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Introduction

Thought for the Day is unique. Its place in the middle of the nation’s most influential news programme means it is the highest-profile religious broadcast in the country – with over six million listeners every day. Sitting at the heart of Radio 4’s Today programme it speaks to a general audience of people of all faiths and none.

For the last 50 years Thought for the Day has offered a different lens through which to see the world. In the cut and thrust of the news and politics, it offers a different perspective on the events of the day. In the words of one of Thought’s most distinguished contributors, the late Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks: ‘The news is about today, but the great faiths remind us of yesterday and tomorrow. They’re our living dialogue with the past and the future; those two essential things called memory and hope.’

There are those who have argued that religion was fading away in the modern world and would soon become a thing of the past. But in recent generations waves of immigration – from Windrush to the influx of people from the Indian subcontinent to work in the textile mills of the north – have seen Britain become a multi-faith society. Yet it’s not simply a process of counting the numbers who attend worship services every week; it is much more complex. A diverse range of initiatives, demonstrating good relations between various faiths – many examples of which appear in Thought for the Day – have shown us that, far from being a barrier to social cohesion, religion can be a bridge. To some that may be considered Reithian, but in today’s world religion is far more than that; it is bound up in identity, community, culture, the common good and a search for the spiritual. Thought is an interface between religion and society and the voice it gives to religion is increasingly important in multi-faith Britain.

As we know, it’s not the daily good that religion does that grabs the headlines. Religion tends to do its good in private and its bad in public. Globally, the terror of 9/11 created a seismic shift in geopolitics and shattered the idea that religion was fading away. International events have made clear that faith is a political and ideological driving force that cannot be ignored. Thought does not shy away from the harm done in the name of religion but it also seeks to explain how religion is practised with goodwill by billions across the world. In the words of another contributor, Nick Baines, Anglican Bishop of Leeds: ‘Over 85 per cent of the world’s population hold an individual or social/communal religious commitment. In order to understand the world, we need to look through their eyes.’

Over the past half-century, Thought has evolved hugely. It grew out of two predecessors. Lift Up Your Hearts was a devotional slot, first broadcast on the BBC Home Service in 1939 just after the start of the Second World War. This was followed, from 1965, by Ten to Eight, a more substantial, five-minute sequence. Anglican clerics such as Richard Harries became key contributors but, as Bishop Richard testifies, it was a different world then. He describes the talks as being more prayerful and sermon-like, and most of the time there was no production process. He just wrote a script and then read it out on air.

Then in 1970 the Today programme – including the morning religion slot – was relaunched. It was transformed from a magazine-type programme to full-on news and current affairs. The religion slot stayed in the schedule at 7.47am but was renamed Thought for the Day. The range of contributors was widened and the brief was changed ‘to reflect the worship, thought and action of the principal religious traditions represented in Britain’. An early Jewish contributor, Rabbi Lionel Blue, broadcast every Monday morning while Richard Harries broadcast every Friday: a powerful way to bookend the week.

From this point on, Thought was no longer a sermon but rather a reflection on the news from the perspective of one of the major faith traditions. For a while, all the producers remained male white Christians, as did most of the presenters, albeit with some very distinguished names, described by Richard Harries as ‘the establishment personified’. Women were gradually admitted to the production process. I joined in 1987 and worked on the slot as a production assistant, producer and then editor, 33 years in all.

Over that period Thought for the Day evolved, as did the Today programme, the wider news agenda, and the cultural mores of British society. Technology got faster, relationships more open, family life freed up on a different kind of weekly schedule with both parents working. Thought was now going much further than merely reminding us of the prospect of eternity; it started to tell us a lot about the world in which we live.

Thought for the Day sits inside the Today programme but it is produced by the BBC’s Religion & Ethics department. It has always been broadcast live. During COVID, it had to be recorded the night before, but thankfully the vigour and immediacy of live broadcasting with contributors in the studio are now back. In my time, I have worked with nine different Today editors and respected them all. But it was a sensitive relationship – I was very aware of our responsibility to match the quality of the rest of the programme. I was also conscious of occasional tensions between the values of news and of religion. The theology of social justice – to feed the hungry and welcome the stranger – is integral to all the world’s major religions. As Thought contributors aren’t challenged on air, maintaining a strict editorial balance across our contributors, and within scripts on particular subjects, such as foodbanks and refugees, was very important to avoid sounding politically partisan.

Some critics said we should have more radical voices on to ‘de-sanitise’ our offering. I even remember one occasion where I was sitting at a media dinner next to a columnist who told me: ‘You should put Abu Hamza on Thought for the Day.’ Hamza was the extremist, Islamist preacher and agitator whose image was filling front pages at the time (he was later jailed for life, without parole, for terrorism). I laughed and said he would disqualify himself on several grounds: he’d never be prepared to work with a producer, his message fell foul of fairness, impartiality and not denigrating other faiths, and most of all he was completely unrepresentative of the vast majority of Muslims in this country. It has always been important that Thought finds people who have things to say from within their communities, who can offer an authentic view of how they live and what they believe – and who would seldom get the chance to be heard on a mainstream news programme. As longstanding Thought contributor Bishop James Jones puts it: ‘There is no other national institution that has so affirmed the place of ethnic voices for the last 30 years.’

Such representation has continued to be a central part of the brief, and building that has been a long process. It wasn’t until March 1992 that Umar Hegedus became the first Muslim speaker on Thought for the Day, but Professor Mona Siddiqui, who began in 1997 as our first female Muslim contributor, is still making important contributions to the slot 25 years later. Today our Hindu, Buddhist and Sikh contributors continue to educate us with new insights from ancient faiths and throw light from new directions on to the issues of contemporary life. And as Mona Siddiqui has said: ‘It is important that we talk about religious language and religion in ways that the whole world can actually identify with.’

How right she is. At their best all our regular contributors write from the heart with intelligence and humanity and speak to people way beyond their own communities. The experience of the global pandemic proved that. Everyone stepped up to produce extraordinary contributions. And that’s where producer and contributor working together through a 24-hour period is key. The writer has to have something they really want to say and the producer is the sounding board in a collaborative process that makes for the best writing. It could be very strange at times to have such an intense telephone relationship with people you seldom meet in person. I remember with great affection those first production conversations with the contributors each morning to choose the subject; I count myself very fortunate to have shared their wisdom, creative ideas and hard work to get them ready for broadcast. For those starting out, the watchwords were don’t preach but include theology, aim to sound like yourself, don’t use ‘we’ as if you can speak for everyone and, crucially, what is the one thought you want them to take away?

BBC editorial guidelines requiring impartiality can be constraints, and compliance has been tightened over the years. But platitudinous was a dangerous place for us to be. It is possible to say strong things on Thought without getting in hot water if you work at it. Indeed, I remember my first boss, David Winter, rightly warning me it was the only programme in the Religion portfolio that would get me sacked. Wise words. Though it was also David who said that the best Thoughts were the ones that made him cut himself shaving! News doesn’t stand still and it’s invariably built around controversy and conflict. Our writers had to be skilful at introducing a theological idea to unpack events in a way which wouldn’t be heard elsewhere in this overwhelmingly secular news environment. It often brought great feedback from the fabulous Radio 4 audience. It’s easy to underestimate how the intellectually curious will happily grapple with different ideas and those not formally religious will connect with a spiritual message.

There have long been those who have suggested that if Thought for the Day is to be truly representative it should include atheists among its contributors. Secularists and humanists have campaigned for decades for non-religious voices to be included. We have resisted the idea, with the support of successive Controllers of Radio 4 and the BBC Governors and Board, in order to maintain the distinctively religious nature of the broadcast – an oasis of a few minutes of faith-based reflection. Richard Dawkins is right that religious people do not have a monopoly on ethics, but Thought is not an ethical reflection; it’s a religious one. As the former Bishop of Southwark, Tom Butler, told a House of Lords committee that raised the subject of Thought for the Day when considering BBC Charter renewal: ‘It is like asking why the sports news is always about sport. Why can they not have somebody on there who is going to be talking about some other hobby such as birdwatching? They could, but it would no longer be the sporting slot.’

I believe we also tapped into something of an unconscious cultural void. I remember a distinguished journalist from a leading paper telling me how he had ditched the faith of his Anglican upbringing in his early twenties. So his daughters, aged nine and seven, had never been exposed to Christianity on any level. He had begun to feel really worried that he was depriving them of core themes and stories that were part of their national heritage in the same way Shakespeare is still threaded through our culture and language. He felt he was denying them a rich source in their formation – something he had benefitted from. I hope Thought offered a way of filling some of those gaps for many listeners.

In the end, every programme starts with the audience – with listeners of all shades of belief and unbelief. Thought needs to reach hearts and minds with a different kind of wisdom to help keep those themes and stories alive and interwoven with the concerns of the day – or maybe to simply offer relief to the gloom and rancour of so much of the news. It’s a tough call for just under three minutes of radio. I do know we reached one particular listener; when Richard Harries was the Bishop of Oxford he was welcomed to Chequers by Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher with the opening words: ‘I listen to you on the radio. Sometimes I agree with you, and sometimes you make me mad!’

When I began to think how this book should chart the history of this unique broadcast over five decades, my instinct was to try to capture every big event and moment, every social change and debate. But the more I gathered and sorted, the more I realised this would have to be a series of snapshots that bring out the colour, time and place of the kind of stories and people that have been part of our response on this great Thought for the Day journey. So this book includes national and international milestones, great writing and listener favourites – of those who wrote to tell us how profoundly they had been affected by an individual Thought. There were particular scripts that brought back memories for me of wars, natural disasters, political maelstroms and extraordinary scientific developments. Then there was the tension of the election night, when we needed a script for each party and one for a hung Parliament, and the fright of hearing Rabbi Lionel Blue struggling on air to speak properly with three paragraphs to go. As I listened, I feared he had been taken ill and then realised he was trying to work from memory – he’d lost the second page of his script. Every broadcast brought its own mix of terrors, excitement and even jubilation at an editorial development not just successfully registered but nailed. It was also down to the inventiveness and experience of our contributors that, as we marked the religious rituals and festivals of the liturgical year, we connected to the seasons of the natural world, the continuity of the faiths, and the depth of commitment among individuals who live their lives in relationship with God. Thought is a challenge but it is also the most wonderful, rewarding piece of religious current affairs to be had anywhere.

The selection of contributors to this book is a fraction of the number who have written for the slot over those 50 years, and not all the Thoughts I would have liked to include were still available. But what we have is an amazing variety of faiths, men and women from all walks of life, people of all colours, heritage and sexualities, whose voices have enriched and delighted – and deepened the integration of the different faiths into the life of the nation. This book tries to represent a little of all that. Looking back on quite how versatile and responsive we’ve been has been both exciting and humbling – I am indebted to all the dedicated and amazing contributors we’ve worked with, as well as the talented production team I’ve asked so much of. They have been exceptional in more ways than I can say. It has been a fascinating journey through half a century in which Thought for the Day quietly told the story of a changing Britain back to itself. The whole thing has been an honour and a privilege.

Christine Morgan

July 2022




CHAPTER ONE

National

REV. DR COLIN MORRIS



Immigration and our patron saints

Rev. Dr Colin Morris was one of the foremost thinkers, writers and broadcasters of his generation. Ordained a Methodist minister, he began as a missionary in Zambia and became a trusted adviser to President Kenneth Kaunda. He spoke with passion about dignity for ordinary people and racial equality, even when it made him unpopular. He returned to the UK to be president of the Methodist Conference followed by a BBC career as Head of Religious Broadcasting and Controller of Northern Ireland at the end of the Troubles. His strengths as a communicator and consummate broadcaster attracted universal admiration, but he was always solidly grounded in his faith and never lost his mischievous sense of fun in the face of the pompous or absurd.

The furore this script set off happened when Thought for the Day was just a year old in 1971. Colin took exception to the government’s draft Immigration Bill, which proposed to classify British residents as patrials or non-patrials – the latter being without a father or grandfather born in Britain, which would remove their right to remain in the UK. The government protested to the BBC and Colin found himself ‘dropped’ for a while. And although the producer responsible, Roy Trevivian, defended the script, he left the BBC shortly after.

1 March 1971

Today is St David’s Day. A great man, St David, but I do hope that all Welsh men realise how fortunate he was to have lived before the proposed Immigration Bill becomes law. According to its terms, people who wish to come and live here will be divided into patrials and non-patrials, according to whether or not you have a father or grandfather born in Britain. Now you can see St David’s problem: he was born in France.

However, the Welsh are in no worse a plight than the rest of us. St George probably wasn’t a historical character at all, but if by any chance he was, he’d give the immigration people a headache because he came from Libya. Thus he was not only a non-patrial but also black. Then Saint Andrew was born in Galilee, so he’s out. There’s something a bit Irish about the fact that the only genuine patrial patron saint we’ve got is St Patrick of Ireland.

We may have to take a look at some of our national heroes in the light of this new Bill. Sir Winston Churchill was a patrial, but his mother was American, so perhaps we need a new companion volume to that admirable reference work, Who’s Who; we could call it Who’s Half-Who. At least this terminology is going to solve the perpetual problem of the correct name of certain public places – ‘Men’ and ‘Women’ is a bit stark; ‘Ladies’ and ‘Gentlemen’ is snobbish. We can now label them ‘Patrials’ and ‘Matrials’. Old rhymes will take on a new significance:


Ten little black boys going down the mine

One forgot his pass card, then there were nine;

Nine little black boys trying to pull their weight

One was non-patrial so now there are eight.



All good clean fun, but for Christians there is the additional problem that we shall have to extend that one-sentence manifesto of the apostle Paul which forms the basis of our judgement of human beings: ‘There is neither Jew nor Gentile, bond nor free, male or female, patrial or non-patrial. All are one in Christ.’

I don’t subscribe to the view that any government which proposes legislation with which I cannot agree is composed of fiends incarnate. I’m sure they are honourable and compassionate men and women, so I hope they’ll think again about this Bill if for no other reason than that it is alien to the spirit of the greatest non-patrial of them all, Jesus of Nazareth.

BISHOP JIM THOMPSON



Faith in the City

Faith in the City was a milestone for the Church of England and the government in the Thatcher era. It was a hard-hitting report published by a commission set up by the Archbishop of Canterbury in 1983 to examine the problems of the nation’s inner cities and housing estates, and report on how the Church, government and other bodies should respond. After two years of taking evidence in the depressed inner cities, the Commission made a series of recommendations for action by both Church and government on unemployment, education, policing, social work and more. Its recommendations were widely seen as criticisms of the Thatcher government and the report provoked a storm of outrage in some quarters for being ‘too political’.

Bishop Jim Thompson had a rare talent for conveying the warmth of his physical presence in his voice. A Thought for the Day contributor for 20 years, he wasn’t on the Commission but his determination to act as a voice for the poor and marginalised in his diocese of Stepney routinely brought criticisms that he was a ‘leftie’. To Jim, living by gospel values needed no apology. But his advocacy for the poor was such that Margaret Thatcher blocked his elevation to Bishop of Birmingham. Thoughts like this wouldn’t have helped.

7 March 1984

A leading politician once suggested that the clergy should give up politics for Lent. It’s a time when Christians remember that Jesus went out into the wilderness and prayed about the role he was going to live out in Palestine. After 40 days he embarked on a very public ministry, which was to take him right to the centre of his country’s capital city – to the heart of the political arena in Jerusalem, where he was put to death by the occupying forces.

The difficulty about giving up political issues for Lent – which would in itself be a relief – is that we would have to give up praying as well. Concern about the special socio-political issues of our day grows out of prayer. Involvement is what counts to people and lends urgency to our need to pray.

To give an example: if I pray for my children at school I ask God to take care of them, that they may grow into civilised educated Christian adults. But the Lord’s commandment was to love my neighbour as myself. My neighbours in Stepney also have children, so I start praying about our schools, the pressures on staff, and the children.

That leads me to think about the future of the Inner London Education Authority and the effects it will have on the children in the poorer areas of London.

Nor do my thoughts stop there, because I think of the schools in Namibia, which I visited last October. Children there have to walk many dangerous miles to school. They cannot learn after lunch because there is no lunch. They cannot write because there are no pencils or paper. I think of children and teachers being abducted and never arriving at school at all.

So, as soon as I pray for my own children, I am into prayer about my neighbours’ children and the political issues which affect their education – whether in inner London or southern Africa.

It’s not that I believe that any party political manifesto would be the same as Jesus’s manifesto – nor do I believe it’s the task of the clergy to use their position to score party political points. Christians who pray and read their bibles may come to different political conclusions.

But to suggest that there is part of God’s world which is spiritual and another part which is political is to ghettoise religion, and de-moralise politics.

BISHOP LORD RICHARD HARRIES



The Death of Diana, Princess of Wales

The news of the death of Diana, Princess of Wales on that August morning in 1997 was so shocking and unexpected it was hard to take in, let alone process. How could anyone sum up the thoughts and reactions to this enormous loss – the loss of someone so young and vital, who so dominated our public life and media?

It fell to Richard Harries, Bishop of Oxford, to do just that. He was already a long-standing and highly respected contributor to Thought for the Day. With the instinctive response of a man of God and church leader, he spoke of the grieving family and the nature of the person taken so suddenly – and then offered prayers, which came from the depth and practice of his Christian faith to find words to console in the midst of this terrible news. Thought for the Day is not a devotional slot but there are very rare occasions when the cadence of the Prayer Book is a profound connector for many more than just those who would go to church. Bishop Richard got the tone exactly right.

31 August 1997

At a time like this we all reach for the same inadequate words. We have a sense of shock, of deep sadness, especially for the two princes – young boys who have lost their mother so suddenly. The prayers of all who pray will be with them today.

Princess Diana was the best known, the most sought after, the most photographed figure in the world, combining the glamour of a superstar with the aura of royalty and her own personal magnetism. But in the end, like each of us, she was a person with her own thoughts and struggles, her own hopes and despairs.

The real Diana, who, despite the media attention and even the friendship of her closest friends, was someone whom only she really knew – that inner person, with the scars left by her own parents’ divorce, her struggles to overcome bulimia, her unhappy marriage. How tempting it must have been for her to just not bother, to give up, to despair. But instead she made something of her life, emerging as a person in her own right – above all, drawing on the well of her own suffering to feel for others who were in pain.

Few of us are fully aware of why we do what we do, or of the range of motives that drive us. But the simple fact is that Princess Diana reached out from her own vulnerability to those in distress – to those suffering from AIDS, to children mutilated by mines – willing to touch, hold and hug both young and old. That, in a cold and cynical world, is something for which we should be profoundly thankful.

In her inner struggles it was clear too that the princess was trying to make sense of life, trying to find some meaning and purpose in it all. How far she got I don’t know. But I do know that the God to whom she goes is good and just and gentle. He is a God who knows her better than she knew herself, who desires her wellbeing more passionately than she desired it herself.

That is why, like many other Christians, I want to pray: ‘Rest eternal, grant unto them, O Lord; let light perpetual shine upon them’ – for her and for the others who were killed in the car crash. For as Saint Paul wrote, ‘I am sure that neither death nor life, nor things present, nor things to come, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.’

The fairy story has turned into a Greek tragedy. There is an inescapable tragic element to human existence. But through the cross and resurrection of Christ, tragedy does not have to be the last word. We commend her to a faithful God.

ABDAL HAKIM MURAD



The other side of Sharia law

In 2008 the Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, unwittingly lit a fire under the subject of Sharia law in Britain. At least, that was the interpretation of tabloid newspapers who were horrified at the prospect of what they saw as legal separateness for Britain’s largest minority. In a lecture on civil and religious law at the Royal Courts of Justice, Dr Williams said that giving Islamic law official status in the UK would help achieve social cohesion because some Muslims did not relate to the British legal system. Some, like Baroness Warsi, said the comments were ‘unhelpful and may add to the confusion that already exists in our communities’. But other Muslim groups supported Dr Williams’s views, which set out a broad code of conduct for all aspects of life, from diet to the wearing of the hijab.

This was a big story and Abdal Hakim Murad was exactly the right person to put it into context. A respected academic, known as Tim Winter before he converted to Islam, he is the Founder and Dean of the Cambridge Muslim College and also Director of Studies for Theology at Wolfson College Cambridge. He studied at the Al-Azhar Mosque in Cairo which is renowned as the most prestigious university in the Islamic world and is critical of extremists such as Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda.

11 February 2008

The controversy over the archbishop’s remarks on Sharia rumbles on. Tabloid newspapers and far-right pundits in particular have vented much rancour, horrified at the prospect of what they see as legal separateness for Britain’s largest minority.

As the weekend wore on, however, the mood seemed slowly to shift. There were signs that more people were actually reading the archbishop’s lecture, which was written as a subtle reflection on the right relationship between faith, law and citizenship in the modern state. And the criticisms grew more muted.

Some took the view that Dr Williams was probably right but should have expressed himself in a way that could not have been misquoted by the tabloids.

Others worked through his admittedly difficult argument, and concluded that he had been utterly misunderstood. So the Bishop of Hulme said: ‘The way he has been ridiculed, lampooned and treated by some people and indeed some of the media … is quite disgraceful.’ Similar words came from Britain’s senior woman priest, June Osborne, and the Catholic prelate, Cardinal Murphy-O’Connor.

It is now clear to most that Dr Williams, far from recommending some kind of parallel law for Muslims, was pointing out that informal religious tribunals, which already adjudicate on a limited number of civil – never criminal – matters, in a way which is entirely legal under arbitration laws, should be more systematically brought under the regulation of the legal system. He was not commending greater separateness, or an expansion of Muslim courts – quite the opposite.

Although his prose is sometimes dense, I know he thinks this because a few weeks ago I was with him in Singapore, where we were shown how many of the city’s religious minorities, including the Muslims, have their own courts to deal with civil matters such as marriage and divorce. He is interested in the challenge that religious diversity poses to a secular legal system. But he is sure that social cohesion is best served when there is a mechanism by which arbitration conducted within communities can be formally related to national law.

A storm in a teacup, then? Not quite. The issue of how faith is acknowledged in law will continue to be a tricky one, and not just for Muslims. For instance, one recent poll showed that 9 per cent of Americans think that the Bible should be their country’s only source of law, and the percentage is growing.

For me, my major reaction to this dispute has been a sadness that we are so quick to judge. There is something un-British, and certainly un-religious, about the way in which nowadays we suddenly shout and panic without ascertaining the facts.

In the Quran itself, we read: ‘O people of faith! If a person brings you some news, inquire into it carefully, lest you should harm others unwittingly and afterwards be sorry for what you did.’

CANON DR ALAN BILLINGS



The MPs’ expenses scandal

The MPs’ expenses scandal ripped through all political parties in the Houses of Parliament in 2009. Extravagant and manipulative claims made by MPs and peers were exposed by a series of leaks to the Daily Telegraph – with one of the most outlandish claims being a request that taxpayers’ money be used to pay for a floating duck island in a pond at an MP’s home. The scandal was on a serious scale and everyone knew that things would have to change. One MP confessed that MPs had ‘lost the confidence of the public and we need to get that back’.

The thoughtful style of Anglican priest Canon Dr Alan Billings made him a popular contributor. He brought to the slot his expertise as a former Director of the Centre for Ethics and Religion at Lancaster University. He had also taught the ethics of war to chaplains to the forces at the Defence Academy of the United Kingdom. And he had a very useful background in politics as a former deputy leader of Sheffield City Council. All of which was just perfect in this Thought on the ethics of MPs’ expenses.

11 May 2009

The moral high ground has become a lot less crowded in recent days as a number of former occupants have been catapulted from it. As the hapless MPs departed they left two phrases ringing in our ears. The first was, ‘I can understand the public’s anger’ and the second was ‘in good faith’. But we became angry because we found out what was going on; which begs the question, if they knew what was going on, why hadn’t they been angry too? And we didn’t doubt they acted in good faith. What made us cross was that they never seemed to query the rules by which, in good faith, they acted.

If only they had acknowledged earlier the need for a wider scrutiny and a greater transparency. And perhaps there is something in the idea of transparency that we can all reflect on for the living of our own lives.

Among the many threads that, woven together, form the Christian faith is the idea of Last Judgement. ‘Nothing is covered up’, said Jesus, ‘that will not be revealed; neither hid, that shall not be known. Whatever you have said in the darkness shall be heard in the light, and what you have whispered in private rooms shall be proclaimed upon the housetops.’

We shouldn’t misunderstand this. The Last Judgement is not the idea that after death we are all going to be cruelly tripped up or caught out – in the way the MPs no doubt feel they have been tripped up. It’s the endpoint of a life that is understood as transparent at all times, because it is transparent to God.

As the psalmist said: ‘O Lord, thou hast searched me and known me. Thou knowest when I sit down and when I rise up … Even before a word is on my tongue … thou knowest it altogether.’

At one time, the idea of being transparent to God, and a last or definitive judgement, would have been a significant part of Christian faith, and many would have lived their lives in the light of it. One reason for it receding is because some have said that if you act out of fear and not because this is how you freely want to behave, that is hardly morality.

But this misses the point. In seeking to live a moral life we need all the help we can get – all the incentives and disincentives going – because the way is narrow and we are easily blown off course.

Which brings us back to public life. If believing that our lives are transparent to God is no longer at the forefront of our minds, no longer as potent an idea as it once was, then we shall just have to rely on the Freedom of Information Act – a sort of secular equivalent of the Last Judgement!

CLIFFORD LONGLEY



The Chilcot Inquiry and a ‘Just War’

The public inquiry into the nation’s role in the Iraq War, the Chilcot Inquiry, began in 2009. Among those it questioned were the former prime minister Tony Blair and former government officials, including Alastair Campbell, the PM’s director of communications. They defended their decision to join the US invasion of Iraq as a necessary pre-emptive action to forestall the use of ‘weapons of mass destruction’ by the Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein. Other witnesses took a different view. The former international development secretary Clare Short repeatedly criticised Tony Blair and Attorney General Peter Goldsmith, alleging they had deceived MPs to obtain consent for the invasion of Iraq. Foreign Office lawyers were quizzed on the legality of the war.

Clifford Longley is a distinguished journalist who has covered British and international religious affairs for almost six decades. He has been a leader writer for The Times and Daily Telegraph, a panellist on Radio 4’s Moral Maze, and he now writes for the Catholic weekly paper The Tablet. His extensive knowledge of ethical principles – together with his clarity of thought and engaging style in unpacking the arguments – were particularly helpful when it came to analysing the workings of the Chilcot Inquiry.

1 February 2010

At the start of the Falklands War, the editor of The Times asked me to give him a clear outline of St Thomas Aquinas’s theory of the ‘Just War’. He later defended Margaret Thatcher’s policy in those terms. I’ve read in several places recently that Tony Blair also immersed himself in Thomas Aquinas as he came to his decision to join the US invasion of Iraq. He did so despite the grave doubts of the archbishops of Canterbury and Westminster on whether the invasion could satisfy the Just War criteria. The Pope and the Vatican were even more forthright, as were a large group of leading American churchmen.

When critics complain that the Iraq War was not only illegal but immoral, this must be what they are talking about. Yet the Chilcot Inquiry’s questioning of Tony Blair last Friday kept off the subject. They concentrated on the legality, as they had done with previous witnesses and no doubt will again. We can be pretty sure that had he been asked, Mr Blair could have mounted a stout defence of his policy based on the principles Thomas Aquinas set out. And there would be plenty of people ready to try to shoot holes in his arguments, including the two archbishops.

Thomas Aquinas was trying to answer the question: How do you apply Christ’s command to ‘love your enemies’ to an international conflict, and how should you treat your enemy – including non-combatants – on and off the battlefield? Thus the Just War principles apply both to the reasons for going to war and the way the war is conducted. The first question boils down to four main tests – asking, essentially, when is war the lesser of two evils:


	The damage inflicted by the aggressor on the nation or community of nations must be lasting, grave and certain.

	All other means of putting an end to it must have been shown to be impractical or ineffective.

	There must be serious prospects of success.

	And the use of arms must be proportionate, and not produce evils and disorders graver than the evil to be eliminated.


All four tests have to be passed with a reasonable degree of certainty, and they say nothing I can see that would justify pre-emptive action. There are scholars who would like Just War theory developed to take account of terrorism and weapons of mass destruction, and also the issues of humanitarian intervention and of risk assessment. There is undoubtedly a case for them to argue, as one would expect Mr Blair to do. But this lies beyond the terms of reference of the Chilcot Inquiry, evidently.

It says something about our culture that we turn to lawyers for answers to our big ethical questions rather than to philosophers or religious teachers. Yet does anybody seriously think the legal issues are more important than the moral ones?

BISHOP JAMES JONES



The Queen’s Diamond Jubilee

James Jones is widely known for his extraordinary leadership of the independent panel into the deaths of 97 football fans at Hillsborough during his time as Bishop of Liverpool. But he has also been involved in many other areas over the decades and has had many dealings with HM The Queen and, indeed, with HRH Prince Charles. The insights he gained working with the royal family informed this Thought on the anniversary of the monarch’s 60 years on the throne. The Diamond Jubilee celebrations took place at a time of austerity and so were scaled back to avoid excessive cost to taxpayers; something the Queen sensitively matched with a visibly pared-down family group on the balcony. The Duke of Edinburgh had been hospitalised for a few days with an infection, but, overall, the celebrations were a huge success and a lift for the whole country and beyond.

As Bishop James points out, the importance of the Queen’s Christian faith can sometimes get lost amid all the general coverage – until she attends the church service of Thanksgiving for her strength, wisdom and dedicated service. But it’s through such public participation that she signals to every community, and to believers from every faith tradition, that she is Defender of the Faith for them too.

6 June 2012

Although Her Majesty became Queen 60 years ago in 1952 the coronation was delayed to the following year for Winston Churchill felt the post-war economic crisis was too severe to allow anyone a day off and declared: ‘Can’t have Coronations with bailiffs in the house’!

I don’t suppose the Queen ever imagined she would be on the throne for six decades. Her father’s reign lasted only a quarter of that. In her accession speech she compared herself with the King saying: ‘My heart is too full for me to say anything more to you today than that I shall always work as my father did.’ And so she has.

A point missed by most of the commentariat is that during this Diamond Jubilee tour of the Kingdom and Commonwealth there have been so many church services – culminating in the magnificence of St Paul’s Cathedral from where the absence of the Duke of Edinburgh will be felt today. But, even without him at her side the service will be for her a spiritual finale to the hugely successful celebrations.

At the coronation service the Archbishop of Canterbury presented the Queen with the Bible and said: ‘We present you with this Book. The most valuable thing that this world affords.’ And the Moderator of the Church of Scotland continued: ‘Here is Wisdom; this is the Royal Law; these are the lively Oracles of God.’

This is the faith of the Queen as Supreme Governor of the Church of England and as Defender of the Faith.

In a recent speech at Lambeth Palace in front of the leaders of our different faith communities she explained how defending the faith included protecting ‘the free practice of all faiths in this country’ – a point first made by the Prince of Wales. Both the Queen and the Prince, because of their experience of the Commonwealth, were perhaps among the first to see that the future stability of the world depends on good relationships between the faith communities locally and globally.

Here at home the Church of England acts as the convenor of the faith communities; it also hosts the gathering of the people in tragedy and in joy; and in an atomised world it remains one of the few bonds binding us together. Such is the role of her Established Church in the twenty-first century.

Through her personal example of public prayer the Queen has signalled her own convictions about that most valuable thing that this world affords.

So, when the history of her reign is finally written, there ought to be at least one chapter on how she herself has kept alive the rumour of faith in an age of doubt.

The title of such a chapter? ‘The Faithful Queen’.

RABBI LORD JONATHAN SACKS



Margaret Thatcher’s funeral

The funeral of Margaret Thatcher was going to require a very sensitive, finely judged script for Thought for the Day. Her achievements and national importance as our first woman prime minister were indisputable. But so was the bitter resentment in which she was held in many parts of former industrial Britain. It was impossible to know whether her legacy would be as divisive as her political reputation. The Church of England, despite having been once dubbed ‘the Tory Party at prayer’, had a pretty challenging track record with her. The strength of feeling among her admirers and critics was, in many ways, the only thing that connected them. Striking the right tone on the day of her funeral was going to be tricky for Thought as an unchallenged single-voice talk in the middle of a news programme. How could we be impartial and respectful without further inflaming those who had actually rejoiced at her passing?

In the end, the choice came down to one person. Rabbi Lord Sacks was one of the intellectual giants of his generation, who had always combined speaking from the heart with a theological integrity that appealed just as much to those with no faith as to religious believers. In fact, it was his hallmark. He was the consummate broadcaster and he had had a lengthy relationship with Mrs Thatcher. We spoke about the nature of the day, and the considerations for Thought, but, as always, he was aware of the pitfalls. The script arrived in good time the day before the funeral, and I didn’t need to change a word.

17 April 2013

As the funeral service for Margaret Thatcher takes place today, I will be thinking not of the public person but of the private one. I knew her when I was a child at school. She was my local MP, and when I had an essay to write about politics, I used to go and see her in her constituency office, to hear what she had to say.

I remember once mentioning the words ‘proportional representation’ and she glared at me as if I had committed a cardinal sin. ‘You’re not a liberal, are you?’ she said. And I had hurriedly to say that I wasn’t advocating it, just writing an essay about it.

Even then, back in 1963, she was being described as a parliamentary Boadicea, brandishing Hansard in one hand and a handbag in the other. Yet she was always willing to help a 15-year-old schoolboy whose political affiliation she didn’t know and who wouldn’t even have a vote for another six years.

In public, her leadership style was more like Moses than Aaron, more conviction and confrontation than compromise and conciliation. But we need both. Aaron was more loved than Moses. The sages said that when Aaron died, everyone mourned, but when Moses died, not everyone did. But without Moses, there would not have been a Jewish people. Sometimes leaders have to be strong at the cost of being divisive, because they see no other way of getting from here to there.

Years later, in 1997, I wrote a book about politics to challenge the statement attributed to her that ‘there is no such thing as society’. I thought she’d never speak to me again, but she read it, and commended it to her friends, and stayed as warm as ever.

Which says a lot. She read. She loved ideas. She was intensely considerate to those with whom she worked. And even most of her critics didn’t doubt her integrity or courage, or the dignity she showed in her last difficult years. Such values matter in a free society, because politics is about conflict, and without civility it can quickly degenerate into abuse and the war of all against all.

Those who serve their country with dedication and distinction deserve respect in life. How much more so in death. And she did so serve, with all her heart. She loved Britain, and fought for it. She loved responsibility and practised it. She loved freedom and lived for it. She was a fighter all her life. And now in death may her soul find peace.

AKHANDADHI DAS



A historic handshake

Part of the multi-faith journey during the span of Thought for the Day has been successfully delivered by contributors such as Akhandadhi Das, a Vaishnava teacher and theologian. Originally from Belfast, he was a convert to Hinduism who became Principal of Bhaktivedanta Manor, which was for a long time the best-known Hindu temple in Britain.

In June 2012 there was a historic moment for the Northern Ireland peace process, when the Queen met and shook hands with Sinn Fein’s deputy first minister Martin McGuinness, a former IRA commander. In the knowledge that the Queen had lost a member of her own family during the Troubles, it was described as a ‘momentous step forward’ as they joined in a gesture that would once have been unthinkable.

Akhandadhi’s Thought was written with a personal appreciation of the enormity of the meeting for both of them and he wrote about forgiveness – a subject universally understood. He brought to it both his experience of Northern Ireland plus new stories and fresh insights from the Hindu tradition that broadened our understanding of this extraordinary moment.

27 June 2012

It’s an everyday act so habitual we rarely consider its meaning but, today, one brief handshake will carry enormous significance and symbolism. The Queen and Deputy First Minister Martin McGuinness will shake hands at a charity reception in Belfast.

This meeting raises all sorts of conflicting issues and deep emotions for the people of Northern Ireland and beyond. It is precisely because it evokes decades, indeed centuries, of tragic history, of personal and collective hurt and loss, that so many of us are moved by the gesture and hopeful of the future it may contribute to.

The Hindu epic, the Mahabharata, recognises the difficult act of balancing justice and forgiveness. Does reconciliation imply condoning past actions? Does it deny consolation to victims by not bringing perpetrators to justice? One sage suggests that there are times for responding with strong action and there are times for forgiveness. Both may be justified in certain circumstances. But, it is knowing which to apply and when that brings peace and progress.

There’s a feeling that the meeting of the Queen and Mr McGuinness could not have happened in days gone past. We weren’t ready for it perhaps – being still caught up in the politics and the experiences of the Troubles. This is natural, says the Mahabharata, because the tendency is to think that forceful response is real action by our leaders; it’s only later we see how such an approach may prolong, rather than curtail, continued violence. As it says: if the injured return their injuries, if the defamed return the words spoke against them, or the oppressed become the oppressor, what is the hope for future generations? It’s only if people can be as forgiving as Mother Earth that there can be life, peace and prosperity.

Returning regularly to my home town, I have seen how incredibly the province has moved on and this act of reconciliation represents the current mood of the majority. Even so, drawing a line with the past today is a brave and bold step by both the individuals and their communities.

One Hindu saint commented: there’s just one fault in those who forgive, and that is that the foolish regard them as weak. But, ignore that – he said – forgiveness is actually a great power. It is the ornament of the strong.

Today’s simple handshake may help the people of Northern Ireland make further progress. It will hearten many more who wish peace for the province. It may also stand as an example that, whatever situation we find ourselves in, the time always comes when forgiveness and reconciliation are the all-important keys to a better future. As the Mahabharata says: knowledge leads to true satisfaction; kindness gives lasting happiness; and forgiveness brings the greatest peace.

REV. DR ROB MARSHALL



The forgotten army

Rob Marshall is an Anglican priest, originally from the north-east, who has a way of being able to read his Thought in such a conversational tone that he exudes the feeling he’s talking to a single listener. More often than not he has written for Saturday mornings, so although there’s often as much news as on a weekday, his natural people-focused approach is a great strength in matching the weekend mood.

In this script he brings that direct conversational style to bear on the 70th anniversary of VJ Day. The veterans of the war in the Far East had always felt overlooked during the celebrations for Victory in Europe in 1945. But in 2015 they were given a solemn and heartfelt tribute by the prime minister, David Cameron, who spoke of the deaths, appalling injuries and torture they had endured, and thanked them for all they had suffered for our freedoms. In this Thought Rob Marshall draws on ancient words that offer a glimpse of a shared human experience from many centuries past to illuminate today’s wrongs and injustices.

15 August 2015

Some historians have attributed the title ‘the forgotten army’ to those who continued to fight in the Far East in 1945 after the war had ended in Europe. Such a description gives added poignancy to today’s VJ Day commemorations.

The 2.5 million British and Commonwealth Service Personnel evidently felt even more cut off from their loved ones back home than those who had served in Europe. Communication was difficult and journeys backwards and forwards by sea, often intolerable.

But when it was announced, 70 years ago to this very day, that Japan had surrendered, King George VI prophesied in his speech to the nation that ‘we shall feel the inevitable consequences [of this terrible war] long after we have all forgotten our rejoicing today’.

I’ve been looking at the experiences of some of the veterans and their families who will take part in today’s ceremonies across the country.

Alfred Nellis served in the 9th Coast Regiment Royal Artillery. His son Michael says, on the website ‘Far Eastern Heroes’, that his father was shocked by the pain he went through when he came home. He met the two children he hardly knew. His dad, Michael says, wanted the world to understand what he had been through. But there was some reticence. It was hard to explain. Better not to talk about it. Just leave it there.

This is perhaps where the notion of a forgotten army came in. They were not talked about enough. Three hundred thousand prisoners of war in the Far East, of which one third died in captivity. Perhaps we just couldn’t grasp the enormity of it all, with the world in such a state?

Many of us will have experienced, in very different ways of course, what it’s like to be forgotten. It’s rarely pleasant. But I was surprised, when looking this week, to see how common a complaint it is in the Old Testament … ‘Oh God – why have you forgotten me – why have others not appreciated all that I have done – why am I being ignored?’ Such a lament has a rhythm in the psalms – particularly in Psalm 31: ‘I am forgotten, as though I were dead. I am like a broken vessel.’

So if being forgotten can be described in terms of a shattered vase or a damaged piece of fragile pottery – it’s easy to suggest that the opposite is simply to be recognised and remembered, helping to repair through an act of restitution.

Today Britain will remember the courage and huge sacrifice of those who fought and those who died in the Far East. The 70 years between then and now will not diminish our empathy or gratitude. This is no forgotten army.

FRANCIS CAMPBELL



After the Brexit vote – what now?

Francis Campbell is the softly spoken Northern Irishman who brought to the Thought rota a world of experience in politics, diplomacy and religion. He had worked with Tony Blair and his team in Number 10, held a historic diplomatic post in Rome – the first British Roman Catholic ambassador to the Pope since the Reformation – before being posted to Karachi in Pakistan, a place not without dangers for a Christian. He later returned to the Foreign Office in London before changing tack completely and entering higher education to set up a new university: St Mary’s University at Twickenham in London.

In the days after the Brexit referendum, it was clear that the pre-vote level of division in the electorate was going to be manifested in great elation or disappointment for each camp after it. England and Wales backed ‘Leave’ but Scotland and Northern Ireland voted ‘Remain’ – and the overall vote was very close at 52 to 48 per cent. But whatever a person’s view, it was universally agreed this was an important and far-reaching moment politically for the United Kingdom. And Francis Campbell had a heartfelt message, which came from the experience of growing up amid the violence of a divided society during the Troubles.

27 June 2016

The question about our role in the world, and whether we want to be in the EU or not, has thrown up an internal question about the cohesiveness of our own society. The divisions run deep and are quite emotional, compounded by geographic, national, economic, social and cultural differences. Representative democracy also seems pitted against direct democracy. None of these divisions will be resolved easily, or in haste.

Having represented the United Kingdom as a diplomat for nearly 20 years, I have seen similar situations in other countries and reported back to London on crises and upheavals. In my view, when faced with times of tension, uncertainty and unease, diplomacy is always preferable to dogmatic or dictatorial behaviour, even if there is a part of the human mind that craves certainty. Rash judgements or loud voices rarely capture the complexity of the challenge, bring healing or solve the problem.

Our risk in this fast-moving scenario is that we act before we think and find ourselves sleep-walking into an even more divisive society which future generations will struggle to overcome.

So how do we pause amid the pressure of the quick and the instant and a pace of development that seems to change by the hour? A good starting point is the question which the lawyer posed to Jesus: ‘Who is my neighbour?’

That question resonates with us particularly today as we ask it within the UK and within our continent and world. Jesus’ response to the lawyer was to tell him the parable of the Good Samaritan who helped the stranger while two others simply walked
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