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The InTervIew

Methodism
in his mission
Most of us know and love the façade of
St Helier Methodist Centre at the top of
Halkett Place, but how many are aware of
the community behind the building?
Tony Morling, the new minister at the
Centre, spoke to Caroline Moody

‘T

AKE a pew,’ says Tony
Morling as he puts the
kettle on. I turn around
and there is, next to the
kitchen table, a church
pew covered with multi-coloured
cushions.
Bought from a second-hand shop,
it came from Galaad Chapel, where
he was baptised.
Tony, who is Jersey-born, moved
here with his family last September,
having been appointed minister
for St Helier Methodist Centre. It
was quite a coincidence, because
ministers have little say in where
they are going to serve.
‘It does feel like I’ve come home,’
he said. ‘I love London [he is a
Freeman of the City of London]
but I love Jersey, too. Yes, there are
issues here, but there’s something
decent and good about Jersey.’
His parents, Ron and May (née
Luce), were living in Africa when
she became pregnant, and she came
back to her home Island for Tony’s
birth. He was brought up in north
London but returned to live and
work here in his late teens, training
as a gemologist.
‘I was a certified diamond grader,
and I found it fascinating,’ he said.
But increasingly he was aware of
God’s calling. ‘I was brought up with
church but it was not forced, it was
all about choice, whether to follow
Christ. There came a time when I
had to face up to a growing sense of
God’s influence that leads you to do
something different, and it wouldn’t
go away. It wasn’t a natural thing
to do, but there came a time when I
had to say, if this is real then maybe
I have to offer myself to the church
to see whether they too sense that
this is right.’
He went away to train in the UK –
he has a Master’s degree in theology
and philosophy from Cambridge
University and a Master’s in
organisational studies and mission
theology from York St John’s
University – and he also travelled
extensively.
‘In 1987 I walked 1,500 miles from
Samarès Chapel (the southernmost
point of the British Isles) to the
Shetland Isles (the northernmost)
to raise awareness and funds for a
homeless project in London. It took
82 days, and most of the time I was
by myself. I had a dog for a while,
but he gave up!’
The minister does love a good
walk, although by that he means
a couple of hundred miles. ‘You
always see something different when
you walk,’ he said.
He has been walking around town
too, introducing himself to people.
‘There’s nothing like meeting face to
face and having a cup of tea and a
chat, especially in this age of social
media,’ he said.
And it is the practical outworkings
of faith in community that he

St Helier Methodist Centre at the top of Halkett Place continues to play a
role in society

‘

You have to ask what is special
about this place and what is
special about this time. Are you
clear about what this place has
as its heartbeat?

is passionate about. ‘St Helier
Methodist Centre is the physical
building, which continues to play a
role in society, but we are running
the building throughout the week to
serve the community. It’s essential
that any church seeks to support,
care, affirm and be open to and

enriched by the wider community.
That is our reason for being.’
He says he has inherited from the
Rev Liz Singleton a fine church that
is ‘committed, loyal, imaginative
and willing to take risks and do
things differently’.
Tony’s latest appointment is

SATURDAY 21 JUNE 2014 JERSEY EVENING POST 23

myTime

The InTervIew

Tony Morling has been out and about in town introducing himself to people: ‘There’s nothing like meeting face to face – especially in this age of social media’ (4548501)

PhIlosoPhIes In lIfe
Favourite catchphrases:
n‘Are you well? I am well if you are
well.’ (East African exchange of words
when meeting someone.)
nAs a rule of life: ‘Not because you
must, but because you may.’
nMinistry: ‘Methodism with a slice of
lemon’ (by which he means that the
lemon can bring flavour, edge and
surprise).
Favourite Bible verse:
‘Old men and old women will come back to
Jerusalem, sit on benches on the streets and spin
tales, move around safely with their canes – a
good city to grow old in. And boys and girls will fill
the public parks, laughing and playing – a good
city to grow up in.’
Zechariah 8:4

quite different from where he has been
before, including a challenging post-war
housing estate in Portsmouth. ‘But they
were wonderful people and I loved them to
bits, and learned so much,’ he said. ‘It was
ecumenical, it was Church of England and
Methodist, and that taught me something,
which was always to work outside my
own box, and not be limited by my own
experience, always to look beyond and be
enriched by people who are different from
my own tradition.’
Tony moved to Boscombe, in
Bournemouth, one of the most deprived
wards in the country. There he helped to
set up a family support centre which, he
says, changed the lives of hundreds of
families. For the last nine years he has
been in Loughton, Essex, again working
with other churches and other agencies.
‘When you move to a new place, I think
that you do well to listen,’ he said. ‘What
works somewhere else may not work here.
You have to ask what is special about this
place, and what is special about this time.
Are you clear about what this place has as
its heartbeat?
‘People don’t always know the needs
of those around them, but they can be
extremely generous when they know
there’s a way they can respond, which will

make a direct difference to people’s lives.
There is a warmth here.’
It’s this aim to make a difference to
people’s lives that comes across strongly
when talking to Tony, and he is keen to
help people in Jersey who are struggling,
particularly young families.
‘I would like to work with people with an
interested heart so that pre-school children
have every opportunity to flourish. I want
all children to have a great start in life, and
no one agency can do that on its own.
‘I firmly believe that prevention is better
than cure. It’s far better to have a fence at
the top of a cliff than an ambulance at the
bottom. Early intervention for pre-school
children will have long-term benefit.
‘There are some people for whom life in
Jersey is pretty tough,’ he continued, ‘and
that includes diverse communities in
St Helier and the elderly. One of the worst
forms of poverty is social isolation if it is
unchosen.’
The church, he says, cannot be selfserving. ‘David Bosch once wrote: “One
of the most important things the church
has to learn is that church is not the most
important thing”. And as much as I serve
the church, I believe its function is to be an
agent for God’s kingdom, making practical
realities that transform lives for everyone.’
St Helier Methodist Centre now has a
‘tag line’ which is ‘A place of belonging …
A purpose for life’.
‘There is a power in a Christ-focused
community,’ Tony said. ‘It’s about finding
a welcome, finding acceptance, finding a
place where you can belong, a place to give,
too. A lot of people feel you have to believe
before you belong, but actually you can
come as you are.’
His mother passed away one week before
he took up his appointment in Jersey. He
is here with his wife Cathy, a TV actress
(she was Mrs Drake in the first two series
of Downton Abbey) who also does radio
and voice-over work. They have two sons,
Columba (12) and Ronan (10). The names,
he says, reflect the free and generous Celtic
spirituality of Iona, the Scottish island
where he met his wife one windswept day.
A recent survey put clerics at the top
of the list of contented people. The Rev
Tony Morling certainly comes across as a
happy, giving man, and he is what he calls
a pragmatic optimist. ‘It’s a fascinating
role,’ he said with a smile. ‘You meet the
most incredible people at critical moments
in life. It’s an amazing privilege to try to
connect faith with the causes of justice
and peace.
‘You never know what the day will bring.
For me, it’s the best job in the world.’

