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George Severs: Okay so it’s Thursday the 25th of May, at Magdalene College, Cambridge with the Revd. Dr. Rowan Williams. So I wonder if you could just, when do you remember HIV first becoming an issue for the Church of England? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Rowan Williams: I suppose I was first aware of it in about ’86 or ’87, not long after I’d moved to Oxford, because somewhere around that point I was invited to join a working party in the Diocese of Oxford to draw together some reflections on the challenge of HIV/AIDS as the Church was seeing it. The Church of England was, I think, pretty much behind the Church in the United States on this, and one of the important people around at that time was an American living in Oxford at the time who was sort of prodding us – the Church locally – to get a bit more up to speed on it. And also I think to say some things fairly clearly about stigma, about guilt, about you know, all the things that were washing around in the background. So that was the first. I think the document about our response must have been published in the Diocese in ’87 or ’88. 
GS: Yeah, yeah. Oxford seems to be one of the Dioceses which had the most codified response. Other Dioceses – would that be fair? 
RW: It was one of the first, yes. 
GS: Okay. Why do you think that was? 
RW: I’d venture a guess that it was, outside London, it was one of the more internationally informed Dioceses. The Bishop, Richard Harries, is somebody who was very alert and responsive to new things. Fairly high number of people in the University and in the hospital chaplaincies who had skills and interests to step up to the plate. 
GS: Absolutely. And in terms of theology, there must have been a lot of minds concentrated in Oxford to deal with that? 
RW: Yes, I think that helped. So, as I say, I think part of the challenge of putting the document together was to make an unambiguous statement you should just put aside all thoughts – guilt and punishment and that sort of easy, rather fundamentalist rhetoric that occasionally surfaced. The ‘gay plague’ rhetoric, you know. And, you know, that this is a medical fact, there are all kinds of etymologies [??] for it, and sometimes it’s connected with people’s behaviour and sometimes it’s not. Just park all that. 
GS: And just deal with it separately? 
RW: Yep. 
GS: And so that debate or that issue of the ‘gay plague’, or this being ‘God’s wrath’, was that something you were conscious of in the Church? 
RW: In the Church of England not very much. Not very much. It’s a typical herbivorous Church of England response, you know [laughs]. But outside a few rather eyebrow-raising extremist circles I wasn’t aware that was really around very much and I think, again, having the stimulus of people from the United States who knew a bit more about it and were a bit further on in the discussion helped us to see – short circuiting that particular… 
GS: Because one of the, I suppose, one of the events that has cropped up when I’ve been speaking to people – Malcolm Johnson being one of those people, has been the 1987 debate in the Synod that Tony Higton initiated. 
RW: Yes, yes. 
GS: Do you remember the AIDS crisis being any part of that debate or sort of framing it in any way? 
RW: Oddly enough I don’t think it did. And I don’t think, to do credit to Tony Higton, he made any capital out of that. I may be wrong and there may be other perspectives, certainly I was very much aware of that debate and the rather toxic effect it had, then and later. But I don’t think the two joined up very much. 
GS: Okay, and so, broadly speaking then, you don’t think that the – do you think that the Church of England’s debates about homosexuality or the way it was trying to deal with questions that were arising, were dealt with as a separate issue? 
RW: On the whole, I’d say yes. 
GS: Okay. 
RW: I’m prepared to be proved wrong about that, but that was my impression. It may be just the circles I moved in, which were more liberal if you like, than some, but I wasn’t conscious, even in the darker reaches of other bits of the Church of England that that was much to the fore. 
GS: Are there, with other issues, are there situations in which these would become aware – where people who are in more liberal circles, are there, I suppose the Synod or other places where… 
RW: Synod, and also local synods – Deanery Synods. And I’d guess that at the parish level you’d have a bit of that coming up, partly fuelled by tabloid stories and so on. 
GS: Yep, and it seems to me also, having read through quite a few copies of the Church Times and the Church press that the Church press deals with this in a very different way to the tabloids, would that be a fair assessment do you think? 
RW: I think so, I think quite early on there was a recognition that people living with HIV/AIDS were in need of accompaniment, spiritual enrichment, and support. And that that absolutely was at the top of the list. So I was aware in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s of quite a lot of people who were determined to provide that kind of environment. I think above all of David Randall and CARA – I knew David quite well from other contexts and did a few things for CARA, with them in London. And in a sense. Some of the energy that went into that just didn’t leave anybody with much to think about some of the other issues, the ‘gay plague’ issues. Presenting question, the presenting pastoral question was how do you enrich and support somebody who’s living with this situation. And, that being said, I think I need to put in another qualification which is much in my mind because of contacts I’ve had with other people since quite recently. That was all very well but there was also a bit of patronising about that. 
GS: Okay. 
RW: And a lot of us really had to be educated out of talking about victims, or even sufferers, you know. Just try and discipline yourself to say ‘people living with…’. Because one of the complaints – ‘complaints’, well, that’s a rather unhelpful word – but one of the comments and observations made by some people, both pastors and those they pastored, is the temptation to take away agency from the people you’re talking about. And there was, of course, an element all round of that rather romantic picture of the modern picture of the [??] of consumption, you know, tragic young lives blighted. And, well that’s it, sentimentality, about all that, which bits of the Church did by into. And that’s not particularly helpful I think. 
GS: In a pastoral sense? 
RW: Mm [agrees]. 
GS: I suppose, one of the groups that have been most interesting to me who were people living with AIDS were priests living with AIDS. Did you ever have interactions with any priests with AIDS? 
RW: A few, yes. And one of my old students was one of those who went public with his congregation about his situation which I’m sure was quite costly for him, I think. But it was alright, you know, they helped him through it. And I think a lot of congregations did step up to the plate. 
GS: But am I right in thinking that there weren’t many that would…
RW: Not many, no, no, no. No, and some concealed it to the very end or even beyond. But there were those who were willing to. And I think also this is coming from a completely different context, but one of the people I got to know in the early ‘90s was a Ugandan priest called Gideon Byamugisha, who was the first priest in Africa to go public about living with HIV, and you can imagine what that meant. Gideon had contracted HIV from his first wife who subsequently died, I think she had been raped, some point, many years… Gideon announced that he was living with HIV, set up a charity in Uganda to deal with it. I visited him in Uganda in 2000, I think. To open a centre with him there. And he’s still alive, and still, well he’s remarried, they have a child. And I’ve always thought that his courage was utterly extraordinary and transforming, and helped Uganda to be one of those African countries that, for a while at least, was on the front foot with its response. 
GS: Okay, that’s really interesting. 
RW: It really cost him in the Church, I think, because if there were problems here or in the States from time to time you can imagine that, in the African context, blame and stigma were flying around in industrial quantities. But Gideon was, I think, very much at the forefront of developing extremely direct simple strategies with children and young people. And it was a bit startling listening to 8 and 9 year olds singing little songs about condoms. 
GS: Right. So they were educative strategies? 
RW: Strongly educative strategies. 
GS: Okay. And was that surprising because, I suppose mainly because of the context in which he was working, but had that also not been the case in the Church of England when it was initially trying to grapple with this epidemic? 
RW: I don’t know that we did very much about education, to be honest. Again, I might be wrong looking back. But with the rates of infection in somewhere like Uganda there’s obviously a strong necessity of pushing an educational not just an ambulance response to it. 
GS: When do you think this shift in attention is from the Anglo-American context to the African context? Because I remember seeing an article in the Church Times from, it must have been the late ‘80s or something like that, saying, basically I think the headline was ‘AIDS effects Africa as well’, but it takes a few years before people actually take notice of this, and that the rates are so much higher and… 
RW: Yes, I would say it’s the early-mid ‘90s. I’m trying to remember when I first met Gideon. And it must have been, I think, in about ’95. He was a friend of one of my clergy in the Diocese of Monmouth where I was then working, and that began a regular contact which continues to the present day. 
GS: And he’s still ministering? 
RW: Still ministering. 
GS: Okay. One of the other things that has been interesting for me to learn about is this anxiety that certain people had about taking communion and taking from the common cup, can you tell me a bit about that. 
RW: That seemed to me to be rumbling around much more at the, I don’t know, the pub conversational level – or the Church equivalent, rather than in the Church at large. I can remember directives coming out at the time from the hierarchy, certainly something from the Archbishop of York f I remember rightly, saying very firmly ‘there is no medical evidence that this constitutes an exchange of bodily fluids in the meaning of the act’. So there is no reason… I think the second round of that was an awareness that, which I think is much much sharper in the United States Church than here, that if you had some medical condition and you’re sharing a cup with somebody with HIV you may be a source of infection for them in a problematic immune, immunological situation. So I think it’s still far more common in the United States to see people taking communion by intinction – dipping – and I think that’s part of what a certain generation from the mid-‘90s onwards in the States internalised, that you may be a source of risk to other people rather than the cup as a source of risk to you. I don’t think that broke the surface much in the Church of England. 
GS: Okay, you don’t remember anybody coming to you with anxieties or worries? 
RW: I don’t remember any conversations about that. I do remember, as I say, one or two statements, from senior people. 
GS: Is it possible that they were isolated and in little bits of worry? 
RW: Yeah. It didn’t seem to, it didn’t seem to be a driver of the discussion. As soon as certain things could be said with complete clarity medically, people seemed to accept it. 
GS: Okay. And when did you become Archbishop of Canterbury? 
RW: Uh, 2002. 
GS: 2002, okay. And by that stage, I mean it’s sort of outside the period I’m looking at, but was this still on your horizon, in terms of AIDS more broadly, was it still on your horizon in terms of the English context? 
RW: In terms of the English context, probably much less than it had been 8 to ten years previously, though I still had contact with some activists. My very good friend Robyn Gormer (?), have you…?
GS: I have not, no. 
RW: She worked for a bit for the Terrence Higgins Trust. She was a student of mine, ages ago. We kept in contact. No, it was much more of an issue globally, and I had some dealings with United Nations people who looked at this. I used to record a message every year for World AIDS Day, make something of a point of visiting hospitals and hospices dealing with it when I was travelling, so looking at particularly educational projects as well as medical care projects. I remember in Uganda and in Papua New Guinea where it was a rising problem a few years ago, and somewhere else. I think in Ghana, but I can’t – anyway, it was an element, a strong element, in the global development of healthcare, but not so much domestically. 
GS: Right. Whereas the debates about homosexuality were still at the forefront? 
RW: They were domestic and global. 
GS: Yes. How – fierce is the wrong word – how, the spectrum of debate with which you had to deal on that matter when you were Archbishop of Canterbury, how wide was it? 
RW: Fierce is the right word [laughter]. It was intense, unremitting and often pretty vitriolic. HIV/AIDS didn’t feature very much in it again, but sometimes you’d have people say ‘well, look where sexual liberalisation has led us’. That sort of thing. 
GS: And what kind of, going back in time a bit, what kind of legacy do you think Robert Runcie leave in terms of his dealing with both the AIDS crisis and the debates about homosexuality? 
RW: He was an immensely judicious person, he wasn’t easily rattled and pushed off course. While, it would be nice to think that he helped the debate about sexuality in general forward, I think he was temperamentally pretty cautious on that, and you know I can’t say anything, I had to be cautious about it as well in global terms. But he was prepared to stand back a bit, not to – I remember him saying generally about his ministry he was also afraid of clichés, he didn’t want to go for easy fixes on this. He allowed some of the Tony Higton stuff to run its course but in a sense let it talk itself out. He didn’t come down heavily on it, nor did he give it any encouragement. And, sure enough after, we got the feeling like we’re through that moment, I think he steered the 1988 Lambeth Conference quite successfully round past that and encouraged the Bishops and the Conference to pass some actually quite sensitive motions about HIV and about the pastoral care of homosexual people. So he, I think he refused to be instrumentalised in the debate, that’s what I’d say. 
GS: I’m interested in the Lambeth Conference and also the Synod generally, because it seems to me that the tenor of the politics that comes out of the various houses of the Synod was very different, so you know you have different kinds of politics coming out of the House of Bishops to the House of Laity, would that be a fair assessment do you think? 
RW: That’s pretty fair, yes. 
GS: What kind of politics do you think were coming out? The Laity is a very interesting one in that there must have been a broader array of opinions coming out of that, but I’m not sure if that’s true or fair.
RW: I think there’s been a shift, I’d say probably in the ‘80s the House of Laity might well contain a larger proportion of instinctively conservative people. I don’t think that’s true now. The House of Bishops, in the ‘80s, a very number of people had Runcie’s liberal instincts, but were also not wanting to rock the boat. So liberal, but let’s be very quiet and tactful about it. So, yes I’m not sure I can say much more about that, it’s a research subject in itself. 
GS: Yes, it’s a PhD by itself, absolutely. 
RW: I fear so. 
GS: One of the Bishops that has been, hasn’t come up as much as I’d expected, but has been instrumental in some ways just because of the concentration of cases in London, is Graham Leonard. Was he a strong voice in Synod and in debates about HIV or homosexuality? 
RW: I don’t recall that he was. I don’t remember his voice being very much to the fore in debates about HIV/AIDS, and because he was so heavily identified with the anti-ordination of women camp, that was the defining issue, that was what people I think associated him with. But that being said I think that in the Diocese of London he had a very quietly tolerant and careful policy about gay clergy, and about this issue. So he was not at all a negative force, but I don’t remember him as a particular positive one either. Unlike Richard Harries who had decided to take it forward more publicly. 
GS: And am I right that he’s working with James Woodward in Oxford? 
RW: That’s right, that’s right, yes. 
GS: Were you working with him as well? 
RW: Yes. 
GS: That’s really interesting. So Graham Leonard is not as much a part of this picture in London but people like David Randall and Malcolm Johnson are much more instrumental? 
RW: Much more so, yes. David above all. And because David was a bit involved with the Anglo-Catholic Socialist Network, the Jubilee Group, people like Ken Leech who was the presiding genius of the Jubilee Group, picked up some of these concerns as well, and I was a bit involved with them too. Yes, I think that was all part of the raft of issues on which that group [??]. 
GS: And did the Jubilee Group make much headway? 
RW: I don’t remember them saying much about this issue. And we were always a vey very small, [??] small group really. And mostly what we did was to keep a steady flow of study pamphlets coming out on issues. 
GS: Okay, so this seems to be the case with other groups from both sides of these debates, that it can be a pamphlet war. 
RW: Pamphlet war, yes. 
GS: And less in terms of feet on the ground. And I suppose because you can only do so much in this uncertain intellectual territory. 
RW: Yes. But, as I say, David Randall was a hugely important figure in that, and rightly something of a hero to many people. 
GS: On that particular point, is he remembered well in the – and I mean well in terms of widely – is he remembered well in the Church today? 
RW: Not as widely as he should be, I’d say. I learned a huge amount from him and was very very fond of him, and admiring. 
GS: And did he carry on as a priest until he died? 
RW: Yes he did. 
GS: So the main cases of that that I’ve come across have been David Randall and have been Simon Bailey, were you aware of Simon Bailey’s case? 
RW: It was Simon I was mentioning earlier, he’s the one who’d been my student. 
GS: I was not aware of that. 
RW: Yes.
GS: Because I mean his case was very well reported and very widely reported, because of that publicity, and that resonated in the Church, not just because he was your student, but because it was such a public case? 
RW: Yes. And, you know, he was a weighty person. He was a very fine scholar, and obviously a very good priest. 
GS: There’s not much more, really, that I want to talk about in terms of the actual material. I wonder though, have – you are obviously interviewed a lot, both by the press and by people like me – does this, do the issues of HIV/AIDS, does that come up ever, or much, in what you’re asked about?
RW: Very seldom, very very seldom. I think you’re probably the first to open this up. 
GS: Okay. How has it been to reflect on it, after however many years of, you know, some remove?
RW: I suppose it’s never been too far away because, for a while anyway, late-‘80s early-’90s, it was very much part of what I was pastorally engaged in with various people, and as I said the annual World AIDS Day recordings, the interviews when I was travelling, the liaison with the UN agencies, meant that this wasn’t off the radar. And more recently, I’ve been involved with a former priest who has been trying to put together some further theological reflections on all this, which turns a little bit on this question of agency and whether the Church’s response wasn’t in some ways disempowering as well as compassionate, or the sort of compassion that doesn’t really change the power relations, and I’m very interested in the work he’s doing. In fact, only this week I was discussing some of that work with him and how we’re going to get it published. So it’s not quite like dusting it off from the top shelf. 
GS: Sure, okay. Is there anything else you wanted to add? 
RW: I think that’s fine. 
GS: Excellent, thank you very much indeed. 
RW: You’re very welcome. 

N.B. After the interview, Dr Williams wished to add the name Bill Kirkpatrick to the transcript. A Franciscan Monk who led a counselling ministry in Earl’s Court, London.  
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