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THE ANDREW MARR SHOW – Sunday 12th April 2020 

Most Revd JUSTIN WELBY 

ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY  

(Rough transcript, check against delivery) 

 

AM: Now the Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby is delivering 

his traditional Easter Address online from his kitchen after he 

instructed churches and cathedrals to remain completely closed 

during the pandemic.  Many Church of England priests believe that 

that is profoundly wrong. I spoke to him just before we came on 

air this morning and I asked him first of all if this is the first ever 

time an Easter sermon has been given in a kitchen. 

JW: I think it probably is, yes. Well I doubt it, I doubt it, no. 

They’re being given in all sorts of strange places, but in this 

kitchen probably.   

 

AM: It must have been a very strange experience to get into the 

entire gear and then sit down at your kitchen table and give the 

Address? 

JW: Well I stood up for it. I couldn’t quite manage to sitting down 

bit, it didn’t feel right, but it was very strange and it caused us to 

do a lot of tidying up.   

 

AM: And coming to your central message, Archbishop, you talk 

about ‘a resurrection of  our common life.’ What do you mean by 

that? 

JW: I mean that we’ve gone through so much and we’re seeing 

such  common spirit  and attitude to the common good coming 

through by the vast majority of people. We mustn’t lose that. We 

need to look at what the implications for that are in the way we 

live together as  a nation and around the world and today is 

Easter Sunday where we talk about the triumph of Jesus over 

death, he rose from the dead, there was new life which is given to 

all. And that is the pattern for human society. It is being able to 

start afresh and to see a way foward. 
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AM: Now all around the country churches are locked and closed 

and empty. You have gone beyond simply not allowing 

parishioners into churches and banned priests from going into 

their own churches and a lot of them think you have gone far too 

far. What’s your response to that? 

JW: Well, there’s several things. First of all it’s a decision taken by 

all the Bishops and it was taken with much pain and much thought 

and much prayer and after much discussion. So it’s not just a 

single person making up their  mind on the spur of the moment. 

Secondly,  the vast majority – there are some people who are very 

unhappy. I’m unhappy with it. I would love to be in Canterbury 

Cathedral with the great congregation as we usually have on 

Easter Sunday. It would be much better. But the reality is we’re 

here to set an example to share in the deprivation of the things 

we like doing to care for others. It’s not about us, it’s about being 

the church for England, not just the Church of England and we 

know from the endless reports the fantastic reports on BBC News 

this week, from intensive care units in hospitals around the 

country that the NHS staff are emphasising this message of stay 

home, protect the NHS, save lives. This is not about us. It’s about 

example and service and the church buildings are closed, I love 

the church buildings but the church is emphatically not closed, it’s 

probably busier than it’s ever  been.  

 

AM: I understand all of that, but some people will wonder why 

when it’s possible to – using social distancing going to other 

places why you can’t do it in a church. The Tory MP, Jack Lopresti 

says: “If the government allows me to go into an off licence, a 

takeaway or a local shop on Easter Sunday, why can’t I go into a 

church and say a prayer providing I observe social distancing?” In 

practical terms why not? 

JW: Well in practical terms it’s very straight forward that people 

when they go into a church leave traces on the pews, on the 

places they’ve been. If someone goes to the same place within a 
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matter of days and the virus has been left there they can pick it 

up. That’s the practical answer and it’s a very straight forward 

one.  

 

AM: There is an argument also that this goes against Canon Law 

and that Canon Law requires a priest to say a morning prayer and 

an evening prayer in their church every day. Father Marcus 

Walker, Rector of St Bartholomew’s in the City of London says: 

“We’re expected to say morning and even prayer in our churches 

and to celebrate Communion every Sunday, that’s the law. Do the 

Bishops have  a legal right to order us not to do our legal duty? 

Every Canon lawyer I’ve spoken to has said no.”  

JW: Yes I read that as well and I know Marcus very well.  He’s a 

wonderful priest and  he is quite a superb man.  The answer to 

that is we have given guidance, not instruction. And  frankly, 

Andrew, in the Church of England the one way to get anyone to 

do the opposite of what you want is to give them an order. It 

works with all of us. And someone said years ago, it’s like herding 

cats. So on we haven’t given an instruction so we haven’t broken 

the Canon Law. We have said this is how you care for your flock 

and share in the privations of the flock and share in the suffering 

of the nation and set an example and care for others and look 

after them and you know, stay at home, protect the NHS, save 

life. It’s not complicated. 

 

AM: Meanwhile all around the country priests and vicars are 

finding all sort of ingenious ways to  stream parts of services and 

address congregations that way and you’ve suggested you might 

be having as many as ten times as many people observing and 

taking part in services online. And I have to ask whether this part 

of the future for the Church perhaps going forward after this 

nightmare has lifted? 

JW: Well, I suspect we’ll be a lot more effective at doing things 

online and I suspect we’ll use it a great deal more.   I’m not good 

at forecasting, so I don’t know what the future is going to look 
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like, but I think we’re learning a huge number of lessons and 

we’re learning that the Church is at its heart the people. We’re 

relearning that which was the lesson in the first three centuries 

and the experience of churches right round the world who are 

doing exactly the same thing – I’ve led services under ... in open 

places, in war zones, in all kinds of strange places. The Church is 

the people of God assembled. It’s not a building. The buildings are 

a gift and a treasure but they are not the Church. 

 

AM: And you talk about reaching out to people who are in pain. 

Let me ask you about a specific group, the bereaved wondering 

about funerals this time. A very, very difficult and painful business 

for a lot of people. What’s your advice? 

JW: Well, it is really painful, as you say. Some friends of ours had 

a very sudden, unexpected and profound bereavement, not from 

Covid, this week and my first thought was they’re not going to be 

able to say goodbye as they would have wanted to.  My advice is 

this. That first of all talk to each other over the phone in every 

way you can. Do the things you do. Bring the memories back 

together. Plan a thanksgiving and memorial service after this 

nightmare as you rightly call it is over. At the end of it we will 

celebrate, we will grieve, we will have parties, we will have wakes, 

we will remember those we’ve lost and we will give thanks that 

this pestilence that the  Book of Common Prayer calls it has gone. 

And  we do all the things we normally do and it is more relatively 

painful. I say to crematoria and to local authorities particularly 

don’t just dispose of bodies, like we did in the foot and mouth 

episode with cattle. Human beings must be said goodbye to with 

dignity, even when it has to be swift and with very few people 

there. 

 

AM: And I suppose another aspect of this ghastly process is all 

those people taken off to hospital who are not going to be ever 

seen again by their loved ones. Now there’s been lots of accounts 
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of NHS staff doing their best for the final moments, but again a 

novel and very very painful experience.  

JW: I agree. A terrible experience. It’s happening all over the 

world tragically. In Italy it’s a cause of enormous trauma and I’m 

sure in many other countries. And I think therefore the way 

people are treated in their last moments is essential. We’ve said 

that although we’d said that people who are not praying should 

not be at the deathbed, that Chaplains, our wonderful hospital 

Chaplains who are just working endlessly  are there for those who 

are towards the end of their life, who are sick, they pray with 

them, they care for them even when the people themselves are 

unconscious, we have to show the dignity of the human being and 

treasure the dignity of every human being, made in the image of 

God, given life, offered life in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 

AM: At the moment we’re all very conscious that our lives and  our 

futures are in the hands not just of NHS workers on the front line, 

but also of all sorts of so called key workers, the people stacking 

the shelves in supermarkets, the cleaners, the bin men and so 

forth. Do you think once this is all over there’s going to be a major 

kind of rethinking of how we value people in society? Who we 

value most? Whether it’s the CEOs and the oil company executives 

or whether it’s the key workers on the front line? 

JW: Well as you know, as an ex oil company executive  

AM: I remembered, yes. 

JW: which I’m sure you remembered.    Yes, if we don’t do that 

we are not a just society. If this isn’t a moment that holds up a 

mirror to us and says the CEO doing imaginative great work, 

creating jobs, the good ones who care for those that they work 

with and all the rest, they depend absolutely on the key workers 

who stack the shelves. They depend – we depend on each other 

at the most fundamental level and therefore we have to go to 

relook at how we value each other. That includes how we value 

each other in financial terms. Who bears the burdens of our 
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society and all the rest of it. If we don’t relook at that there is no 

justice in our society.   

 

AM: Archbishop, a lot of people  watching this interview at the 

moment are scared and lonely.  What’s your message to them 

directly? 

JW: Well, I just saw the Pope had sent the message that I would 

give as well, do not be afraid. Do not let fear dominate. Today we 

celebrate at the heart of Christian belief on Easter Sunday is that 

Jesus conquered death. That even death is not the last word that 

it seems to be. There is hope. So my message – I’m an 

Archbishop you might expect me to say this, to offer your fears, 

whatever you believe and think offer your fears, your anxieties, 

your angers, your rage even to God. Turn to God and call out for 

help. For he is risen, he is alive and he is with us. That’s one 

message. Secondly care for each other. This business of being  in 

touch with people down the street and beginning to plan the post 

pandemic parties, giving yourself hope through looking to the 

future will make an enormous difference. And thirdly, look out for 

those who are around. One my very close relatives, my mother in 

fact is elderly, she lives by herself and her neighbours just care for 

her constantly. And obviously we ring but they leave food at the 

door, they make sure she’s all right. That kind of thing is 

transforming the way we  live as our society. 

 

AM: And yet the Institute for Fiscal Studies for instance says that 

they think the Coronavirus pandemic is likely to exacerbate 

existing geographical socio-economic and health inequalities.  

That’s a real danger. 

JW: That is a huge danger but it’s our choice as a nation and as a 

world. Either to just – I mean the next wave coming is the 

economic one. We need to recognise that. We have the pandemic 

but we also have an economic wave that is going to be very 

difficult. And we have a choice there as a nation within the nation 

and a society and as a world. Do we take hold of our destiny and 
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make sure that these differences are mitigated, abolished where 

possible, or do we just let things happen? Let the market rule?  In 

which case there will be enormous suffering. 

 

AM: Well let’s end perhaps on a slightly more positive note. Like a 

lot of people, like me in indeed, you are very worried about the 

social and political divisions caused by Brexit and at one point you 

said you thought it might take ten years for that to be healed. As 

we look back now on the situation only a few months ago it seems 

a different century. It seems as if the country has come together 

in a way that we could not have imagined though this terrible 

experience.  

JW: I think that’s right. There are possibilities. There are ways 

forward that we never imagined at huge cost with great suffering 

but there are possibilities. And I’m immensely hopeful. I think as a 

nation we can seize this opportunity and we will seize it. It just 

requires that decision to do so. And I think post Brexit for exactly 

the reasons you’re saying there is hope and there is this possibility 

that wasn’t there in there in the past. Well let’s honour those who 

have suffered, who’ve served us, who’ve cared for us and above 

all those who’ve died by taking that opportunity. We will then be a 

better and a happier and a more wonderful country and a better 

world. 

 

AM: Archbishop, you’ve been very generous with your time and 

your kitchen. Thanks  so much. 

 

Ends  


