SANDFORD ST MARTIN AWARDS, LAMBETH PALACE, 25 MAY 2010

SPEECH BY RABBI RODERICK YOUNG, CHAIRMAN OF RADIO JUDGING PANEL

Fifteen CDs arrived through my letter box.  It was my enviable task to listen to them all in all their varied magnificence:  documentaries, a play, diaries, investigative journalism, worship and even one advertisement.  It was my unenviable task to decide which four of these should be awarded a prize.  Luckily, I wasn’t alone on the jury and my thanks go to Mark Browning, Simon Kingston and Millie Murray for their wisdom and good humour.

The fifteen radio broadcasts that we listened to had been whittled down from an original 61 entries.  And of our fifteen, one had been broadcast on a variety of commercial stations; one had been broadcast on Premier Christian Radio, three on BBC local stations, one on BBC Radio Wales, one on BBC Radio Scotland, one on the BBC World Service,  two on Radio Three and five on Radio Four.
Fourteen of the fifteen focused exclusively on Christians, Jews or Muslims.  While that isn’t surprising, since it reflects the world in which so many of us live, it did make us think that perhaps radio is not being used to its full potential to seek out new worlds.  So may I commend to all broadcasters the Roman senator Symmachus, a pagan, who In the year 384 C.E, wrote thus to the Christian Emperor Valentinian II.

It is reasonable that whatever each of us worships is really to be considered one and the same.  We gaze up at the same stars, the sky covers us all, the same universe compasses us.  What does it matter what practical system we adopt in our search for the truth?  Not by one avenue only can we arrive at so tremendous a secret.
I am well aware that not everyone will agree with all of Symmachus’ theology, but he does remind us that humans build many roads towards the divine.  So my request to broadcasters: search out some of the less well trodden roads, as well as the highways that we know and love.
That small caveat aside, the quality of all fifteen was outstanding.  To choose four was quite simply painful.  And therefore we didn’t, we chose five.  And to the other ten we would like to say: we would have chosen you too, if we could have.

So, how did we make our choice?  The programmes submitted were required to show a strong religious or spiritual dimension; to evoke a religious response in the listener; to bring a religious perspective to bear upon a political, social or economic topic; or to explain a religious point of view or an ethical dilemma.  And they also had to be original, well crafted and entertaining, with a creative use of sound.  

Well for each of us there were several programmes that we loved, but that just didn’t quite measure up to some of the categories.  Perhaps a documentary was a fascinating piece of research, beautifully made.  But that note of the numinous, that indefinable something that lifts us beyond ourselves was missing.  Perhaps a programme, steeped in religious language and prayer, yet failed to make full use of the technical magic that radio can offer to fully capture the listener.  We believe that the five we have chosen are great radio because they managed to engage us on so many levels.

Our first award is the First Merit Award.  This is the award that we divided, so there are two joint winners.  The first joint winner of the Merit Award is a moving and reflective programme in which Jean Vanier, who founded the L’Arche Community for adults with learning disabilities, in France in 1964, talks to Mark Tully about the spiritual meaning of hospitality.  He does so with great humility through scripture, through stories of his own life, and through the lives of those with whom he shares a home.  The use of music and poetry throughout was exquisite.  Here is Jean Vanier.  
CLIP: Something Understood – Hospitality

The Radio Merit Award goes to Something Understood: Hospitality, A Loftus Audio Ltd production, presenter Mark Tully; producer by Elizabeth Burke and broadcast on BBC Radio 4.

The second joint winner of the First Merit Award goes to an outstanding piece of work from a local radio station.  Between 6th December 2009 and 17th January 2010 listeners to the weekly Stuart Linnell Sunday faith programmes were invited to send in their messages to God, some of which were read out on the air by Stuart or by the writers.  The result is a wonderful mosaic; a mixture of the funny and the uplifting, of the brave and the unbearably poignant.  It is a great example of a radio programme that reflects the voices of its diverse audience in a powerful and compelling manner.  
CLIP: Dear God

The Radio Merit Award goes to Dear God, presented by Stuart Linnell, Senior Producer Susie Rack, Producers Nav Mann and Vicki Richards; Broadcast Assistant Keith Wedgebury and broadcast on BBC Coventry and Warwickshire.

The Second Merit Award takes us to Wales.  It is a heart-warming documentary of the power of religion to turn lives around.  We follow a visit by Roy Jenkins to The Bush in Abertillery, headquarters of Victory Outreach UK.  The programme takes us though interviews with staff and residents as they explain how they have been helped to combat drug abuse, alcoholism or the stigma of having been in prison.  What is quite remarkable is that every single person who works for Victory Outreach entered the organisation as clients.  Now even the CEO is a former client.  This was the dream of Dinah Sansome, who founded Victory Outreach and features in the programme.  The personal testimony of the clients, and their singing and worship services, gives this documentary a deeply moving raw power. 

CLIP: All Things Considered – Treasures Out of Darkness

The Second Radio Merit Award goes to All Things Considered – Treasures Out of Darkness, presented by Roy Jenkins; producer Karen Walker and broadcast on BBC Radio Wales.

The Runner Up in the Radio Awards is a gripping piece of drama that was written to complement the medical ethics programme Inside The Ethics Committee.  The 14 year old son of one of our jury members listened to it with his Mother.  When it finished he said: “Mum, you have to give that one a prize!”  And this is boy who prefers sport to Radio 4.  That is best testimony of how enthralling this play is.  So he was right – we had to give it a prize.  The play shines a spotlight on the beliefs of Jehovah’s Witnesses.  A young couple go into hospital because the woman needs an emergency Caesarean section.  The couple make it plain that they do not want a blood transfusion, should one be necessary.  During the Caesarean section the woman starts to haemorrhage heavily.  Without blood, she will die.  For the surgeon his mandate to save life is paramount.  How this terrible dilemma, this clash of two moralities, is played out is the meat of the play.  All of the characters are presented in such a way that we sympathise with them all and are left asking: what would I do? 
CLIP: The Understanding

The Runner Award goes to The Understanding.  Writer P.G.Morgan; producers Jonquil Panting and Steven Canny; director David Hunter and it was broadcast on BBC Radio 4.

The winner of this year’s Premier Award for Radio Religious Broadcasting is spiritually uplifting, heartbreaking, and heartwarming.  Its use of two different music traditions to highlight its theme is masterly.  The programme is a documentary that follows three women over the course of a year.  Elizabeth is a Muslim, and Caroline is a Christian.  So far, not so unusual.  But these two women are twin sisters.  The programme shows their abundant love for one another, but also the terrible gulf that yawns between them.   We also meet their mother Annie, who is dying of cancer.  She is an agnostic, much to the chagrin of both daughters.  The interviews with the three women are conducted with great sympathy and yet hard questions are asked.  Elizabeth and Caroline never waver from their views, but it is the changing religious journey of their dying agnostic mother that gives the programme an air of thrilling unexpectedness.  Here are the voices of Caroline, Annie and Elizabeth: 
CLIP: Twin Sisters: Two Faiths
The Premier Award goes to Twin Sister: Two Faiths, Ladbroke Productions, presenter and producer Anna Scott-Brown; co-producer Adam Fowler; executive producer Richard Bannerman and broadcast on BBC Radio 4. 

