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I think groups in a hundred break into smaller groups of a size where people can be comfortable. Naively, I think I expected the London Diocesan Synod to behave with Christian spirit but, I think that was naïve. I think most people who get elected to a body like that, or indeed onto the General Synod (which is the top body, and which I have no aspirations to), I think at those levels, church politics and church finances take over and I think the milk of human kindness has tended to drop out of the picture. It is, at that level, politics. And I think (what was this? Possibly 10 years ago) the Elders of the Church in London saw me simply as a disabled laywoman, and I think they actually thought I was trying to interfere. I don’t think they saw somebody like me as having a role, and, intriguingly, on my last meeting, a young woman came to speak to me, and she had both her wrists and hands in braces. I don’t know what her problem was exactly, but, she said it was a painful condition, and although she was walking perfectly normally and had perfectly unaffected speech, she said she too had been totally ignored. Whether, in some basic way it goes back to the Old Testament view that you need to be perfect to serve the Church, I hate to think it’s that visceral, but I think when a group is large enough for each individual to think it could be left to somebody else to break the ice, the ice never gets broken, and, as I say, the lesson I learnt was not to attempt to break into such a group. That’s the cowards’ way, I know, but I allowed myself to make that rule for my future action because I thought, in my late, late fifties I’d got the excuse for seeking the slightly easier option, and I think these tough matters of breaking in were frankly, well not European (?), not to be wanted. I don’t see why I should bother with that any more. I’ve left it to younger people.   

And to what extent have you been aware of debate within the Church about, in particular I suppose, the Church of England’s reaction to disability and people with disabilities?

I, for a short time, was part of a body called CHAD (Church Action on Disability), where it produced a magazine, and its raison d’être was to make churches and church life accessible to disabled people. I think it had, and in fact where it was known, it ran short of money, and I dropped off (quite literally) it’s editorial board because in the effort to save money it said it was going to go into a virtual editorial board, and I never got asked to do any more. So I’ve lost touch with it, but I think CHAD had an influence. I think the Disability Discrimination Act, which is requiring churches to make themselves accessible, that will have a far-reaching influence because it will really force churches to have ramps, and loops, and larger texts, and that sort of thing. What I didn’t say earlier on is after I’d been at St Mark’s for 20 years I had a serious disagreement with the then new young vicar, and we disagreed over the sexuality of God. I said I thought God might possibly be beyond gender, and Father Jeremy told me I was in total error, which I thought was a bit strong. So I’d often thought I would be happier at a church called St James’s, which was about a mile and a half away, and I tried it, and I was welcomed in and drawn into somebody’s pew, and I have felt more at home at St James’s than anywhere else. I’ve joined the PCC [Parochial Church Council]. I’m again on the Deanery Synod. I type the weekly pew sheet. I feel very much part of the gang, if you like. It is an inclusive church and when it came to considering access, the architect recommended that we put in a lift up to the level of the alter rail and I discouraged this, because I felt very few people would want to risk the noise of a lift, half-way through the congregation receiving Communion, and instead (because I encouraged Father Evans to give it more thought) we now receive communion at the bottom of the Sanctuary steps, and it is inclusive, because everybody can get there. I think it’s a better solution. I didn’t want the church to pay several thousand pounds for a lift, and then find that nobody would use it. 

And you’ve found in your experience of church life, different congregations, different churches, not just subtle differences in atmospheres and nuance, but actual perceivable differences then?

Oh yes, very perceivable differences. I don’t think towards disability in particular. I think St James’s is so welcoming, or I feel it to be welcoming because it welcomes everybody. Father Evan is openly gay, and it’s not something that is flaunted, it’s not an issue, but because he is inclusive in his viewpoint and because he welcomes whoever wishes to come, I think a proportion of the congregation has come to that church in particular, because of its inclusive nature and, in particular, because of him. And, for instance, the day my father died and this is nothing to do with disability, it was a bereavement suffered by a parishioner, Father Evan found time to come and visit that day. Now that meant a lot to me, and it strengthened my attachment to the church and to his ministry. I think an inclusive church is one that includes everyone, and, in fact, I’m beginning to get involved in the gay issue myself, even though I’m not myself gay, but I think there is quite a lot in common with the people who have found it difficult to accept disabled people as part of the community, are often the same people who find it difficult to contemplate gay people having a normal part. And I think just as people no longer usually believe the biblical teaching that people with epilepsy, and probably cerebral palsy, are ‘inhabited by the devil or demons’, which is how the Bible describes them, I think that the biblical view of homosexuality is probably now, should be consigned to history. 

And to what extent is there an ongoing debate within the Church, a theological debate if you will, about disability?

I don’t know. Only last Sunday in his sermon there was a statement made, about the late Pope writing to the late Cardinal of Westminster, Basil Hume, talking about his cancer as being ‘something that God had permitted him to endure’, and I took issue with the preacher over this because it immediately raised my hackles, as suggesting that illness and disability are imposed as tests by God. I’m supersensitive about this. The unfortunate preacher naturally said that wasn’t what he had intended to say, but I told him, ‘That was what I had heard, and if that was really what he meant, I would leave the church and never come back.’ Naturally he backtracked fast, but I think there is still a thread running through the Church. I think I have many times heard preachers set out to, in sermons, asking, ‘Why pain, and why illness, and why disability?’ They have never come up with an answer to the questions they posed – an answer that I find comfortable with. I’ve found my own answer, but it’s not something I’ve read anywhere. My own answer is that it is part of the evil that is in the world. It is, if you like, dealt out by the force of evil. I resist, entirely, any idea that it is dealt by a good God. To me, it can’t be God-imposed. So long as I can cope with the idea of indiscriminate evil, I can’t cope with the idea of disability being part of a grand test. It comforts me. It may not please everyone, but it’s my own solution to my own problem.

[End of recording.]
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