Speaking to the mood of
the nation in the wake of
the Covid-19 crisis
The Very Reverend Adrian Dorber, Dean of Lichfield
Space for Learning - 1 June 2020

MOOD OF THE NATION

1

Introduction
I'm offering a few reflections and resources to help us think through the
extraordinary times we have been living in. There has been a flurry of ecclesiastical
comment on the Dominic Cummings affair but we haven't heard much from official
sources about what kind of hope and vision the Christian faith brings to bear on our
corporate life as communities and as a nation.
Everyone involved in Christian ministry faces the responsibility not only of leading
and guiding part of the Church but also in caring for, responding to, and bringing blessing
and critique to the wider community in which the Church is set. We've all had to face
questions from worried people recently, not only existential questions about suffering and
death, but "what's going on?" "What will the new normal look like?" "Are our children's
prospects threatened?" "Will life be worse for most of us?" Will the goodwill and
neighbourliness we've discovered be forgotten or squandered?" "Has the crisis been a
wake-up call to live differently, more sustainably, more together?”
There are no easy answers but there are good resources to help shape conversations
and inspire appropriate action. I would like to invite wider discussion from across the
Diocese in imagining what a post-Covid-19 society might look like and how faith
communities can articulate their faith and values as a contribution to public thinking and
an inspiration to promoting the common good. I'll try and host an occasion later in the
year when some of our thinking can be shared.

Speaking to the mood of the nation in the wake of the
Covid-19 Crisis: A Resource complied by the Dean of
Lichfield, Adrian Dorber.
How to use the material
The aim of this resource pack is to help you reflect on the experience of the
pandemic, to gather those reflections together if you wish to contribute to a wider
discussion later in the year, reckon with some journalistic readings of the crisis, have a
look at a 'green' reading of the crisis, take on board a contentious verdict on the failure of
our culture, and remind ourselves of what we already know - our tradition of Social
Theology with its foundations in scripture, tradition, reason and experience. Finally, to
consider what bodies (Church/civil) we can address or dialogue with and what we'd feel
able or empowered to say or share or explore.
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A. Starting Point: the seven-fold inventory
1. To cope with the challenge of ministry in the crisis, what have you (and your
church community) had to develop that you would like to further develop?
2. How have you been interpreting the crisis for yourself and for the community?
3. What kind of communication have you received or you have been able to make
with parish and congregation during lockdown?
4. What's been good about your communication: given and received?
5. What's been difficult or painful news or comment to give or receive?
6. What experiences have been liberating at a pastoral and personal level?
7. What's my self-understanding in the light of recent experience?
B. The Journalistic Pieces (and the long paper 'A Green House Gas' by John Barry)
In this bundle of different kinds of perspectives and outlooks:
•

what strikes you as pertinent, helpful, provocative?

•

what chimes with your understanding of Christian social ethics?

•

what stretches your understanding of Christian social ethics?

•

what fully contradicts or relativises your understanding of Christian social
ethics?

1. Simon Tisdall's article from The Observer.
As we emerge from crisis we need a revolution for a born-again world.
2. Peter Hennessy's article from The Tablet.
The corona experience, though suffused in tragedy, has shown us the very
best of ourselves.
3. Matthew Parris's article from The Spectator.
The difficult balance of public vs political agony.
4. If you've got time, read the long (15 pages) paper from John Barry from the
Green House think tank. Download paper here
C. The contentious conclusion of Adrian Pabst's book, The Demons of Liberal
Democracy (Polity Press, 2019, pp. 149-152)
Pabst is a practising Christian, part of the Radical Orthodoxy Movement. As you
read this piece, what challenges or affirms your understanding of the moral
foundation of society and how it should be ordered? (You might want to do this
part of the resource pack with colleagues or friends - it might make for a sparky
conversation!)
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D. Have a look at my reflection on social theology: Notes on Anglican Social Theology its practice and reception.
•

What would you add or what perspectives would you want to bring or what other
emphasis would you add that you believe to be really helpful or significant?

•

Anything you would wish to challenge?
Think of your sources.
1. Which passages in the Bible speak significantly to God's concern for justice, peace
and flourishing? Pentateuch? Psalms? Prophets? Wisdom literature? Gospels?
Epistles? Revelation?
2. On which Christian thinkers do you base your views about the inter-relationship of
the Church and society and society's proper ordering?
3. Thinking of the past two months, what has given you grounds for hope? What has
been your biggest fear for society once the crisis ends? If you had the gift of
prophecy, what would you feel called to say?

E. Who are your conversation partners in Church and Community?
•

Local church

•

Ecumenical partners

•

Local authorities

•

Local civic associations

•

Political parties

•

Special interest groups

•

An event you can convene

•

Who are the people who have to be listened to?

•

How to share your learning/experience in the Diocese?

Adrian Dorber
May 2020
(Please see my suggestions for further reading if you wish to pursue things.)
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Further Reading
Nicholas Sagovsky, Christian Tradition and the Practice of Justice, SPK, 2008
Will Hutton, How Good We Can Be: Ending the Mercenary Society and Building a Great
Country, Little Brown, 2015
Malcolm Brown (ed.), Anglican Social Theology, Church House Publishing, 2014
Simon Cuff, Love in Action: Catholic Social Teaching for Every Church, SCM Press, 2019
Rowan Williams, 'Knowing Our Limits', Crisis and Recovery: Ethics, Economics and Justice,
eds. Rowan Williams and Larry Elliott, Palgrave Macmillan, 2010
Justin Welby, Reimaging Britain: Foundations for Hope, Bloomsbury 2018
Virginia Moffatt (ed.), Reclaiming the Common Good - how Christians can help rebuild
our broken world, Darton Longman Todd, 2017
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Notes on Anglican Social Theology its practice and reception
Adrian Dorber
Anglican Social Theology (Public Theology) has been through many phases of style
and content. Quite right! It has ranged from weighty reports such as "Faith in the City',
'The Church and the Bomb' (based very much on Royal Commission methodology:
examine the evidence, point out what is wrong and all people of reason and goodwill will
agree with you), to more fragmentary, prophetic critiques based on the lived experience of
the poor and the marginalised. The towering figure of Archbishop William Temple
(1881-1944) and his legacy 'Christianity and the Social Order' remains one of the
outstanding attempts to enable Christians respond to God through worship, reflection and
action with fidelity and an adequate grasp of society. More recently, Evangelical social
theology has been prominent with its basis in social activism, moving from a concern with
the personal and domestic to matters of structural injustice such as poverty and racial
discrimination, housing, education and welfare.
Wherever one takes one's stand in the rich pattern of Anglican thought, it has to be
acknowledged that there is remarkable ecumenical convergence between the Catholic and
Anglican communions in the area of social thought. Catholic social teaching has been
described as the Catholic Church's "best kept secret". Archbishop Justin Welby has paid
tribute to his own indebtedness to this body of thought. He called it "the applied
outworking of the good news of Jesus Christ in terms of social structures and social
justice: a series of brilliant reflections on the nature of a functional and just society."
Much of the official thinking of the two Church hierarchies has followed this
trajectory. Its fundamental principles are:
•

The fundamental nature of human dignity

•

The Common Good

•

Solidarity

•

Subsidiarity

•

Social Sin

•

The preferential option for the poor
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Simon Cuff has summarised these principles very well (Cuff, Love in Action, SCM
Press, 2019, p. civ-xv):
"The inalienable dignity of each and every human being has
its basis in the fact of our creation by and in the image of God.
The Common Good is that which builds up the entire
human race. the relationships between each of us make up the
solidarity which strengthens the human race and builds up the
body of Christ. The relationships within and across that race
and body, and the intermediary groups which mediate between
the individual and the whole constitute subsidiarity, which
keeps the power of decision-making close to those affected by
any decision to be made.
Where these decisions are exercised poorly or selfishly, or in
the interests of certain individuals or parts of the body, we see
the effect of social sin. Such sin is part of the world of
competing interests in which we live, where conflicting claims
and interests can be made on the same resources. In deciding
between such claims, the preferential option for the poor
reminds the whole of the human race that focusing on the
poorest members of that race enables the flourishing of all. It
should be obvious that in combination these principles
strengthen the flourishing of the entire human race, and enable
every member to live out the abundance of the human life to
which God wills us all. This is as true of the body of Christ as of
the human race as a whole."
Of course, all this calls into question the kind of market fundamentalism enunciated
by many economists - "The business of business is business and business alone" (Milton
Friedman) - The duty of company directors is to shareholders and shareholders alone. Of
course, it was and is claimed that a rising tide of prosperity lifts all boats; wealth trickles
down from the top and eventually helps everyone. Yet markets depend equally on social
capital and trust. The common good is an operating principle for every healthy and loving
family however constituted and most of the institutions that care for us and educate us do
not operate on a profit motive but on mutuality. The NHS represents the principle that the
health care interests of everyone are the responsibility of everyone. Few would regards
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paying tax to support the NHS as a charitable donation or those who use the NHS as
being selfish: it is a civic responsibility for a shared benefit - for the common good.
The pastoral dilemma many of us face is that we work with people forced to live a
divided life. There's the everyday 'social self' on one hand, where the culture and ethos of
the common good is taken for granted and normative. On the other hand, there is a
workplace culture where neoliberal individualism and the ethos of self-interest are part
and parcel of holding a job. Living in two camps is a strain. It can be argued that the
conflict is resolved by taking the values of the workplace into the home and into social
life. This is a profound misreading of human nature: we are not isolated consumers. If we
treat each other as if we were, social trust is quickly corroded. The basis of all moral
human agency has to be some level of trust. Without it there is de-personalisation,
indifference and violence.
If we understand that men, women and children have inalienable rights because of
their dignity as creatures made in the image and likeness of God, that human life is
precious, then solidarity expresses a natural law, a truth about human nature, a basic
instinct that we belong to one another. Hence any economic theory that claims to be based
on truths about human nature ought to be aligned with it. Competition is embedded in
nature, but so is cooperation, collaboration and reciprocity. Solidarity rescues human life
from being what Thomas Hobbes described as "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short".
Equally, we have to acknowledge that terrible things have happened in the name of
the 'collective' and this is where solidarity has to be corrected and checked by subsidiarity,
the notion that families, individuals, small units, local societies have a natural inclination
to self-determination and therefore, to a degree, of self-government. Yet, the main tenets of
social theology face pugnacious tabloid mockery, and we can be under no illusion about
the fierceness of those who hold contrary views. Listen to Will Hutton:
"Church leaders who inveigh against the injustices of our
society are regarded with amused indifference as emissaries
from planet God - literally a universe apart, and in such decline
that their moral intensity is eccentric, or from the perspective of
the right, motivated by political malevolence."
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"It was ironic that it fell to Rupert Murdoch's daughter,
Elizabeth, giving the McTaggart lecture at the Edinburgh T.V.
Festival in 2012, to argue that what was happening was to
establish profit and the market as the only valid 'sorting
mechanism' in society. But 'it's us, human beings, we the people
who create the society we want, not profit', she insisted. The
consequence, she said, was 'an unsettling death of integrity
across so many of our institutions'. Integrity had collapsed, she
argued, because of the collective acceptance of a libertarian
belief in an individual's calculus of profit and loss. She
continued: 'it's increasingly apparent that the absence of
purpose, of moral language within government, media or
business could become one of the most dangerous own goals
for capitalism and freedom'."
The opportunities and threats of our current situation seem beautifully balanced. Yet
we're in the days after Pentecost and rather than regard the Holy Spirit as solely an inhouse refreshing agency, it is right to regard the Spirit as the one who also re-births the
Earth in righteousness.
"Come Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful people.
Come Holy Spirit, and renew the face of the Earth.”
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