SANDFORD ST MARTIN TRUST AWARDS, LAMBETH PALACE, 25 MAY 2010

SPEECH BY ROGER BOLTON, CHAIRMAN OF TV JUDGING PANEL

I’m honoured to be here as chair of the judges.  I don’t agree that “to give is better than to receive” but it’s probably the next best thing.

One of the great pleasures of the judging process was to meet my fellow judges in the flesh after so many years of talking to them down the line from an empty Manchester studio early on a Sunday morning.  Both Humera Khan, founder of An-Nisa Society, and Ruth Gledhill of the Times challenged many of my preconceptions, enhanced my perceptions, and (sometimes) changed my mind.  Sadly an Act of God (or rather the Icelandic volcano) prevented a fourth judge joining us.  

The three of us were delighted by the quality of the entries -if not the quantity.  A good number of the shortlisted programmes were worthy of an award.  But the overall number of entries was down - from 43 just 5 years ago - to a little over half that figure this year.  Why has there been such a decline in quantity? (though again I must stress not in quality).

With no entries to the main Sandford Awards from either the ITV Network, Sky or Channel 5, it’s tempting to lay blame in the virtual elimination of public service regulation in the commercial sector – as well as perhaps a lack of imagination among commissioners generally.  But even at the BBC, Television (unlike BBC Radio) seems to be in the hands of the secular and sceptical, who view religious coverage as a rather tiresome obligation to be minimized rather than a rich and promising area to explore.

One can certainly pick cherries from the Corporation’s television cake, and there are often very succulent ones such as the recent series on Sacred Music presented by Simon Russell Beale, though that was commissioned by a minority channel, BBC Four which has just had its budget cut back.  The BBC also has a relatively new commissioning editor of religion, Aaqil Ahmed, with a proven record of success in his previous job at Channel 4, but his playing field is more the size of a fives court than a football pitch. 
Previous incumbents have complained of channel controllers showing little real interest in religion – and with the BBC propensity for musical chairs at Controller level, one former head of religion described it as “like knitting fog”.

But another key weakness I believe lies within BBC news.  When the much maligned John Birt (I never thought I would utter those words) set about restructuring BBC news and current affairs in a somewhat blunt and perhaps unnecessarily bloody way, he correctly identified a real weakness in the coverage of finance and business.  His solution was to create BBC Editors with real budgets and power at the heart of the news machine and with guaranteed access to the airwaves.  Hence Jeff Randall and now Robert Preston, who have transformed the coverage.

I believe BBC News similarly requires a Religion Editor, able to appear on the networks to interpret the latest religious story at home and abroad, but more importantly to bring a religious perspective to the vast range of areas such as foreign affairs and medical dilemmas where that perspective is so often, and so bafflingly, absent, both on air AND behind the scenes in internal editorial discussions.

In the unlikely event that you think this is a job application I should make the obvious point that I am too old, and not properly qualified, but there are several possible candidates, whom of course I will not name.

That said - let me return (not before time) to the main business of the day – celebrating what has been achieved in this difficult broadcasting environment.  We judges had a really good time viewing the short-list of nine and trying to pick four prizewinners.  Two programmes which narrowly missed selection are worthy of mention:

Trouble in Amish Paradise, from BBC Wales, followed the lives of two Amish men facing excommunication for questioning fundamental aspects of their faith.  It was beautifully made and very moving, but most impressive was the trust which the central characters placed in the programme team and the obvious integrity with which that team went about its work.

Revelations: How Do You Know God Exists? from Anthony Thomas and Juniper, broadcast on Channel 4, dared to ask the basic and most important questions and gave leading figures from the Church of England, Roman Catholic, Jewish, Muslim and Hindu communities in Britain the space to answer and to discuss their own spiritual journeys.  Since the answers are timeless we suggest the programme gets an annual repeat!

So if these gems didn’t win – what of the programmes that did?    

Our first Merit winner, 1984: A Sikh Story, set out to unravel the events at the Golden Temple of Amritsar in 1984, which culminated in thousands of deaths, including the assassination of the Indian prime minister, Indira Gandhi, by one of her Sikh guards.  Sonia Deol presented – a tricky task for her.  On the one hand she risked alienating her own community, on the other of presenting a partisan account of a very controversial event. And there’s always the trap in a personal exploration - of elevating your own feelings over those you’re filming.  It was a beautifully directed programme, watched by 1.3 million people who stayed up ‘til midnight to watch it.  In this extract, Sonia Deol hears from the families of those killed during and after the ending of the Temple siege:

CLIP: 1984 – A Sikh Story

We decided to give the second of our TV merit awards to a very different sort of programme.  For BBC 2, Conor Cunningham asked Did Darwin Kill God?. His answer was “no” and he convincingly demonstrated to us that Darwin did not think he had done so either.

This sort of demanding programme is difficult to present on television, particularly at 7pm for an hour, when many potential viewers will still be getting home for work or making supper.  And providing a visually appropriate accompaniment to an abstract argument requires considerable imagination on behalf of both director and presenter.

But the audience was over a million, and for many of us, the argument Conor Cunningham advanced was a welcome relief from the ritualised combat of extremists such as Richard Dawkins and assorted creationists, who are fighting a battle  many think is more suited to the early 19th century than the 21st. 

Here is how the presenter laid out his aims at the beginning of Did Darwin Kill God?

CLIP: Did Darwin Kill God.

Only two TV awards to go now, and the judges would have preferred not to have had to chose between them.  Both were outstanding examples of what can be achieved when broadcasters do not seek to simplify or downgrade their ambitions for religious programmes, but instead let the best do their best and treat the audience as adults who need spiritual nourishment of the same quality as the culinary sort provided by Michel Roux Jnr or Heston Blumenthal.  However our prize-winners’ work was much less expensive and could easily be consumed at home.  

We selected as runner-up BBC Four’s A History of Christianity, Episode 1.

In this series the historian Diarmaid MacCulloch traces the birth and expansion of Christianity over 2,000 years.  As you’ll have seen from the clip Ben Preston played, this was a sumptuously illustrated TV lecture by the man who is arguably, though most of us would think it is really unarguably, the greatest present day historian of the church.

It was a brilliant achievement and, for those of us who thought we knew a fair bit of the history, full of surprises, not least when in this first episode Professor MacCulloch turned east - not west.  Here’s an extract:

CLIP: A History of Christianity 

For our final TV award the judges decided to award the Premier prize to an episode from an outstanding Channel 4 series which attempted to re-examine the Bible and its relevance today.  In The Bible – A History, seven different authors ranging from Ann Widdecombe to Gerry Adams put forward provocative interpretations or reinterpretations.  But in our view (and that of production company presumably, since they submitted this episode), Howard Jacobson’s essay on Creation, the first programme, was the best.

This was evidently not just another TV assignment for Mr Jacobson, a non-practising Jew, but a genuine personal journey filled both with a moving sense of loss and isolation and of a passionate determination to defend the power and contemporary relevance of myth.

Anyone who has read Howard Jacobson’s novels will know he is incapable of writing a dull sentence, but what was surprising was his profound emotional engagement, and the openness with which he was prepared to reveal his own spiritual longings.  It was almost impossible to watch this programme and not re-read Genesis in a fuller and richer way.   This is how Mr Jacobson stated his intent at the beginning of the programme.

CLIP: The Bible: A History.  Episode 1 - Creation.

