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AM: As Archbishop of York, John Sentamu had a ringside seat at 

many royal occasions. He knew the Duke of Edinburgh up close 

and pretty personally because they discussed their shared faith in 

detail and he joins me now. Dr Senatum, welcome and thanks for 

joining us.  You described the Duke of Edinburgh as your ‘sparing 

partner.’ What did you mean by that? 

S: There weren’t topics that were off limits. Whenever I met him 

he would get into a conversation. Something that he’d been 

thinking about and then I also would give a very robust reply. So 

there wasn’t just, ‘hello, how are  you, what are you doing?’ 

Always had something on his mind he wanted to talk about, you 

know.  At the end of the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry and we’d 

made our report again I met him at Buckingham Palace and he 

comes and asks me about how it all was. You know, ‘you must 

have had a very tough time listening to evidence which really was 

appalling.’  And then we had about three, four minutes of real 

conversation. So it was never, ‘hello, how are you, let me go on.’ 

So – and there were areas we disagreed fundamentally about. And 

also he loves a very good conversation and he doesn’t want either 

you to let him off or for you to be let off. So it was always quite – 

I always walked away energised. 

 

AM: Well it’s interesting you mention the Stephen Lawrence affair 

there because for  many people he was the absolute epitome of 

the old white British establishment in his bearskin hat and his 

uniform and all the rest of it. In terms of relations between 

different groups in Britain do you think he was actually a reformer, 

was he somebody worried about those issues? 
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JS: If you said ‘are you a reformer?’ I think that’s not a word you’d 

like to  use. The word I think I heard him say to me every time 

that ‘life constantly changes and we’ve got to be upfront about the 

changes that are coming and if you do not change, you’re really 

going to find it difficult.’ Hence the Queen’s Golden  Jubilee in her 

speech talked about change is a constant and how we respond to 

it will determine our future. So he would talk about change. Please 

look around you, everything is changing, there’s nothing static. 

And the only thing that is stable we know that the Earth is still 

revolving around, but the rest, I’m afraid, changes and the good 

thing is to make sure that you are there to make a better change 

than a terrible one. And he thought that the Stephen Lawrence 

Inquiry was really  at the heart of it going to change the way we 

do our policing. And in many ways it actually has done it. So he, 

he would go for change, not reform. Because he said ‘I don’t know 

what that means because the powerful are the ones that want 

reform and who do they want to reform? The Weaker people. But 

if we talk about change all of us are within it.’  

 

AM:  That’s really interesting because I guess I suppose he was 

also known – he complained about seen as a caricature, but paret 

of that caricature would be the off-colour remarks about other 

people’s background and ethnicity and so forth. He was notorious 

for putting his foot in his mouth as he used to say. But you would 

argue that there was an entirely different side of the man.  

JS: He would make an off course remark and if somebody 

challenged him they would enter into an amazing conversation. 

The trouble was because he was the Duke  of Edinburgh, the 

husband of the Queen, people had this kind of deference. But if 

you challenged him – I mean I don’t know how much time you’ve 

got but when –  

AM: Give us an example. 

JS: Well I will give you an example.  I was telling a joke about 

black people and how some way they’d been treated and he 

comes to me and says to me; ‘You think that’s fair?’ So I said, 
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‘how would you describe the kind of incident I’ve been giving 

you?’ And then you talk about his Duke of Edinburgh Award, it 

was an eye open when  this went into every country where he had 

been and when he met young people, whether they were black, 

whether they were white, whether they’re Asian, actually didn’t 

make a slightest difference as long as they were given the 

opportunity to get out in life. ‘And the trouble with most of our 

people who feel downtrodden they have not been given real 

opportunity. And my Award is intending to create a level playing 

field for everybody.’ So he – yeah had this very quick witted sort 

of thing and then he just said something and I’m sure sometimes 

he regretted some of those phrases. But in the end it’s a pity that 

people simply saw him as somebody who simply makes gaffs. 

Behind those gaffs was an expectation of a come back, but 

nobody came back and it unfortunately stayed.  

 

AM: Everybody was too scared all the time as he was going 

around I suppose.  

JS: Yes, yes. 

AM: Close observers will have noticed that you’re  a man of strong 

and robust faith and so was he. Tell us a little bit about his faith 

as you experienced it in those conversations. 

JS: I think the first time, I think it was the Ambassador’s dinner at 

Buckingham Palace and he really was feeling very, very sorry for 

some of the things that were happening in his family, particularly 

his sons and he said: “You believe, don’t you?” I said yes. “What 

would you say to me about the trouble that’s happening with all 

my family?” And I said: “Well, Your Royal Highness, you are a 

family like any other family and every family goes through good 

times and bad times. The important thing for me is that you 

should realise if people are married they’re not just a couple. 

There’s a third and that’s Jesus Christ and they should begin to go 

to Jesus Christ.” And then there was this pause. And then he says: 

“Of course, the Queen and I are so strong in our belief in Christ 

and fortunately my siblings need to be given. Can you begin to 
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pray for them?” And there was I immediately stopping and saying 

a prayer. So there was unbelievable depth of his rootedness, 

because he was so rooted in Christ he didn’t have any problem in 

relating to people about their  faith or those who didn’t believe at 

all or those who doubted what he was doing because his feet 

were so strong rooted in Christ, rooted in reality, rooted in his 

family that actually he could be a free person. And I have not 

actually met a couple that are  so free and Her Majesty is exactly 

the same. I mean I have seen her and had audiences with her and 

you go away at the end, last time  I saw her I said: “Now Your 

Majesty do you mind  saying a prayer for me?” And she takes my 

hands and there is a bit of silence. And often their prayers were 

never uttered aloud but you knew that at the end both of us 

Amen. And I walked out of that room and I said to the people that 

were there: “That was the most unbelievable experience.” And of 

course Philip was upstairs not feeling very well and grumbling 

about this and the other and I said; “Your Majesty, that means 

he’s actually getting better.”  

 

AM: Now of course it’s going to be a very strange funeral service 

the one that we’re going to see on Saturday. Just 30 or so people 

there wearing masks, socially distanced. A lot of people up and 

down the country will want to express their condolences, their 

grief, their feelings.  How hard is it going to be this time under 

these restrictions do you feel? 

JS: And I think you see they’ve restricted their own services to 30 

people trying to keep the guidance. In other words they’re saying 

we’re not different from grief from anybody else, and as many 

people, in fact some of them were never even able to go after the 

burials, this year the family are going to be present because the 

rules have been slightly altered. And so they want to be part of 

the grieving of the nation for many people who died from Covid 

and for those who’ve not been able to have their loved ones 

buried when they’ve been present. And I remember a Rabbi who 

died and his family just could not go near and I appeared on 
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television challenging the Health Secretary on how the rules could 

be altered. Thank God they did change them and allow some 

people socially distanced. I know the service very well because 

normally the service is prepared for the death of either the Duke 

of the Queen, they’re all agreed by the 12 Bishops, Canon Law, so 

I know what would have been the content in it. It’s going to be so 

truncated in order to allow it not to go on. Of course the Duke did 

not stand what he called ‘long church.’ So the service is nothing 

going to be odd because you people, the BBC are going to be 

broadcasting the service live. So everybody in their homes 

throughout the world will be able to join and participate in that 

service. They will. And if there wasn’t modern technology that 

would be impossible. I’m hoping that at some future time, some 

future place there will be a real service of thanksgiving for the life 

of the Duke. 

 

AM: We’ll wait to see. Dr Sentamu, thanks very much indeed for 

joining us this morning. 

 

ENDS   

 


