conference to meet, not at one o’clock as announced, but at one-thirty?


The debate on Freemasonry


Today’s first debate is to consider a paper submitted by a working party on Freemasonry. This subject presents a fairly typical problem for the Church. There is a considerable body of evidence which suggests that Freemasons acknowledge an unspecified God, who, whatever His alleged character, is plainly not named as the Christian God. Yet to make too much of this, or to insist too clearly that Masons are involved in a possible blasphemy, would have disastrous consequences. There are many Masons inside the Church of England, and they are better than other worshippers at turning up every week. It is pointless to alienate them. The implicit challenge to the working party has been to come up with some ingenious drafting which will lead to some anodyne form of consultation with the Masons, but which will not risk the loyalty of Masons in the Church.


The first speaker is Dr Margaret Hewitt, who has chaired the working party and who is plainly a great Synod favourite. She is one of a number of people here who speak in an impossibly cut-glass accent of the kind favoured by BBC announcers of the mid-fifties. She is extremely large in a bright green dress and, as she begins to present her paper to Synod, she is interrupted a number of times from the floor by people who cannot hear a word she is saying. She makes a difficult speech on the subject of the overlapping area between Christianity and Freemasonry. In her view the Church is not making an attack on Freemasonry. It is simply questioning those areas of Masonic ritual which appear to use Christian symbolism. She points out that it is impossible for Christians to allow the symbols of Christianity to be used in anything but their proper Christian context. She is concerned to explain certain ideas which are plainly familiar to a church audience, but not to anyone else. She waves around concepts like synchrotism, indifferentism, and Pelagianism, as if they were things with which we were all acquainted. These turn out to be the heresies of which the Masons are regularly accused. Her final conclusion is that Christians who belong to a Masonic lodge lend credibility to the lodge rather than gain credibility from it.


The next speaker is a Mason from Exeter, and he is a parody of every bad public speaker you ever heard. He announces in his wretched speech: ‘I greatly enjoy the fellowship of men.’


As the debate continues, the words ‘broad church’ and ‘tolerance’ are much used. People are frightened to do anything decisive, or say anything contentious, for fear that they will be accused of a religious witch-hunt. Over and again you hear the formulation, ‘The last thing we want in our Church is a witchhunt.’


On the other hand, as the debate develops, there is a definite envy for Masonry. The more people talk, the more I am aware that a lot of speakers feel that the signs and symbols Masons use, and the clannishness they cultivate, somehow fulfil a need which the Church, by contrast, is failing to requite. This self-criticism marks all the proceedings of the Synod. There is not a single debate which I attend at which self-flagellation is not in order. The weakness, disorder, hypocrisy of the Church are constantly referred to. The vitality of any other organization is always taken to be an implied criticism of the weakness of the Church. Even when, at later debates, I hear Muslim fundamentalism being talked of in tones of distress, there is nevertheless an uneasy fear that perhaps such a popular religion must have got something right.


The Archbishop of York speaks, and the scorer puts up number 2. York is Dr John Habgood, and he is generally taken to be the leading spokesman for the liberal Church. He describes Masonry as a harmless eccentricity.


Archbishop: It will be a sad day when there is no eccentricity in the Church of England. Men gain a certain pleasure from doing things they wouldn’t do in front of their wives.


He suddenly uses the phrase ‘boy scouts in the potting shed’. He gives the impression of a highly intelligent, slightly disdainful man who wishes that the problem would go away, and his speech ends with the firm statement that he is more worried by Christians who want to define their Christianity in a way that excludes other people than he is by Freemasons. This is a sharp warning that the issue is not to be pushed. His speech is a model of patrician lucidity, but flecked with the sort of humour which seeks to suggest the whole subject is fundamentally silly.


He also includes, as most speakers do, a little parable or story in his speech style:


Archbishop: God has a hundred names, man knows only ninety-nine. The camel knows the hundredth. That explains his expression of ineffable superiority.


His gags are expert.


Archbishop: I would have difficulty in worshipping an architect, with or without the Church Commissioners’ approval.


His final indictment of Masonry is that ‘an air of conspiracy creates the impression that a conspiracy is going on’. But he does not believe that any conspiracy genuinely exists.


Trying to define what a religion is, the Archbishop interests me by insisting on three criteria: a religion must have doctrine, it must have sacraments, and it must have a promise of salvation.


For the defence, Canon Brindley is a rotund player to the gallery who has the manner of a grand but seedy actor-manager of the pre-war touring theatre. He refers to himself as ‘a strong prayer-book man’. He points out that the Duke of Kent and George VI were Masons, ‘and it is unthinkable that George VI should indulge in blasphemy – or rather not consciously’. He reminds us of the story of Jesus and the woman taken in adultery, that He tells the woman to go on her way and to sin no more, but He also says, ‘neither do I condemn you’. Brindley, in another sexually charged phrase, refers to the ‘fun and the friendship of Masonry’. But the moment he begins to describe the actual rituals, in which a man is laid blindfold in a grave and re-enacts the resurrection, people begin to giggle as if finally realizing that this serious debate is about rites which are intrinsically absurd and puerile.


The next speaker is a vicar from Brixton in an African shirt. He tells a long and funny story about the bookie’s funeral at which his friend the tic-tac man gets confused between the sign of the cross and the sign on a race course for 20–1 against. He is followed by my first sighting of a bearded vicar in jeans. His manner is classic polytechnic. Up till now nearly all the voices we have heard are upper or upper-middle class, and it is noticeable that when we do finally get something approaching a forthright condemnation of Masonry it comes in tones much further down the social scale. But even the bearded vicar understands that conciliation is the order of the day.


The session ends with a vote overwhelmingly in favour of accepting the report. Clergy and laity are asked to go out of separate doors, as in the House of Commons, to vote yes or no. A bitter Mason mutters, as he clambers over the railings to get to the ‘no’ door, ‘If you want to vote contrary to the common flow, it makes for great difficulty.’


The Debate on Mission


The afternoon’s debate is considerably less well attended than that on Masonry. There is not the same atmosphere of political excitement. The television cameras have departed. A document is presented on Mission, which is so wide-ranging and all-embracing that to have condemned it would have been the same as announcing yourself in favour of sin. At the end I am still rather confused about what Mission is. I knew before the debate started that it involved the taking of the Word to the world at large, but at the end it still didn’t seem to me significantly different from Ministry. Again, in any discussion of how things are in Third World countries, there is a palpable yearning for the simplicities of faith the speakers thought they found there, combined with an exhilaration that the moral issues in those countries are so comparatively simple. Although such a wide-ranging and ill-defined debate seems fundamentally pointless, it leads to a number of better speeches than you might have expected.


It is introduced by Daphne Wells, who has a fruitcake voice, even plummier than Margaret Hewitt’s. Bloodless, thin, grey-haired, precise. One of the points she makes in her speech is that, in what she calls the ‘house’ churches, each member of the congregation is a missionary, whereas in the Church of England, only the priest sees it as his responsibility to do crisis work in the parish.


A later speaker quotes a saying, ‘When I give bread to the hungry they call me a saint, when I ask why the hungry are hungry, they call me a communist.’ He also quotes Desmond Tutu: ‘We must love the whites, whether they want us to or not.’


The Archdeacon of Northolt refers to ‘our total inability to talk about our faith or be inspired by it, or to have any interest in the deprived’. This is the most forthright example of all the persistent self-deprecation that goes on at Synod.


A later speaker tells the story of an early Cory Aquino supporter – she came to power mainly thanks to Christians – who went round knocking on doors and asking, ‘Do you believe in the resurrection? Well then, let’s rise up and rebuild our town.’


Throughout the debate on Mission it is clear that the Church of England is very much influenced by both the old Commonwealth and the emergent countries, where the clergy have a much more direct relationship with their parishes than in England. There is a generally satisfying feeling that it is much more fun, and much more rewarding, to spread the gospel abroad than it is in your own country. Someone testifies that in Nepal and Kashmir people were immediately attracted by the Sermon on the Mount and by the idea of ‘a God with wounds’.


A speaker points out that although church attendances are steadily declining, birth, marriage and death offer access points for the Holy Spirit. There are 50,000 visitors a day in Canterbury Cathedral, probably more than those attending worship in a week in the whole diocese. This is one of a number of statistics which I distrust.


Next speaker: I was voted in on a Mission-Not-Maintenance ticket in a by-election for the General Synod.


Next speaker: God is prodding us to join in his initiatives.


Personal anecdote is essential to all Synod speeches: ‘I want to tell you a short personal story.’ Mrs Page of Norwich tells an excruciating story about the whole family doing a jigsaw, in which she points out that everybody contributed something different, including one person who brought ‘the gift of humour, funny puns and quips’.


Mrs Page: In doing the jigsaw I was being shown how we work in the Church. Each of us had something different to contribute, but we could only contribute it if we had the top of the jigsaw box in front of us so we knew what picture we were trying to make. We needed a common picture, we needed a vision, we needed the picture on the jigsaw box.


I notice how many people put their hands on each other, guiding them through the Synod. It is a priestly thing constantly to put your hand on someone’s back, even on their bottoms. As they walk along the rows, hands are put on arms and wrists.


A speaker is shocked by having listened to Robert Robinson’s Brain of Britain. None of the contestants knew the answers to these two questions: What is the name given to the feast of the coming of the Holy Spirit? What are the three Christian virtues?


There is a great deal of reference to England being a multiracial community and how the Church is to respond to that. Statistics are quoted about there being more Indians in Southall than anywhere outside India, except Durban. Similarly, there were said to be more Jews in somewhere (I think Redbridge, but it seems unlikely) than in Israel.


The Debate on Housing


In the early evening, another fairly aimless debate, in which everybody is against homelessness. Not particularly well attended, but remarkable for the fact that one of the speakers is a delegate who carries out evictions for his local council. This is not seen as any contradiction. Nobody would suggest that he was in an un-Christian profession. He describes what it is like to arrive at six o’clock in the morning and evict people from their houses. He claims that they arrive early, not to catch people unawares, but in order to make sure that ‘the man of the house has not yet gone out to work’. This speaker’s presence, and the absence of any challenge to it, seems to me to raise another fundamental problem. Any church worth the name would take him aside and ask him if he isn’t ashamed of himself. But the Church now has a terror of finding sin anywhere, least of all among its own members.


The Dean of St Paul’s, in an excellent speech, tries to turn Synod’s attention from homelessness in the UK to homelessness internationally. He refers to the poisonous philosophy of the government in San Salvador: ‘Drain the reservoir and the fish will die.’ He also speaks of some squatters who were living in his house when he arrived to be Dean of St Paul’s, and who, before they were evicted, left a crayoned message on his floor: ‘This house is full of beautiful vibes.’ He uses a striking phrase about the impossibility of an understanding between ‘the people who keep order and the people who are kept in order’.


The Archbishop of Canterbury – and number 1 comes up on the Scoreboard. It is an odd decision for Robert Runcie to choose to speak now. He has said nothing all day. Now, like a star batsman, he drops himself down the order and comes in when rain threatens and most of the crowd have gone home. He makes an entirely bland speech saying homelessness is a bad thing. He says he is particularly concerned about it because the last action of Terry Waite, before he was kidnapped in the Lebanon, was to attend a function for the International Year of the Homeless. I am very interested in his use of Terry Waite, as if it were taken for granted that Waite were more saintly than he. Canterbury exploits Waite, using him as a way of corroborating and lending dignity to his own ideas. It is assumed that anything which Terry Waite is in favour of must automatically be holy and worthwhile. Understandably, an instantly serious and attentive air comes down the moment Wake’s name is mentioned.


The debate on homelessness drifts on until there is some reference to the question of mortgage tax relief. It is quite clear that everyone believes that this is a middle-class perk and flagrantly inequitable. But, again, the Church stops short of recommending a repeal because it doesn’t want to offend home owners.


Somebody quotes Charles Lamb: ‘There is nothing more satisfying than to do a good turn in secret and have it discovered by accident.’


Evening – the tea-room


Although I have been sitting by myself during debates in the public gallery, I am lucky enough in the tea-room afterwards to be introduced to a bishop on the evangelical wing of the Church. I am fascinated to find out if he still has fundamentalist views about heaven and hell.


 


Bishop: Oh, yes. I mean, I do believe that people will be separated out at Judgement Day. But I don’t necessarily believe they will be separated out for ever.


DH: I was very surprised by the references in the debate to ‘God’s initiatives’. Does that mean God does make active interventions in the world?


Bishop: Most certainly.


DH: What about the devil? Does he make initiatives also?


Bishop: No, I think he just tries to mess God’s initiatives up. To be honest, we don’t talk much about the devil. We are trying to get away from that figure with the forked tail. So I just use the adjective ‘demonic’ and that way try to avoid the problem.


DH: So you do believe in Heaven and Hell?


Bishop: I do. But I have learnt that it’s pointless to talk about them. It’s part of being a bishop. I mean, actually it’s the same with Freemasonry today. The fact is, privately I think the Masons are just bloody stupid. But I’m not sure it would do any good to say so. On the contrary, I was actually worried today’s debate was far too condemnatory, and I spent most of it thinking about the diocesan letter I’m going to have to send round explaining that the vote wasn’t anti-Masonic, it just looks that way.


DH: What’s the Bishops’ Bench like? When you have your debates, is the atmosphere friendly?


Bishop: Extremely. A lot of us believe different things, yet we manage to discuss them in a way which is always fair and pleasant. There has to be balance in the bishopric – you need one chap who knows about Buddhism, for instance, so that whatever theological problem comes up, there’s someone to deal with it. The only real tension recently was when the Bishop of London came back from the United States after deliberately celebrating communion with a priest who had been un-Churched for his opposition to women priests. He got a real bollocking. It’s quite a well-known scandal. Things really did turn nasty.


DH: One of the things which most interests me about the Church is the parallel with the Labour Party. They both seem to me organizations which can’t decide whether to have rules of membership or not. Anglicanism seems to have become a party at which everyone’s welcome.


Bishop: I think that is true, at least at the beginning. I think it’s important not to alienate anyone straight away. Once they get in, they will learn that the Christian way is hard. It’s very, very hard. But don’t tell them that in advance, because it will just put them off.


Tuesday 14 July 1987


I am slightly thrown at breakfast by somebody showing me a copy of The Times, in which there is a diary-piece noting that the playwright David Hare is attending Synod. Later in the day, I ask the Church’s press officer, a genial ex-naval officer who is unfailingly helpful to me, how on earth The Times knew I was there. ‘Because I told them,’ he replies cheerfully. When I ask him why, he looks at me without apology and says, ‘Because the Church needs all the publicity it can get.’


The debate on rates


The morning debate, on the revision of the rates system and introduction of the poll tax, is extremely well attended. The press officer says to me that Synod is always very tough about money. It is quite clear from the printed correspondence between the Archbishop of York and Margaret Thatcher that her way of getting back at the Church for its attacks on her government is to make sure that the Church is not exempted from the new poll tax, which will cost the Church approximately £4 or £5 million a year. There are two schools of thought. The great majority of delegates consider that the Church of England should be exempted from this tax, but there is a tiny minority, among whom I notice the Bishop of Durham, who vote against the motion on the grounds that the Church should identify with the people, and that if the people have to suffer this poll tax, the Church has no right to ask to be exempted from it.


The Archbishop of York opens with a prayer that ‘having had to concentrate on things temporal we do not lose sight of things eternal’.


The first speaker is the Bishop of London (3), in gaiters, and looking as lanky and forbidding as a Ronald Searle cartoon. He is the famous High Anglican whose passionate opposition to women priests is matched only by his enthusiasm for the current government. A religious journalist tells me, ‘London is very much a Maggie man but he doesn’t mind knocking her.’ London starts by bidding goodbye to the retiring Dean of Carlisle, who is a hugely humorous figure as far as Synod is concerned. The Dean is given a special vote of thanks, and then falls fast asleep during the subsequent speeches.


Wakefield (64) talks about how odd it will be if the people exempted from the tax are ‘the pensioner, the unemployed, the disabled, the mad, and the Minister of Religion’. He finishes up, ‘The world will listen to us in inverse proportion to our vested interest.’ He refers to an ‘eternal dimension to our work’. But London counters by saying, ‘Faith does not exonerate us from doing what has to be done in a concrete situation. We must have a deeply spiritual concern and also be intensely practical.’ He goes on to call the clergy the only professionals who are still giving expert care twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.


The final vote is 219:28. There is then a procedural flurry which is completely incomprehensible to outsiders. The Dean of Carlisle stands up, and my notes have him saying, ‘My point of order came before the point that the question be not put. There is some unclarity in standing orders and I am not sure if under 43(b) I can refer to the standing committee. If the procedural motion is put, then in my view part (b) of 36 will lapse.’ Various people at once raise their hands and start shouting, ‘On a point of order!’ but the chairman counters by insisting, ‘Under 41(b) I cannot take a point of order.’


The most referred-to figure in all the speeches, besides God, is Oscar Wilde.


The debate on women


The general feeling here is that whereas homelessness was a bad thing, women are a good thing. However, the ostensible subject of the afternoon’s debate – how can women do more? – does not stop the knee-jerk self-criticism.


Speaker: My first point is that we are well on the way to spiritual ruination. My second point …


The Bishop of Durham (4) makes an unruly and barely comprehensible speech, gabbling phrases: ‘social investment’, ‘human resources’, ‘God’s dream of love, joy, peace’, ‘deeply divided society’, ‘very difficult world’, etc.


The next speaker is again Mrs Page from Norwich. I have noticed she misses no opportunity to make a personal contribution. She makes a rather embarrassing speech about how she expects to be ‘fulfilled in her job, fulfilled as a wife and fulfilled as a mother to my children’. She then adds, with unnecessary candour, ‘I want to be fulfilled as a lover.’ There is a moment’s uneasy silence as collectively the Synod stops to imagine the sight and sounds of Mrs Page fulfilled as a lover.


Mrs J. Kidd of Christchurch Vicarage, Virginia Water, Surrey (400), is plainly the hard-line keeper of Christian morals – white-haired, very suntanned, in the kind of dress usually seen only in Majorca. In the whole Synod there is not a single woman in trousers. All are in skirts or dresses. Mrs Kidd has the true rabble-rouser’s gift of seeming only by the utmost self-control to be keeping far stronger feelings at bay.


Mrs Kidd: We have had a report written by women. Can we now have one written by the children? It’s the children who suffer when a woman goes out to work. I’m being emotional, but, sorry, I’m a woman.


Barrie Etherington is a bearded vicar, in his 40s. He is one of the many people at Synod who tell us their life stories. He is a priest who has remarried. Nobody outside the Church, I think, appreciates just how contentious this issue is. Etherington’s first marriage, he tells us, broke down in spite of ‘guidance by a Christian psychotherapist. Two years ago, I met a woman to whom I am now married. With due respect to Mrs Kidd and Mr John Selwyn Gummer, she is my wife.’ This ringing declaration is a reference to certain well-known people’s opposition to the remarriage of divorced clergy.


Someone says clergy should reflect the ‘is-ness’ of God not the ‘ought-ness’ of the moralizers. But the debate’s tone is best caught by one speaker who refers to ‘theological undergirding’ and who notes: ‘My wife tells me that I have a growing reputation as a pedant, and anyone who claims, as I do, that Easter Eve is different from Easter Saturday, must plead guilty.’





TEAM MINISTRY


Some months later I was to attend a session of Synod at which the Archbishop of Canterbury had to endure the humiliating ordeal of sitting silent while 400 delegates discussed the degree to which he was or wasn’t personally responsible for Gareth Bennett’s death. But by then it had already become clear to me that my true interests lay not with the bishops, nor indeed with the kind of priest who relishes the politics of Synod, but with those people who give up their lives to minister in the inner cities. I was interested to discover the attitudes sustaining them in what might appear to be the thankless task of interesting the local population in Jesus Christ.


To this end I started by interviewing a number of clergymen who were experienced in working in teams. Team ministry was an idea which had grown up and become popular in the seventies and eighties. Clergy came to believe they could be more responsive to the needs of their local areas if they pooled their collective efforts and began to specialize in those aspects of ministry at which each one of them was best. The hope was that they might play to their strengths. Although churches still had individual vicars, nevertheless team leaders or rectors were appointed to manage the newly created larger areas. The single parish was no longer autonomous.


Although the idea was initially popular, it had one major drawback – one which struck at the heart of the clergy’s own livelihood. Claiming to be worried about the possibility of personality clashes, bishops demanded the right to make sure they could control the balance of each team. This meant taking away from individual priests what had been until then their most precious right: the gift of freehold. Through the centuries, this had been the essential democratic instrument which characterized the structure of the Church, and which also, to some extent, compensated the clergyman for his low pay. However poor his livelihood, he had a job for life. With the arrival of team ministries, clergy were being told they had to go over to five-year contracts. Unsurprisingly, there had been conflicts. The more I interviewed priests and parishioners in that amorphous area of South London which runs between Elephant and Castle and Streatham High Road, the more aware I was of the anxieties the team principle had created. But at the same time I never lost my conviction that on £8,000 p.a., loving God and trying to clear up society’s worst problems, here were some heroes for our age.


Walter


Walter was a priest in his late 50s, who had been a vicar in South London and the leader of the local team. After a disastrous row, when his bishop had managed to unseat him, he was now working in an industrial mission. White-haired, liberal and intelligent, he came from a family in which almost everyone had served in the Church of England in some capacity. He was the first vicar I met who had little interest in spreading the Gospel. As far as he was concerned, people would be drawn to God by the example of a priest’s actions, not by his words.


 


Walter: The system of patronage, of how people are appointed to churches, is extremely complicated – a system of Crown Commissioners and Patronage Boards. It’s rather like pubs: the manager goes and the congregation punishes the brewery by going to the pub down the road. This is an Anglican phenomenon. In the Roman Catholic Church the particular priest is much less important. The priest goes but the Church remains. I have to admit I do like the Catholics and I enjoy their company most of all. I’ve just spent the weekend sailing with the Catholic mafia.


DH: South London seems to have all sorts. I gather St Anne’s, Kennington, is now full of charismatics. What do you feel about them?


Walter: I’m not going to condemn them. It’s too easy to poke Charlie at one’s neighbour.


DH: I gather there’s someone called the Patronage Secretary whom you have to go and see when you want a Crown Parish.


Walter: Yes, that’s right. When I was appointed to my South London parish, I had to go and see him. He works in Ten Downing Street. It is hilarious getting into a taxi and saying, ‘Ten Downing Street, please.’ During my period we formed a team ministry with four vicars servicing four parishes. To do this, we had to appoint a team rector, and because we were all into leaderless things in those days, nobody wanted to be leader. I went to Biafra for six months and was elected in my absence.


DH: Obviously to an outsider it looks like a very depressing job. I mean, such a huge number of people in your area, and so few of them regularly attending Church.


Walter: It’s very difficult to know what impact a Church is having on a community. You think nobody cares, and yet one day we were throwing out some pews and there was great consternation. A crowd gathered in the street because they feared that the church was being closed down, in spite of the fact that very few of them actually attended church themselves.


As to numbers, well, it’s such tiny figures, it’s all silly. I have sixty communicants. If it were thirty I’d be very worried. If it were ninety I’d be delighted. But really it’s the quality of worship. There’s a church where I take communion with seven others on Sunday, but it’s real. People who attend are just the tip of the iceberg. Everyone is part of the church, in a funny way, including the dossers who come and sit on the ledge outside. I asked a window cleaner if he’d mind if the church went. He said, ‘You mean so we wouldn’t see the vicar walking down the street? That would be a disaster.’ Some people would say I was fooling myself, but I believe you must accept people as they are.


I’m trying to enable people to develop their relationship with God. A boy came to me and said he was going to become a Muslim, and I was obscurely pleased because it meant he had a relationship with God now, even if it was, from my point of view, a wrong direction. I met a black woman who talked to bus queues about the joy of the Lord. It wouldn’t be authentic for me. I wouldn’t expect God to want me to do that. It’s got to be in a right and meaningful context. I hate it when I hear priests saying they’re screwing themselves up to talk to someone about God. If you’re screwing yourself up to talk about Jesus, you must be doing something wrong.


I couldn’t work with someone who imposed their own insecurities and pressured in the wrong way, imposing their own cultural baggage instead of working from the individual’s relationship with God. It is pointless talking to people about God. The Jesuits understood years ago that you’ve got to go native and see things through other people’s eyes. Only then can you begin to make tentative connections. I personally think it’s a helluva help to believe in God, but it’s not a sine qua non. I admire anyone who is genuinely wrestling with the problem of evil.


DH: Yes. I mean evil is a very difficult one for the Christian, isn’t it?


Walter: Yes. Earthquakes do seem a bit mindless.


DH: I can see that your whole effort is not to force God on people. But isn’t there a danger in going too much the other way?


Walter: I met a man at a party who was on the board of a hospice. There had been some discontent at this hospice because the dying felt that Christianity was being rammed down their throats as they died. The man at the party said, ‘But it’s a Christian hospice. They must expect to have Christianity given them as they die.’ In my view this man is a danger to humanity.


I went to a secular funeral recently, where a non-believer was cremated – a woman who had specifically rejected Christianity – and I attended in spite of the family’s wishes. During the ceremony a piece of her sculpture was passed round and there was a period of quiet reminiscence. I was so moved that I was absolutely sure that I was in the presence of God but felt it was arrogant to say so to them, so I said nothing. Then somebody holding the sculpture said, ‘It’s as if someone has to die in order to become more universally acceptable.’ This remark hit me with astonishing force because it was of course an exact statement of Christ’s life and death on the cross.


DH: Tell me a bit about how you lost your parish.


Walter: At the end of my five-year tenure as a parish priest in South London, I was aware that my bishop disapproved of team ministries. He described them as ‘a refuge for the inadequate’. The bishop was determined to appoint one of his protégés to the team rectorship, and when I went to see him and told him another, more junior, bishop had implied my tenure would be renewed, he lost his temper. He said, ‘He has no right. I make the appointments. I have taken legal advice and you have no security of tenure.’ He then offered me a job in Thamesmead. I went back to the junior bishop, the one who had told me I was secure, and said I was thinking of taking legal advice. I asked what would happen if I did. He said, ‘I can tell you what will happen. You will never get a job in the Church of England again.’


DH: What was your reaction to that?


Walter: I suppose until then I’d always thought the Church as an institution was a vaguely Christian sort of thing. But I got over it. I concluded God was OK, even if the bishop is a shit.


DH: Isn’t there a danger in a Church which seems to be all things to all men? Wouldn’t it have a stronger identity if it had stricter conditions of membership?


Walter: If we are about the search for faith, a few burnings or excommunications would of course sharpen the whole thing up a bit, but I’m not sure you can take that short cut to truth. The Prayer Book says you have to take communion three times a year, one of them Easter, and it demands that you have faith in the Trinity. Dorothy Sayers said of the Athanasian Creed that God the Father is incomprehensible, Jesus Christ is incomprehensible, the Holy Spirit is incomprehensible. In fact, the whole bloody thing is incomprehensible. I think the Trinity means so much to me because it is a mystery, and because of that makes more sense to me than a lot of other concepts such as Heaven, Hell or the resurrection. It is a mystery, so how can you teach it?


Michael


I then wanted to speak to a more junior priest in the area, and chose Michael, who was a curate in a nearby church which had recently had a very unhappy time. Michael was cautious and mature, accepting the limitations of his job, his theology very much in line with Walter’s.


Michael: We have had very bad problems at the church because the vicar recently had a nervous breakdown. It had two causes. He was suffering from terrible doubts about his own identity, but also – this is just my view – he paid the price for taking a wrong attitude to his work. He was quite simply trying to do too much. We’re talking about one of the most deprived and difficult areas of South London, and there isn’t any way a single Christian priest is going to be able to solve all its problems. Yet he saw his own appointment as being so central to the life of the area that he fretted himself to the point of collapse.


DH: You yourself entered the Church quite late.


Michael: Yes. I was a solicitor in Putney when, in my 30s, I went to see my own vicar and told him I wanted to be a priest. I saw the Director of Ordinands for the diocese, and was sent to the Advisory Council for the Church’s Ministry, which has people resident together for two and a half days. It’s nice to be able to talk about yourself without people glazing over with boredom. You play various games like the Ten Minute Topic. You talk on a given topic for one minute, then chair a discussion for nine minutes on that topic. This is a crucial skill for a priest.


The buzzword for the last ten years has been ‘facilitating’. The job is not seen as lecturing or addressing people, but facilitating them to bring out qualities in themselves. You have to draw their skills out. If you think of the job as ‘doing’ you’re on the way to a nervous breakdown; if you think of it as social work, there is so much to be done you’re overwhelmed. Recent changes in social security rules mean you can’t get a loan for a cooker unless you can prove your ability to repay. Maggie says OK, go round to the charity shop and buy a third-hand one, but I try and help people to see if they can work the DHSS rules to their advantage.


You must understand the limits of your role. Help other people to feel affirmed to do something. The congregation is a team who will do your work for you, if they’re any good. Luckily here they’re terrific and have been very supportive through our troubles. My first few weeks here, I just reacted emotionally to people’s problems, and another priest criticized me for trying to ‘solve’ people. You can’t do it. And anyway, it’s wrong trying to make people like yourself. The priest told me, ‘Whap in, do the minimum and get out again.’


DH: So how did you come to this area?


Michael: I did a two-year residential course in Oxfordshire, then went to the bishop to see what jobs he had. There was a problem about whether this diocese was entitled to a curate because they hadn’t ‘paid their quota’, meaning the church’s money contribution to the diocese. In the old days, a curate wasn’t allowed to leave the parish without the vicar’s permission. He was simply a skivvy, working to orders. I must say, it has helped me here with the congregation that I happened to marry one of the church wardens shortly after I arrived. It delighted everyone. Now we have a child. Very good for morale.


DH: How do you see your job, then?


Michael: Most clergy feel there is a need for the world to be loved. It’s the minister’s job to do the loving. It’s exhausting, emotionally. You think all the time, ‘I should have spiritual resources for this.’ In a way the front line is in the suburbs, not in the inner cities, because in the inner cities the problems are so chronic it’s easy to get the congregation geared up, but the hard job is to convince comfortable suburbanites that things are terrible elsewhere. And we need the whole Church behind us to do our work here.


DH: Do low numbers depress you?


Michael: We live in a post-Christian society. That’s understood. There are fewer of them, but the quality is better. The main job is preaching the gospel, not getting numbers up, or saving souls.


DH: Do you think it’s important to get people to believe in God?


Michael: Only in a secondary way. I’m not much concerned with personal salvation. I mean, churches will always be full of nutters, people who need love. I suppose it ought to matter more that the church isn’t full. It would be nice if it were full. But what’s the point of worship? What happens when they close the doors and sing the hymns? All too easily it’s just spiritual masturbation.


DH: Why does God need to be told He’s wonderful all the time?


Michael: Are you a father? Well, don’t you like to be loved by your children? Don’t you like to be told you’re loved?


DH: What’s your view about Hell? Does it exist?


Michael: How can we know? Better to concentrate on what God is.


DH: (Smiles) Are you handing down any teaching at all?


Michael: My wife would say no. To me, the Church is based on three things. Scripture. Tradition. And understanding. My job is to mediate between the three. I do believe blessing arrives through the sacraments.


DH: Well then, surely you have some obligation to get those sacraments to as many people as possible?


Michael: Not at all. Of the eight thousand people in the parish, a hundred are regular churchgoers. Five thousand believe in God in some way, and they just need to know we’re there. That’s enough.


DH: So really you do see what you’re doing primarily as social work. But surely you must get overwhelmed by the sheer volume of problems?


Michael: Of course. Every time you go into town, you see beggars, prostitutes, male and female. You know you’re not helping them. The borough is full of inadequate people let out of mental homes into what’s called the community, meaning no one looks after them. Practical help is essential. We recently led the squat at the Belgrave Hospital and turned it into a homeless centre. It’s now almost self-supporting.


DH: Did the bishop approve?


Michael: Look, Kingston led the service at which people were encouraged to go and daub slogans on the walls of the Ministry of Defence, for which they were all then arrested. So it’s hard to imagine him disapproving of anything we do in this parish.


DH: Do you have any contact with the evangelicals in the next-door parish?


Michael: There’s a new priest nearby who’s doing what’s called church-planting. It’s something evangelicals do. They encourage a whole congregation from the suburbs to move into the inner city and start a thriving church there. It’s rather controversial. Needless to say, I don’t approve of it. I think you should build on what you’ve got, not draft believers in. Anyway, we had this bloke round. He talked about Jesus all the time. You probably notice I don’t refer to Him much. But anyway, we fell to arguing, and the truth is, my vicar tore this evangelical apart. Limb from limb. Afterwards, it left a bad taste. I didn’t like this bloke but … I don’t know … I wish we hadn’t been quite so rude.


Bernard


The next vicar I interviewed had resisted letting his parish enter the team system. Bernard had been sixteen years in the same job, living as a bachelor in tiny rooms on a very ordinary housing estate. His voice was gentle, and he had the unmistakable air of a man who has been alone for a very long time.


 


Bernard: I trained in Surrey. Couldn’t be more different from here. The archdeacon still wore gaiters. Actually, he asked me to buttle for him at one of his parties. So I did. But I never spoke to him again. I was happy in Surrey, but when a new rector arrived I knew it was time to move on. I’ve always been South of the River.


DH: So how did you find it here when you first arrived?


Bernard: My first job here was to build up the black side, to get blacks as sidespeople, handing out the books, collecting the money. We reduced the Church Council from thirty to twelve. And we formed an entertainments committee which organizes coach trip outings to the seaside. Many don’t have any holidays except a trip back to the West Indies every eight years. The problem is, they won’t eat in restaurants, so everything goes into tupperware – the curried goat, the whisky, the rum. And everyone wants to feed the vicar, so I end up eating six dinners on these trips.


DH: How do you approach the job?


Bernard: An evangelical would find it very hard here. Direct preaching of the Gospel is a waste of time unless you are also interested in the environment in which people live. You show God’s love in the way you behave. We’re making little circles in a very large pond. My job is to build a sense of community in a place where there is none. Church is somewhere people can be loved and welcomed, and where I try to make the service as beautiful as possible. To feel the otherness of God so it touches their souls. This actually happened yesterday, Ash Wednesday – we only got half the congregation but there was a quiet, meditative atmosphere, very good.


DH: But isn’t that just theatre?


Bernard: Well, there’s much of the actor in priests.


DH: Are you interested in doctrine at all?


Bernard: Not much. I’m not an academic. I believe in the love of God, and it must be communicated by what we do. I have to take a lot of anger and frustration and not hit back. People come here to complain. They come to the vicar to talk to someone they can beat up on, and I have to sit there and take it. I have to accept that. When I get home, I want to kick the dog. Because everyone comes to let off steam at someone they know can’t hit back.


DH: How do you put up with it?


Bernard: I get out one day a week. It’s essential. I go down to Sussex and walk by the sea. Then I come back up and go to the theatre in the evening. I love the theatre, but I feel guilty unless I go on my one day off. Nobody could do this job seven days a week. When I started, it was physically hard. I had a bedsit without water. Those days are gone, but they’ve been replaced by something mentally much harder.


DH: Do you take any interest in Synod at all?


Bernard: Not really. It actually doesn’t concern me. I mean, papers are pushed at us all the time, but we don’t take any notice of them. The Church has got like Thatcher’s government. Market forces are all. That’s one of the reasons I don’t want to be part of a team. I just saw it as an economic measure. Things were to be decided not on the basis of need, but according to what we can afford. You’re asked to discuss propositions but you know full well the eventual decisions will be made on an economic basis. So what we say makes no difference.


DH: Did you read the Church’s report on the inner cities, Faith in the City?


Bernard: I must say I didn’t take it very seriously. There was all this stuff about our commitment to the inner city, and yet when I asked the Archbishop of Canterbury to come and re-open our church school, he refused. We kept changing the date and he still wouldn’t come. We’re half an hour away from Lambeth Palace. It does make you doubt their conviction.


DH: Are you doing anything in the parish differently from what humanists or social workers in the area might do?


Bernard: No. But we have more energy. Because we recognize a power that’s helping us to do it.


Trevor


Of all the inner London vicars I went to see, Trevor was in many ways the most unpredictable. A team leader in his late 40s, he was lean and apparently academic, often showing a rather sharp contempt for the people he was meant to be helping. Yet the traces of a disturbing spiritual struggle plainly marked the way he looked and spoke.


 


Trevor: The trouble with bishops is that after a while they think they’re God. They move us around like chess-men. All you hear when you refuse a job is, ‘Well, Ronnie won’t like it.’


DH: Presumably it’s worse now, with the team system.


Trevor: Yes. With the team system, you have to give up freehold, or else how do you get rid of a man who’s not pulling his weight? Though even on contracts it’s actually very hard to get rid of anyone. You can’t just turn them out on the street. My own security isn’t too bad. When my seven years here are up, then the bishop and I will agree on an outside assessor who will come in and judge if I should go on.


DH: How does the team work?


Trevor: The team meets every Tuesday at lunchtime for two hours. There are six parishes, four permanent priests, one deacon, and a deaconess about to join. The Sheffield formula (which is a weighting device to make sure that all clergy don’t work in the south) won’t allow me any more priests, so I’ve grabbed a deaconess. My powers as team rector are not defined. I’m also the rural dean. There are monthly meetings of the Deanery Synod Chapter – clergy only – about twelve people. And three or four times a year, the whole Deanery Synod meets to discuss referred papers. It’s a soviet system.


DH: But there is some flexibility?


Trevor: Of course. Most of the time you’re just dealing with anything that turns up. And of course in this area, if you want to minister to black people, it’s fairly pointless trying to do it unless you have a strong sense of the supernatural.


DH: Does that mean you believe in miracles?


Trevor: I do.


DH: Can you give me an example?


Trevor: Well, after the Brixton riots, I had heart surgery. I suffered from terrible hallucinations. I believed that the black nurses were trying to kill me. But, worse, when I looked down the ward I saw this terrible black mob advancing towards me. They were trying to kill me as nastily as they could. When I got home and was meant to be recovering, I started learning to draw. And every time I drew, the hallucinations returned. So then I decided, deliberately decided, to summon up the hallucinations, and I said the Jesus prayer over them, again and again, trying to let God occupy the top of my mind. The hallucinations vanished as if a drop of washing-up liquid had been dropped on grease. If I were an evangelical, I would call this a miracle.


DH: Have you seen miracles affecting others?


Trevor: Once when I was a curate I said the Lord’s Prayer over a dying child. I came back two days later and the child was well and out of hospital. A miracle.


DH: But when a child dies, do you then feel the devil has triumphed?


Trevor: To be honest, I’m so surprised when anything happens that I don’t really think about it.


DH: But do you believe in a supernatural power of bad?


Trevor: I don’t think I do. Ultimately evil is unreal. I once had a South American couple where the woman accused the next-door neighbour of putting a spell on her husband to alienate his affection. They went to the Luiz Paulo mission, and that helped for a bit. But I must admit finally I threw non-directive counselling to the wind and told her no wonder her husband was alienated, she was so stupid.


DH: Goodness. Do you do that often?


Trevor: No.


DH: Does the work oppress you?


Trevor: No. If they’re people you know you’re not going to get anywhere with, I send them away. A bloke rang me and said he thought he’d indecently assaulted a 14-year-old boy. I said, well, have you or haven’t you? Fourteen-year-old boys are pretty strong, you know. This man’s just wasting my time.


DH: Do you worry about numbers? I mean, wouldn’t it be wonderful if more people believed in Christianity?


Trevor: No, I don’t think so actually. I think it would be dreadful if it were a majority religion, like in America. I’d rather have six people in a tent.


DH: Why?


Trevor: An over-successful Church can’t represent Christ, who conquers through vulnerability and helplessness.


DH: Then tell me what a perfect Church would be like – one which really was relevant to people’s lives.


Trevor: (After an agonizingly long pause) It’s difficult to get your mind round that. I’m into individuals and small groups. Large numbers don’t turn me on. The problem is, most of us get side-tracked by problems of fabric. The sensible thing would be to close down two-thirds of the churches and get the congregations all together. That way you wouldn’t waste all your time getting the palms organized for Palm Sunday. Instead, you’d have groups meeting in people’s houses to worship and swap ideas. The trouble is, the congregation wouldn’t accept it. All the group pressures are club-oriented.


Look, this is non-attributable, but my problems come from one thing. All the people in our church are second-rate. If they were any good at organizing things, they wouldn’t be organizing the church. We’ve got a bloke who’s meant to be good at computers. Well, I know more than he does. Our head warden’s meant to be a brilliant organizer, yet she’s up till three a.m. the night before the church fair, running off the programme. I don’t call that good organizing.


DH: Do you think it’s important that people subscribe to the two central beliefs of Christianity?


Trevor: I do believe in the empty tomb. It doesn’t really matter whether you believe in it, more what you understand by it. This man who was abused and scorned turned out to be the Messiah, so his values have eternal significance. As to the virgin birth, well, John and Mark don’t mention it. Matthew and Luke have conflicting accounts. I wouldn’t be much worried if people didn’t believe in it, but you do have to believe in the resurrection.


DH: So your faith is predominantly a practical matter?


Trevor: I give sandwiches to the poor. They come to the door. The sandwiches are not from the church, they’re from me. The church tried to take this service over from me, but I said, no, it’s something I do. Sometimes I say, look, actually no, because if I give you bread tonight my children won’t have any in the morning. One man came for shoes, so I took mine off and gave them to him. The trouble was, he then came back on an apostolic visit with eleven friends.
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