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The Joy Carroll Interview, May 2004.
In the USA, churches are thriving and influencial. With the ‘meltdown’ in church attendance in the UK, where so you see the church failing?

America is so vast with a supermarket approach to church people can shop around for the right church and have the choices. Rather than attending their local church, they will travel to the right flavour church for them. Even though 50% more Americans claim to be people of faith, to all intents and purposes it doesn’t seem to filter down into the way they do politics – it doesn’t pan out in action as it does in Britain. Our British culture with its socialist roots seems to ensure people that think in terms of caring for one another whereas America is much more individualistic - they are not very good at translating that into action. Things like the Jubilee campaign were far more successful in Europe than it was in the US because people don’t take that leap. Their God is a very personal God. And the relationship is very much between the God and the individual.
The Government in the UK has identified the important role of faith, and faith is being recognised for its expertise and ability to deliver social projects

I remember Claire Short said to religious leaders in the States that it’s the churches in England that put pressure on the government and are making a difference over here. What are you guys up to and why aren’t you making a difference to the president and the difference that they’re making in the states. It is much more of an uphill battle for people of faith and for faith based organisations to affect the political decisions. There’s a level at which they don’t want faith to effect politics in the social justice arena, but of course many US politicians claim to be born again Christians and that’s going to get them lots of votes particularly in certain areas. But looking after the poor doesn’t seem to be one of them.

To what extent do you think you can work with government agencies whilst retaining independence?

There needs to be a level of professionalism. You do it as Christians but just as well as if your weren’t. So you organise your project in a professional and well informed way. The key is to build partnership in the community so you that you’re not just struggling to do something as a church without partnerships. Every situation’s different but it is important to work collaboratively and professionally and not to have an agenda of trying to convert people and pull people into the church through your project.

What is your view on the role of faith in delivering services on behalf of government agencies? What is the role of faith in a ‘social economy’?

The churches are the ones on the ground - they know the neighbourhoods, and they know the people and the community and so their role is to be the hands and feet of the government agencies. One of the things that happened in Deptford the govt did a survey of the community to find out which agencies were using asking question about what people used and it turned out that our after school programme and youth programme was used just as much as the pub and the laundrette which was encouraging. The local people actually owned it and they didn’t necessarily come to the church so the church was able to have that credibility with the govt and we were able to work in partnership on other projects such as a local community garden. If the church is there living and working then they know about the needs that people have, they talk to families, they are living in relationship to people they can say with credibility that the children don’t have anywhere to play, that these are the problems the come with living in tower blocks with families. And the government finds that helpful because they’re not there. Whilst they may not like your Christian faith, they can’t dispute the fact that you know and the evidence that you are engaged there.

The convention theme is global / local, how can churches keep a global perspective whilst struggling with concerns on falling numbers

I think that we constantly need to expose ourselves to global issues that surround us. The day to day decisions we make the things that we buy in the stores, the value judgements we make about our consumerism affect indirectly and in the long run directly effect global issues so that whilst we acting globally with a global conscience we can still be aware that we are trying to make a difference to people on the other side of the world

How do you see the experience of women in the UK church developing?

The next big step for women is the issue of women bishop. But that is not the end of the story. Women do need to be encouraged and the church should take women into positions that are significant and not just have women working in small rural parishes. In the States, big successful churches, even they may pay lip service to women’s ministry to tend to opt for a male minister, especially big evangelical churches. I think it’s a matter of keeping up people’s awareness and making sure that women are represented at diocesan level.

Is there anything we can learn from the experience of women bishops in the US in the UK?

I have worked with a women bishop in Washington who is now retired. She is a very good role model for women bishops. She did the job as well as any male bishop that I have worked with. One of the reasons that people argue against women bishops in England is that one of the roles of a bishop is as a figure of unity. And how can a woman provide a sense of unity, by being a woman they are causing so much division. I find that a strange argument. It is not the women who are causing the lack of unity. They are quite capable of providing unity. This has been a role for women in families and communities for generations. It is those who oppose women bishops that are causing the dispute.
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