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Introduction 
From the title of our conference, we have to agree that the very idea of social change in Europe 
is itself complex. Not only that, but in both political and cultural terms the very concept of 
Europe is, itself, a challenging one at the outset of the twenty-first century as discussions 
proceed as to which countries should join the European Union and on attitudes of some 
member countries to remaining within it.  The history of the cultural area often described as 
Europe has, itself, been one marked by religious identity shifts in which Christians have 
redefined themselves against each other as Orthodox, Catholic and Protestants, and against 
others, especially Muslims and Jews. Secular movements have added to these claims for 
identity and contributed to the disquiet and to the warfare that typified the twentieth century.  
 
Against this historical culture of warfare and the noise of competing identities the challenge to 
seek the peace of the city is great. From a Christian perspective it is also a duty of service to the 
God of Peace revealed in Jesus Christ and to whom the churches exist to bear witness and 
practise love towards others. In this brief paper I wish to focus on the idea of diakonia not, as 
might be expected, in terms of a social institution of diaconal organization but as a characteristic 
of the church itself. This is not a new idea of course and here, for example, I share the view of 
our Swedish friend and theologian Sven-Erik Brodd in his essay seeking ‘a theological model for 
the diaconate’. In this he characterizes the church in terms of its diakonia, leitourgia, and 
martyria, or service, worship and witness. He locates diakonia in what he sees as its ‘origin, 
namely Christ as deacon’. And this idea he sets within the church ‘as a communion of servants 
and services’ (1992:241). Sven-Erik says a great deal more than this but it will be enough for 
my purposes today. Let me add to that the biblical caution made by Frank Hughes in his paper 
on diakonia and diakonos in the New Testament with its sharp reminder that we cannot link an 
idea of diakonia with any separate group of people in the earliest Christian church. He reminds 
us of John N. Collins’ work on diakonia with its wide variety of meanings of those who go-
between others in processes of communication (Hughes 1994:27-29). But you will all be familiar 
with these ideas and the way they direct us to the present and future needs of the church and 
world rather than engage in romantic reconstructions of  some idealized Christian origin. 
 
Against that background I want to talk first about the diaconal nature of bishops. This may seem 
a strange thing to do. One reason for doing this is because I think that some churches have a 
difficulty in knowing how to think about their bishops in the same way they have a problem in 
thinking about their deacons. And these difficulties are not disconnected. Here, I will talk only 
about the Church of England, partly because this is my own Church and also because I have 
just finished a three year project studying Anglican bishops and their children and the way in 
which religious values have been transmitted through their families and come to expression 
through the work of the fathers and their adult children. Both manifest some diaconal elements 
and highlight that such Christian ‘service’ can be practised both by those in high ecclesiastical 
office and by non-ordained men and women.  
 
State and Church 
The Church of England is an established church within England. It is the largest and, generally 
speaking, the most influential and active in relation to society at large. Its legal status involves 
many social, political and economic consequences of real importance for society.  With the 
Queen as its head it plays a major role in national and local civic occasions through its clergy, in 
particular the local parish priests and the regional bishops. The diaconate, as part of the 
Anglican threefold order of bishop, priest and deacon, plays a minor role in Church and social 
life because it was not developed as a distinctive organization as in many Lutheran Churches. 
The diaconate in the Church of England , as far as the great majority of people are concerned, 
is thought of as the one year spent as deacon after theological training and before being 
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ordained as priest. It is seen as a continuing period of practical training and formation with very 
few indeed ever remaining as permanent deacons.  The relatively few permanent deacons tend 
to hold their office out of distinctive personal commitment to an ecclesiastical status distinct from 
that of priesthood.  
 
Ecclesial diakonia 
My argument, following Sven-Erik Brodd and others, is that, irrespective of status as ordained or 
lay, diaconia is an attribute, a characteristic or property of the Christian church. It is, of course, 
valuable to focus diaconia on a particular order or even period of ministry to affirm its 
importance as a feature of the total Christian witness. In this sense an order of deacons is 
powerful as a symbolic expression and embodiment of the vocation to serve possessed by the 
total church. But the vocation to service, as such, is a responsibility of all Christians, ordained or 
lay. 
 
Today, however, from my Anglican context I want to focus on bishops ‘as deacons’, on their role 
as servants of the people of God and, indeed, of society at large. For historical and 
constitutional reasons Bishops are important with some having a part to play in Britain’s 
Parliament  and 26 senior Bishops sit as members of the House of Lords.1 They are also  
important members of their diocesan areas with many networks of influence in social as well as 
religious life: indeed it is impossible to separate these domains. The diaconal or service role of 
bishops has increased a great deal within the twentieth century and is still undergoing change. 
In the eighteenth century and for much of the nineteenth century they played a very small part in 
the life of ordinary parishes, indeed that is still largely true. While he was still an Anglican John 
Henry Newman even thought the church would operate quite well without them in its day to day 
life.  IN the twentieth century, after the Second World war, the role of the bishop changed: they 
drew nearer to their clergy and diocese and related to the State with a greater degree of 
concern for matters affecting the life of ordinary people. In other words they became, to a 
degree, more diaconal and less monarchical, more servants and less as masters. Financially, 
their income become more like that of priests than like rich landowners.  In some ways they had 
to become more like managers of an organization, and have been criticized by some for that, 
but they have also become much more pastorally concerned, both for clergy and society. Yet, I 
would argue, in both their managerial and pastoral role they have become more diaconal.  
 
As a historical example we might recall how 77 year old, Archbishop Lang resigned in 1942, 
aware that ‘great problems of reconstruction’ would lie ahead for both Church and State after 
the War and would require a younger man (Lockhart, 1949:439). Others felt the same, notably, 
William Temple, Archbishop of Canterbury from only 1942-44, whose book Christianity and 
Social Order of 1942 was influential and widely read. Concern over social welfare and justice 
increasingly grew through events like the Malvern Conference of 1941. The Church, its 
members, and the pervading presence of Christian values were influential in the development 
and implementation of a Welfare state in Britain after the Second World War. Britain’s scheme 
of social welfare would fall, for example, under Esping Anderson’s Liberal welfare regime 
(Esping Andersen 1999), possessing what some describe as a ‘mixed economy of welfare’ in 
which the State may direct and organise welfare while not necessarily acting as the actual 
provider (Clarke, Lanagan and Williams 2001a). Actual provision comes through a combination 
of public organizations, market provision, voluntary activity and family structures. Issues of cost 
and efficiency remain important to government as does the wish to remove people from 
conditions of poverty (Clasen 2003, 574). Increasing concern has recently fallen on issues of an 
aging population, on their treatment when in care homes and, before that, upon financial 
provision for long-term retirement. This is an area still in need of further development on the part 
of churches. Certainly, the British Welfare State, created in 1948, after the War can be viewed 
as a complex interplay of national health, insurance, and education, funded by taxation. A 
variety of individual and family allowances support families and children, the sick and the old. 
There is, however, no church tax and, partly for that economic reason, no formal church based 
institutions such as hospitals. But there are many church schools that receive some of their 
funding from the government and some might see this a part of the church’s service to society. 
                                                 
1 The second chamber of parliament in Britain 
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Such schools are gaining in popularity at the present time, even though there is also a wider 
debate about denominational and religious schools. There are, however, chaplains provided 
within the health service and who work in hospitals, as well as in the prison and military 
services.  School chaplains and a full support of education comes only in the private educational 
sector of Britain.     
 
On another front, after the Second War, the Ecumenical Movement, too, was developing 
amongst many church groups and the British Council of Churches was formed in 1942 
influencing, for example, what became the Christian Aid charity. In 1960 the Christian Socialist 
Movement was founded. This Ecumenical dimension, though it has had its setbacks, as when 
the Anglicans and Methodists failed to join their churches, helped prepare some Christian 
leaders for engaging with people of greater difference as other religions emerged within Britain. 
Some forms of growing secularization gave people of different religious backgrounds a kind of 
common concern. Bishops of the Church of England became increasingly significant as agents 
of co-operation and interaction, often fostering the concerns of non-Christian groups as well as 
of their own. In our recent study, for example, which considered all retired bishops in the Church 
of England, men who had served in very influential ways between 1940-2000 we found that half 
of them said they thought they had sought to represent the interests of other, non-Christian, 
religious groups as much as their own. This is an important element of service in a society that 
was becoming increasingly multicultural in some areas. When we asked if they supported the 
idea of non-Christian religious leaders being appointed to the House of Lords in the British 
parliament nearly 70% either supported (39%) or Strongly supported (30%) the idea. As for 
having non-Anglican Christian leaders some 92% of them supported this (48% strong support, 
44% support). In all this these bishops’ public voice was useful for others with a lower public 
platform. This too seems to me to be an important form of diaconal work in a complex society in 
which tensions and conflicts often require some public expression and negotiation between 
religious leaders. Many religious leaders of Islamic, Sikh and Hindu groups, speak of their 
support for the role of the Church of England as an official voice that, in many respects, 
enhances their own concerns over contemporary social and political problems. This table shows 
the religious presence in the population at large. 
 
Population of Great Britain by Religion in April 20012 
 
 Total Population 

(percentages) 
Non-Christian 
religious population 
(percentages) 

Christian 71.8  
Muslim 2.8 51.9 
Hindu 1.0 18.3 
Sikh 0.6 11.0 
Jewish 0.5 8.7 
Buddhist 0.3 4.9 
Any other religion 0.3 5.2 
   
All non-Christian 
religious population 

5.4 100 

   
No religion 15.1  
Religion not stated 7.8  
   
All population 100  
 

                                                 
2 Figures from Census April 2001, Office for National Statistics and Census April 200, General Registrar for 
Scotland. Figures compiled by Office for National Statistics and published October 2004. 
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=954  
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Another kind of diaconal service to emerge in Britain from the last third of the twentieth century 
is expressed in the pastoral inclination of the work of people like David Shepperd, the Anglican 
bishop of Liverpool, often working with Derek Warlock, the Catholic Archbishop of Liverpool: 
together they provide one literal example of men seeking the peace of the city. Shepperd’s 
outlook developed a kind of British version of Liberation Theology typified by the expression 
‘bias to the poor’. God’s bias to the poor was to be mirrored in the bias of church-leaders. This 
is an important feature of service to society and took shape both in the Church of England’s 
Faith in the City report (1985), and its consequence in the Urban Fund seeking to help finance 
poorer areas. It is also reflected in the later Archbishops’ Commission on Rural Areas, Faith in 
the Countryside (1990) study of At times, too, the established Church was seen as coming into 
conflict with the State, with some seeing it as possessing ‘policies of confrontation’ (Heelas and 
Morris, 1992:260).  But such confrontation, taken by some as ‘prophetic’ aspects of ministry, 
can also be seen as forms of service to society at large.   In 1986 a report entitled ‘Not Just for 
the Poor: Christian Perspectives on the Welfare State’ was published (Social Policy Committee 
of the Board for Social Responsibility 1986). This report is now nearly 20 years old, but it is still 
valid as the stance of the Church in relation to the Welfare State.3 
 
In the later twentieth century a great deal of government support came to be devolved to or 
shared with the private sector, to local control, and to voluntary agencies. Indeed the 
government has and is now showing an increasing desire to work with ‘faith’ groups in the 
whole area of welfare service and community integration. The current political interest in Faith 
communities in Britain and the potential that such groups may have at a local community level 
is expressed in a wealth of literature exploring the roles of religious groups at local level in 
community development and urban regeneration (Farnell et al 2003; Lewis 2001; Smith, G 
2004; Smith, K 2004). A major report Working Together: Co-operation between Government 
and Faith Communities was published by the Home Office Faith Communities Unit in 2004.4 
Behind these the issue of identity and multiculturalism has become important (Joppke 1996). IN 
all this there are strong marks of the church acting as a go-between in representative service at 
numerous levels of operation. 
 
The Archbishop of Canterbury, as a major figure in many issues, has also argued, for example, 
for a role for the Church as creator of space for humanity in the midst of deprivation (Williams 
2002). Here religious groups and representatives are not to be the tools of government or to do 
their work for them but to foster possibilities in people drawing together and finding their way 
ahead in this difficult world.   (Williams 2002). One obvious area for similar work has concerned 
the issues of asylum seekers, refugees and the immigrants in Britain. In 2004 the Church’s 
General Synod discussed the issue of Asylum. It commended the work done by churches in 
cooperation with those of other faiths on behalf of asylum seekers and called for more action 
both by Church and government in resisting negative images of asylum seekers given in the 
media and in reforming the asylum system.5 One result of this resolution was the commissioning 
of a report entitled A Place of Refuge - a positive approach to asylum seekers and refugees in 
the UK  which gives a Christian case for policies based on compassion and solidarity. It also 
explains the asylum system and looks at the contributions, economic and otherwise made to the 
UK by asylum seekers and refugees. 6 (Church of England’s Mission and Public Affairs Council 
2005, vi). 
 
Bishops’ children and their work 
Let me conclude by returning to our study of the children of Anglican bishops and what I think 
we can see as diakonia operating in the careers they chose and the way in which many of them 
spoke about their career choice. A first category represented a commitment to the care and 
nurture of others (the personal and the pastoral), and the second represents an embrace of 

                                                 
3 Social Policy Committee of the Board for Social Responsibility 1986, 133 
4 Working Together: Co-operation between Government and Faith Communities Home Office Faith Communities 
Unit, February 2004 
5 General Synod of the Church of England 2004. A verbatim report of the debate can be found on pages 470 – 491. 
The motion as passed is given on pages 490 – 491. 
6 Church of England's Mission and Public Affairs Council 2005 
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leadership (institutional governance), then the third represents a desire for autonomy, an 
independence of thought and deed and a concern for the non-material in creative activities. The 
three categories are presented in descending order of appeal, with over half, some 51 per cent, 
currently engaged in work focused on caring and nurture, 29 per cent in leadership and 
governance, and 13 per cent in expressive or creative work.  
 
Why are these individuals attracted to occupations emphasizing caring and nurture, leadership 
or expressive creativity? Here their life experience may provide some potential answers. If, for 
example, they never had any childhood experience of the world and ethos of business they 
would, perhaps, be less likely to pursue careers in this area. Indeed, the morality associated 
with their upbringing, with its sense of altruistic service and community-focus rather than self-
advancement, may rule out such a career path for some people. Questionnaire responses do 
seem to support this, with 42 per cent, for example, associating the appeal of their work with the 
importance of building relationships with people, and 18 per cent saw their occupation as 
enabling them to work towards a public good or service. Tellingly, perhaps, only 7 per cent said 
that their work appealed to them because it allowed them time for their personal or family lives, 
and only 4 individuals mentioned any kind of remuneration as a motivating factor. What 
emerges is a population of individuals  committed to their jobs, articulate about their 
professional values, and who largely frame their commitment with reference to values 
associated with the broader public good. They are, in short, attracted to work allowing them to 
make a valuable contribution to human communities, be they schools, the socially deprived, 
business colleagues or society as a whole. The idea of service is inherent in a great deal of their 
lives. 
 
What I have tried to indicate in this paper is that both bishops and their non-ordained children 
manifest clear aspects of diakonia: just how we see it as such and label it depends upon the 
purpose we have in mind at any one time. This is why I have stayed away from thinking of 
diakonia in terms of a professional diaconate. I do think that a diaconate, whether permanent or 
of one year standing can and should symbolize the service inherent in the Christian communio,  
as Sven –Erik expressed it, but that such a symbol only reminds us of what is needed far 
beyond its limits. The peace of the city is fostered by bishops and their actual children, as also 
by diaconal bishops and their spiritual children. 
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