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Peace church in a world of conflict
When Barbara asked me to speak today, I was pleased to accept. Then for the time since I
have been concerned about what I would say! Looking at ‘How can we be true to our 
vocation as peace churches’ presents me with a big problem. The Anglican Church and 
more specifically the Church of England is far from being a ‘peace church’. 

From my accent you can guess I was not raised in the UK. I was not even raised in the 
Anglican Church, although I have been a member for over four decades. I found – and if I 
am honest still find - it difficult to relate to what an ‘Established Church’ is. For some time I 
struggled to find an expression of my view of peace within the Church. Then a chance 
change had me seeking out back copies of the New Internationalist, where I had seen an 
advert that said ‘Say No to War’. That is how I found the Anglican Pacifist Fellowship – to 
my mind still the best kept secret in the Anglican Communion.

Not only did I find myself among other Anglicans that felt Iike I did about war, but 
discovered that others had held these views throughout recent centuries. There is even a 
memorial in Westminster Abbey that recognises a pacifist and says that on the plaque – 
Thomas Clarkson. Over the years I have learned the stories of many who have spoken out
against war. I was fortunate to meet some of the men and women who were conscientious 
objectors here in WW2. I was inspired to join their work. I realise that the struggle that they
had taken to open eyes and bring the Anglican Church back to the total rejection of war is 
ongoing.

APF is nearing the end of its 80th anniversary year. Founded in the build up to the Second 
World War, it has continued as a witness first within the Church of England and now 
throughout the Anglican Communion. 

Sadly I have no secret plan on how to move the ‘Established Church’ from ‘Just War’ 
Theory. Many more eloquent and knowledgeable than me have tried and are continuing to 
try to bring peace and non-violence to the core of the Church. We supported a recent 
conference in Scotland on ‘Reclaiming the Gospel of Non-violence’ and undertake 
activities and actions to help with this goal. APF’s sister organisation in the US – the 
Episcopal Peace Fellowship – produced a bumper sticker a few years ago that said ‘Peace
IS the Church’s business’. To me this says it all.

I would like to share with you something one of our APF Counsellors wrote for our 
anniversary “The fact that we are and remain a minority in society and in the Church 
should not daunt us. With all those who recognise the evil of war and are prepared to act 
on it, we will persevere. To those who put their faith in armed might, we will continue to be 
a threat. We must show that our dream of a world without war is realistic. If the world is to 
be saved, the power of non-violence will help to save it. We are not dreamers but actors. 
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Amazingly President Kennedy said, before he was killed: “War will exist until that day when
the conscientious objector enjoys the same reputation and prestige the warrior does 
today.” We have a long, long way to go on that road. May God give us the time to reach 
the destination. If the Church does not tread that path, who will?” That was from Canon 
Paul Oestriecher, whom I am sure needs no introduction to any of you.

If we are not dreamers but actors, what should we be doing? I would say one of the main 
things we need to do is identify and work with those who are already interested in some 
aspect of ‘the play’ we are trying to get on the stage. It is hard to find people who are ‘pro 
violence’. If I am honest one of the things that strikes me about most people I know in my 
everyday life, is that they have not actually thought about it. The voice of non-violence 
does not feature in the media. 

I recently read a report that stated:

In an increasingly uncertain world, where more than 1 in 5 people’s lives are affected by 
conflict, the Global Peace Index estimates that only around $10 billion was spent on 
peacebuilding in 2016.
This is about half a percent of the $1.72 trillion spent on the military in the same period 
and less than one percent of the $1.04 trillion of lost economic growth caused by war. Yet, 
every $1 invested in peacebuilding reduces the costs of conflict by $16, and there is 
increasing evidence that peacebuilding works, provided it is sustained and done at an 
appropriate scale.

Now imagine if that were the basis of a Panorama programme or featured as a series of 
reports on the television news? 

To me it seems that, as with the group calling for talks on these statements, many 
organisations as well as individuals are looking at what has traditionally been the focus of 
the peace and non-violent movement. 

There are three key words emerging, and they do not all mean the same: nonviolence, 
reconciliation and pacifism. Reconciliation is in vogue, especially in the Anglican Church, it 
being a passion of the present Archbishop of Canterbury. But you can support violent 
conflict and still be committed to post-conflict peace making. Nonviolence is more about a 
way of being and, in non-violent direct action is about a way of campaigning. Recent 
Vatican developments in favour of the explicit promotion of nonviolence are extraordinary, 
and we will need to think how we can get others take note. Pacifism implies a level of 
objection to war, but says nothing about a lifestyle of peace. Many words could be said 
about how these three concepts relate, or don’t relate, to each other. But with them being 
more in the public awareness, how can we input to the discussions?

Recently, I have read the Christian Aid Strategy on ‘Tackling Violence, Building Peace’. 
This is based on the Sustainable Development Goal 16 on ‘Peace, Justice and Strong 
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Institutions’. One and a half billion people live in areas affected by fragility, conflict or large-
scale criminal violence. These countries typically have the highest poverty rates and are 
seemingly trapped in endless cycles of violence and conflict. Goal 16 acknowledges that 
without tackling violence and building peace there can be no sustainable development. 

There is a venerable organisation in the Anglican Communion – going for 142 years – 
known as The Mothers Union (more than just the WI at prayer). In recent years they have 
been campaigning about sexual and gender-based violence including that used as 
weapons of war. Many of their members are living in areas of conflict.

The United Nations Association is promoting the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear 
Weapons.

Now, I have named these three as a few of the many organisations which are now looking 
actively at aspects of non-violence and peace, but whom I do not think I would list in my 
‘top 20 of collaborators’ for peacemaking.

Going back to the brief for today ‘How can we encourage and support one another to link 
belief and practice, to bring the biblical call to nonviolence from the margins to the centre 
of the churches’ I want to suggest that one of the ways to do this is to work with those, like 
the three organisations I have mentioned, to find common ground. By working alongside 
them we will be able to share our witness to the Gospel of non-violence.

I feel I must mention some of the ways that APF is supporting others. 

We have funded a major project by the Peace Museum – Peace and Faith – that is 
working with women from different faith backgrounds to explore common history of 
peacemaking and peacemakers across the Abrahamic faiths. Working with the Peace 
Museum we have developed an exhibition on Peace and Faith which is presently on public
view in Oxford Cathedral.

Our members in Zimbabwe are working to support the establishment of ‘peace clubs’ for 
young people. This has been going on for the past three years as a way of avoiding 
violence in the build up to the national elections in 2018.

We have given the Peace Education Network resource on ‘Teach Peace’ – assemblies for 
5-12 year olds – to numerous schools.

We continue to support the Week of Prayer for World Peace that APF initiated 43 years 
ago, including the annual Wilson/Hinkes Peace Award which we sponsor. This recognises 
grassroots individuals and projects that further peace, justice and reconciliation.

BUT, and it is a big BUT we are still not making much progress in our stated aim to ‘work 
to transform our Anglican Communion and the world to overcome those factors that lead to
war within and between nations.’
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I am hoping, like you all, to get more insights and ideas from today to bring back to APF. 
So that to slightly re-word Barbara’s outline - that our message is being heard and is 
regarded as practical.

One final thing I would like to bring up. I raised this issue at the FOR conference in 2014. I 
got a bit emotional when I spoke, as an experience I had had was still quite raw. The issue
is ‘duty to protect’. Sometimes you can dodge a difficult issue, but then one day it hits you 
head on. That happened to me in December 2013. I was working as a VSO volunteer in 
South Sudan, when the current sadly still ongoing civil war broke out. It was frightening to 
see a country move from peace to war in hours – everything calm and normal on Sunday 
and by noon on Monday half the country in full blown war. We were especially worried 
about one of our South Sudanese colleagues who was in Akobo up on the Ethiopian 
border.  Frank was there doing work with local police on justice issues. This area was 
especially violent. On Wednesday we were so pleased to receive a text that Frank had 
gone into the UN compound. The area was one where there was still a need for UN 
Peacekeepers even after independence. There was a contingent of 40 Indian 
Peacekeepers stationed there. By then a full country evacuation had been called and a 
few of us who were not South Sudanese met to say ‘good bye’ on the Thursday. My phone
pinged. The text message said Please pray for me. We have been attacked. Four UN 
Peacekeepers dead. I am very fearful for my life. Our phones were very basic but I knew it 
must be Frank. The next day I was evacuated down to Entebbe. No news from Frank. 
Then on Saturday morning another text saying he had made it to Malakal and I have said I
will never receive another text with such joy. I later learned that the UN compound had 
been attacked by 2,000 armed men. Of the civilians that had entered for safety only four – 
including Frank – escaped unhurt and most were killed.

How do we as pacifist respond to the challenge that seems more and more common in this
Century that does not see ‘traditional war between nations’ but where civilians are not only 
targets and often targets for eradication? My request in 2014 was to have this discussion 
with my fellow Christian pacifists. It is now one of the main things that people bring up in 
‘what about …?’ when they learn I am a pacifist rather than the ‘what about Hitler?’. I 
repeat my request for that discussion today.

To end, I am reminded of a lovely lady from Hertfordshire I met at the 60th anniversary 
conference of APF. People were sharing why they had joined the Fellowship. She said she
joined as an 18 year old in the late 1930’s. She used to visit an elderly lady who spoke to 
her about WW1 and the horrors of it and the need to be against war. She summed it up by 
saying ‘it just made sense’. It still does and is a message we will work together to make 
sure is heard. 
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