
 

ELY CATHEDRAL BUSINESS GROUP 
 
Summaries of introductions and speeches given at ECBG events in 2012, 2013 and 2014 
 
First event: May 2012 
At the first Celebration of Business, Chairman Tom Green launched the new Ely Cathedral 
Business Group (ECBG) and its purpose: ‘ECBG believes that there is a strong correlation 
between the health of the business sector, and the wellbeing of the communities in which those 
businesses operate.  The purpose of the ECBG is to explore this relationship and to strengthen 
the correlation: to help businesses succeed and thereby make our communities stronger.’ 
 
There are issues that constrain sustainable, desirable business success, and ECBG is committed 
to tackling these. Sustainability is the hallmark of good business and capitalism, and of a good 
society. Sustainability starts with viable economics, and its enemy is short-termism, whether in 
politics and government, in the corporate and financial markets, or in excessive remuneration.  
But a sound economic foundation is essential to enable us to address major ethical issues such 
as poverty, injustice, population growth and threats to the environment. 
 
Expressing concern at the erosion of business sustainability by short-term drivers when long-term 
strategy should be an imperative, and his pleasure at welcoming such a large audience who 
shared this concern, Mr Green then introduced the keynote speakers: The Rt Revd Stephen 
Conway, Bishop of Ely and Charlie Mayfield, Chairman of the John Lewis Partnership. 
 
The Bishop of Ely, declaring himself to be a keen Waitrose shopper, started by exploring some 
of the tensions between Church and Capitalism that had been highlighted by the recent Occupy 
movement.  It is a relationship of paradoxes: with an established Church that has historically 
enjoyed wealthy benefactors while at the same time lecturing business on morality.  Such tensions 
between the ideal and the real world can be traced back to the New Testament – for example, 
the Sermon on the Mount – but that does not mean that Christianity is opposed to business, 
markets and money, rather that it is opposed to the idolatry of all three as ends rather than means. 
 
There is a new consensus that markets need morals.  Firstly they need an environment of trust 
to operate at all, and secondly, they need a normative set of values embodied in community and 
culture.  Economic models that ignore communities are doomed to fail, as businesses become 
unable to draw on the innovation and drive of the wider community.  For this reason, business is 
proven to flourish in more equal societies, when it in return contributes to social as well as financial 
capital: for example, investing under-utilised cash in apprentice schemes. 
 
The tensions referred to earlier are reflected in individuals as well as societies: People of faith 
who are also active in business fear conflict in their roles.  But Christianity is literally ‘down to 
earth’ in a Saviour who is both the Son of Man and of God, and there is no reason why holiness 
should not sit comfortably with business sense.  In fact, good business practice in management 
and marketing has a lot to teach other parts of society, including the Church. 
 



 

Businesses can be run as communities of common interest, where owners and employees share 
the cost of surviving difficult times without exploiting one another, in order to flourish in the future.  
Honour and dignity flow from generosity: there is no opprobrium attached to making a fortune, the 
question is, what you do with it. 
 
The Bishop concluded by encouraging all present to be significant investors in people and ideas, 
so that communities in the county and around the world could flourish and thrive. 
 
Charlie Mayfield, Chairman of the John Lewis Partnership, then considered the relationship of 
health, wealth and happiness to business, starting with the suggestion that while two of these are 
obviously desirable states, the introduction of ‘wealth’ raises questions of excess and inequality. 
 
The recession is causing hardship and increased injustice, but to equate business directly with 
these ills would be a tragedy, as in fact it has the potential to address rather than exacerbate 
them, by creating opportunity and an environment where young people can be valued and realise 
their potential. 
 
The history of the John Lewis Partnership exemplifies this. All 80,000 employees are partners, 
and the ultimate purpose of the business, in the words of its founder Speden Lewis in 1929 is ‘the 
happiness of its members, through their worthwhile and satisfying employment in a successful 
business’. 
 
To achieve this, the guiding principles of the Partnership are that ownership, knowledge, power 
and profit should be in the hands of the employees.  In practice, this means keeping people 
properly informed, making the Chairman fully accountable to them through an elected council 
such that he serves the Partners, and sharing profit in a fair and transparent way.  Partners earn 
these rights in exchange for accepting the responsibility of continually improving their 
performance. 
 
Mr Mayfield concluded that it is because all these factors come together, rather than just the 
aspect of profit-share in isolation, that the community of the Partnership can be created, supported 
and sustained, and individuals can be recognised, valued and respected. He hoped that this 
analysis would resonate with the business community: one of the great challenges in today’s 
society is that ownership has come to be seen as the right to sell, rather than the responsibility to 
nurture and build for the future, but without a long-term perspective, there cannot be a connection 
between health, wealth and happiness. 
 
Second event: Autumn 2012  
ECBG held an evening debate, which was introduced by Chairman Tom Green reflecting on one 
of the key messages emerging so far: that short-termism is the main enemy of sustainable 
businesses that contribute to the economy. He then introduced the speakers: Robert Hallam, 
Manager of John Lewis Partnership Cambridge, and Ali Parsa CEO of Circle Partnership, which 
was running Hinchingbrooke Hospital. 
 



 

Robert Hallam said that three themes – leadership, choices and sharing knowledge – would be 
interwoven into his speech, and echoed the concerns of previous speakers that selling businesses 
was taking priority over nurturing them.  However, nurturing must be balanced by dynamic 
leadership. 
 
The John Lewis Partnership does not live in fear of being sold off, which gives it longevity, clarity 
of focus and the possibility of trading short for long-term gain.  Decisions made now are tough 
ones, but they create the future. 
 
The founder of the John Lewis Partnership warned of the dangers of copying the wrong type of 
leaders: people who were weak, or showy or self-centred. Leaders must inspire self-motivation, 
determination and willingness to strive for the common as well as individual good.  In the 
Partnership, where the ethos is to work together for success, partners challenge leaders to act 
decisively to ensure these values are adhered to and check poor performance. Employees rank 
managers against key performance indicators, as well as vice versa, and results are available to 
all. 
 
Openness is vital, underpinned by formal and informal communication. The John Lewis 
Partnership invests to retain and nurture partners, with long service and commitment giving an 
ample return on this investment.  Partners share knowledge as a foundation for innovation, and 
positioning the business for future development represents real success. 
 
Ali Parsa noted that the world had changed and the environment for business success was no 
longer dictated by the traditional East/West, Capitalism/Communism divides, but by position 
within the world of global trade.   
 
The UK was descending down the global prosperity index, but meanwhile had achieved dramatic 
success in the recent Olympics, after many bad years for British sport.  What could we learn from 
this? To focus on strengths, and invest where we already have a competitive advantage.  
 
In business terms, this means playing to our strengths and delivering to countries in the 
developing world and BRIC areas that see the UK as sharing their values and beliefs. Ninety per 
cent of the world’s growth is happening in these countries, who are starting to think about values 
and trading with compatible partners. It is not just about products, it is about a vision for the human 
benefits those products will bring.  
 
We must stand up for our values: customer service whereby their success is ours; recognising 
that everyone in an enterprise matters; and pursuing excellence rather than accepting mediocrity 
just to avoid risk. 
 
‘Good enough’ is not good enough when there is the potential to be great – this is what we can 
learn from Team GB. 
 



 

Third event: April 2013  
At the second annual Celebration of Business, Chairman Tom Green thanked all those who had 
made the previous year such a success for the concept of ECBG, supporting it with their time and 
enthusiasm, and helping the mentoring schemes get off to an excellent start.  In particular, he 
thanked the ECBG Committee and the Ely Cathedral Chapter and staff for their very positive 
attitude, and the opportunity to celebrate the harvest of human endeavour in such a magnificent 
building which itself exemplified confidence and vision over many centuries. 
 
He welcomed the two keynote speakers, the Rt Revd David Thomson, Bishop of Huntingdon and 
George Freeman MP, as well as a very large audience drawn from the smallest to largest 
businesses of the county. 
 
The Bishop of Huntingdon argued that seeing a dichotomy between profitable business and the 
wellbeing of people is to set up a false opposition. The great philanthropists of the past, such as 
Titus Salt who used the profits of a successful manufacturing business to establish a model town, 
show us that this is a modern myth we need to challenge. 
 
There is a moral imperative on us all to be robustly committed to the common good, and this 
means that those who have been blessed with business acumen and an entrepreneurial spirit 
should use their talents to create wealth and put it to good use.  The key words in the process, if 
it is to be a healthy one, are Passion, Purpose, Plan, Profit and People. Some of the most powerful 
philanthropy is driven by a passion for a place and its people with which there is a personal 
connection. 
 
Political aspirations to harness the enterprising approach and the benefits of the voluntary sector 
– the Big Society – have been undermined by the government’s own actions in ceasing small but 
vital amounts of funding to the very sector they were turning to, which is now becoming 
disillusioned.  We need to take some risks and use business expertise to set up social enterprises, 
and we need to keep talking to one another about how we can use all our talents for the common 
good. 
 
The Cambridge Conversations initiative, a partnership between the Diocese, Emmanuel College 
and the East of England Faiths Council (the last shortly to close due to the cuts), is helping to 
bridge this credibility gap and get people talking about the sort of society we want to belong to, 
and the Bishop hoped those present would get involved. 
 
He concluded by reminding everyone that if they are driven by good passions; if they strive for 
good purposes, moral profits and great people; if they are sustained by the virtues of faith, love 
and hope: then they are truly in business. 
 
In his presentation ‘The Crisis of Disconnection’, George Freeman MP presented a challenge to 
the current conventions of economic and political theory, suggesting that the current crisis results 
from blindly embracing a flawed model, based on isolationism, short-termism and the loss of 
values that are essential for a community to stay connected: the values of enterprise and civic 
responsibility. 



 

 
Many of our national institutions have become like inverted pyramids.  Instead of resting on a 
broad base with a clear and accountable leader at the top, they have become top-heavy with an 
overpaid elite and a tough, squeezed environment at the bottom. This is dysfunctional and 
unsustainable, leaving people disconnected and powerless. We are losing a sense of shared 
destiny, and current party politics exacerbate this crisis of disconnection.  
 
Two key thinkers who provide a philosophy of hope in the current crisis are Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 
and Alastair McIntyre.  Both stress the importance of rebuilding common foundations after 
fractures that stretch back to World War One and earlier. The roots of the solution – reconnection 
– lie at local level, where relationships and interdependence have a natural place. 
 
For this reason, businesses embedded in their communities are fundamental to economic and 
social recovery.  The problem is, that the drivers of institutional investment are short-term, and 
unable to take account of the benefits of sustainability or social capital.  We need to find ways of 
investing in business that enable civic renewal: these include social bonds, mutualism, 
philanthropy, microfinance and social enterprise. 
 
Mr Freeman commended to those present, the possibility of Ely leading the way as a hub of 
connected growth, encouraging local leadership, innovation and opportunity.  It would thus 
reconnect wealth creation with social values, shared responsibility and a challenge to injustice. 
 
 
Fourth event: October 2013  
 
Chairman Tom Green opened the event by noting that it was the fourth to be held by ECBG, and 
would follow the theme ‘It’s up to us!’.  The foundations of Western society are being severely 
tested by greed and short-termism.  We must ask what has changed, and what can we do about 
it?  The Christian values of love and duty, shared by many others of different faiths and none, 
underpinned an older order, and without these, capitalism becomes self-serving and destructive 
 
Mr Green expressed his pleasure at welcoming two speakers who would explore these issues 
further. James Featherby is an author, and Chairman of The Church of England Ethical 
Investment Advisory Group, who previously worked in the City for over 30 years.  Phillip Blond if 
the Founder Director of the ResPublica think tank. 
 
James Featherby, paying tribute to the venue and the thinking that had created it, started by 
asking the audience to consider the importance of different world views, and how they are 
shaped by the political and philosophical environment. 
 
Individual and community beliefs about what constitutes happiness and well-being, and what 
people think are the goals of life, vary between societies: Mr Featherby pointed to examples from 
the modern Mexico/US border, through Africa and 1940s Russia, to the modern day City of 
London. We are in danger of allowing a focus on ‘fact’ and ‘reason’ to override the concept of 
human values, because the latter require principle-based decisions about the nature of goodness 
and decency, and that provides a real challenge. 
 



 

There is a fear that we have come to believe that all values are subjective.  We therefore reject 
them as being unfounded on evidence, and having no basis for public policy, which instead 
concerns itself only with measurable economic growth. 
 
Mr Featherby contrasted devotion to ‘reason’ with devotion to a God of love: ‘if human reason 
begins to depart from the love of others, it not only ceases to be part of the divine, it also ceases 
to be reason’.  The development of a society worth living in flows not from the so-called ‘selfish 
gene’ but from the ‘altruistic gene’ and, ironically, there are now scientific theories that the 
existence of the latter enabled human progress. 
 
Whether we believe that good principles are revealed to us by God, or are innate senses, they 
militate against the rampant individualism that currently distinguishes Western society, which is 
‘an intellectual mistake’, reducing morality down to ‘only two maxims: the promotion of freedom 
and the prevention of harm’. 
 
The practical effects can be seen on our doorstep, in the City of London and other financial 
centres, where companies are required by law to pursue self interest, and to divest themselves 
of any wider responsibility for the consequences, reducing relationships to ‘an ever-increasing 
spiral of contractual claims against others, and away from notions of contribution and shared 
endeavour’. 
 
Market breakdown of this type goes hand-in-hand with excessive personal debt that results in a 
plethora of ills: environmental damage, growing inequality, inflation, and reduced investment in 
innovation and the future. 
 
Turning to a less gloomy prognostication, Mr Featherby asked delegates to consider the beautiful 
city of Siena in Tuscany where, in the central square, the 14th Century frescos of Lorenzetti ‘sum 
up a wonderfully Christian understanding of the way in which the needs of society are best met, 
including through the inter-relationship of business and society’. 
 
Their message is ‘that good values lead to a harmonious and prosperous society, whereas bad 
values lead to division and strife…poverty and despair’. But when the sacred and the secular are 
brought together, concord will flow from the Virtues, bringing about the Common Good. 
 
This is a picture of a society that is self-determined, regenerated not through economic or 
political programmes but by virtue, and the allegory in the frescos indicates the power of ideas to 
change the reality of daily life. 
 
Virtue is not about ‘niceness’, Mr Featherby concluded, but about actively creating societies and 
their financial and legal infrastructure that are based on public, shared good rather than 
individual goods.  This will only happen when we decide what we value, and what our values are, 
and make them manifest.  He warned: ‘It would be unwise to wait for government to do this for 
you.’ 
 
Thanking Mr Featherby warmly, Mr Green introduced Phillip Blond who, as an academic, author 
and researcher, bridges the gap between policy and practice. 
 



 

Mr Blond started with a positive message: what ECBG is doing, is full of hope, but not unrealistic. 
The proper practice of economics can be highly moral, and a group like this has the power to 
make real change. 
 
Contrary to popular belief, the world is becoming increasingly religious; the only places where 
atheism is growing are small parts of Northern Europe.  Britain has been, and can be a leader of 
a new morality, and ECBG can have a transformative role. Economic orthodoxy is profoundly 
mistaken, based on ‘false reason’ as has been pointed out by many experts in the field, and we 
can see its failings all around us. The collapse of the dominant economic model, predicted for 
decades, has affected everyone. 
 
Mr Blond cited many authors who had rejected the idea of economics as a ‘natural science’, 
where only the measurable is of importance.  Economics is actually about human values, and is 
‘intentional’: the product of the human mind, and a means to a future state of affairs, not an end 
in itself.  If viewed through this lens, it becomes obvious that if it deals with what people value 
and want, then it cannot be divorced from morality. 
 
There can be no general rules that govern economics, as they do the physical or biological 
sciences, and Mr Blond gave examples of how economic transactions are based not on external, 
immutable rules but on models influenced by notions of fairness and reciprocity.  Early trade and 
barter could only have worked on a basis of trust, so exchange of goods must have been 
founded on ethical considerations.  Therefore, we cannot start from the belief that capitalism is 
inherently evil, but rather, acknowledge that it has the propensity to be, when it goes wrong.  The 
modern ‘economics’, based on individual greed and desire, is a ‘deep perversion’ of what it was 
originally: a means to equity and public good. 
 
So, can markets and businesses be moral? There are many examples, from the Roman anti-
monopoly laws to the Victorian friendly societies, that they can be; but those who invest to gain, 
must also take their share of the risk. 
 
This is why the company as an entity, formed as a cooperative endeavour to share risk, can be 
such a powerful actor. Small businesses are often highly ethical, more so than large 
corporations, as they are more likely to see their employees holistically.  They provide an 
economic model that has the potential to change our society and make it more equitable, and the 
Church can and should do even more to support small businesses by encouraging Local 
Authorities to work with them, creating employment and taking people out of the ‘serfdom’ of 
benefits. 
 
In conclusion, if morality is intrinsic to economics, then following a moral path will be a more 
successful way to practice business, enabling innovation and harnessing human creativity.  It is 
heartening that the Social Values Act, relating to competitive tendering, recognises this. 
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Fifth event: May 2014 
 
Chairman Tom Green welcomed everyone to Ely Cathedral,  ‘the ship of the fens’ for the Third 
Annual Celebration of Business, and thanked all the sponsors, especially  C. Hoare and Co., G’s 
Fresh and Spearhead International – for enabling Ely Cathedral Business Group’s philosophy of 
ensuring these events were free and open to all. 
 
There is a vital correlation between the health of the business sector and the wellbeing of its 
wider community, which it is important to recognise and nurture for the good of all. ECBG is 
working to strengthen both: through mentoring businesses and sixth formers, launching a 
schools programme to help provide resource for improvement, and planning to assist in the 
establishment of a credit union.  The Group has hosted two events since the last Annual 
Celebration, and will shortly be publishing its programme for the coming year. 
 
Mr Green trusted that the ripple effect of ideas and initiatives generated here would spread more 
widely within our region and nation.  He concluded by asking all who could, to donate generously 
to Ely Foodbank, and by welcoming the evening’s speakers: 
  
Lord Williams of Oystermouth, the former Archbishop of Canterbury, was ordained in this 
cathedral, and the region is blessed by his return.  Lord Wolfson of Aspley Guise, CEO of Next, 
has taken the company on a remarkable journey of success in terms of growth and profitability. 
 
Bishop Rowan Williams opened by reflecting on the idea of always ‘wanting more’, as Marlowe in 
the classic film Key Largo summarised the motivation of gangster Johnny Rocco. If growth is 
desirable, what do we want more of, and why? There is an overlap between wealth and 
wellbeing, but the former should be the servant of the latter.  Wealth provides an important 
element of the security and reliability we need in our world, if we are going to have the 
confidence to take risks and bring about change.  Wellbeing comes from a balance between risk 
taking and risk aversion; recently, our environment has not fostered the courage to push at 
boundaries. 
 
Similarly, we need assurance of sound personal relationships in order to be able to have the trust 
to form new ones, in the same way that our ‘unbreakable relationship with our creator’ gives us 
the foundation from which to be creative. 
 
If the function of wealth is to set us free, rather than to confine or enslave us, then the function of 
business is to build a stable foundation for the wider community such that it can achieve its 
potential as an interdependent group.  Business activity is not about people becoming ‘economic 
units’, but is an integral and universal part of the overall state of mankind, and a form of 
cooperation that enables healthy relationships. Wealth, therefore, cannot be made for the self 
alone, but to underpin a mutually supportive environment. 
 
Our ‘current mess’ can be ascribed to the breakdown of business values.  The first of the 
business virtues is trust, without which commerce cannot function. Lord Williams called to mind a 
senior executive saying to him just after the financial crash: ‘We have forgotten the priority of 
trust.’ 
 



 

The second business virtue is the long-term perspective made possible by trust, which gives the 
freedom to look more broadly and take the time to understand context and consequences. 
 
Capitalism is about ‘weaving together these two themes’ to create the stable environment that 
permits us to be adventurous. But as with trust, so the long-term view has been compromised by 
recent events. The feverish atmosphere of markets weakens the ability to plan for the longer 
term, by engendering anxiety and eroding our sense of humanity. 
 
‘What kind of life is good for human beings?’  Lord Williams said that it was one capable of 
patience, trust in others, confidence in oneself and one’s world. Looking around the exhibition of 
businesses in the Cathedral he saw the vision of a well functioning life.  All the facets of human 
endeavour represented, collectively gave a picture of how people can work together at a 
practical level to create a supportive environment for their community. 
 
‘Wanting more’ in isolation from values and business virtues is destructive, but seeking growth 
can be very constructive.  Growth and change are part of the vision of a balanced and mature 
human life; a vision that has deep religious roots. 
 
Lord Simon Wolfson opened by answering the question he was so often asked: he assured the 
audience that he was indeed wearing a Next suit, constructed in China from fabric woven in Italy, 
and shipped to the UK.  
 
He spoke of the great tribute it was to the values and society of the UK that he, as a Jew, was 
not only speaking in a Cathedral, but that no-one felt it was remarkable that he was doing so. 
Offering examples of the ‘deep seated decency’ of this nation, he went on to express concern at 
the challenges it faces. 
 
While the credit crunch has ended, and real earnings are rising, we have to recognise that it has 
taken six years to return to the life style to which we were accustomed, and future growth is not 
by any means assured. Indeed, there are signs that the old problems of inflated borrowing are 
again being encouraged, particularly by the government’s mortgage policy. 
 
We need to choose ‘productive growth’: this mean having ‘more things’, such as food, houses, 
clothes, and roads.  Choosing ‘more’, in terms of manufactured goods, is courageous and 
necessary. However, many of our established institutions are unconsciously anti-growth, 
because they subscribe to the illusion that there is a ‘limited pot’ of wealth and resources, and 
that the only choices are therefore about how to share this out.  This is a ‘mean spirited’ view, as 
resources are not limited, and there is no need to fight over them.  The last six years has been 
about greed and envy: the ‘moronic, destructive greed’ of the bankers, and the envy of the poor, 
‘the feeling that if you are poor, someone has taken something away from you’. 
 
‘Economics is based on the terrible lie of the scarcity principle’.  Lord Wilson attacked the 
‘scarcity principle’, as being based on a profoundly incorrect assumption that all wealth and 
resources are in limited supply.  He gave two examples to disprove this. Firstly, that of the 
iPhone phenomenon: 20 years ago, there were none, now there are $100 billion -worth of 
iPhones and this wealth has been created without any balancing reduction of resource.  
Secondly, the instance of a new Next shop out of town near Camberley.  This had sold £21m of 



 

goods in one year, yet the High Street Next in the same town had seen its takings reduce by only 
£0.5m; thus, over £20m of wealth had been created. 
 
Dynamic economies need change, and we are too quick to take a negative approach to change. 
People understand that if all our arterial roads were closed, the UK would cease to function, yet 
they cannot accept that if more roads are built, our economy will grow.  The same negativity is 
exacerbating the already divisive lack of housing.  An increase in house prices does not add to 
the overall wealth of the nation, but transfers it unfairly to those who own their homes, whereas 
building new houses creates wealth, yet we are unwilling to release the land needed, in the 
name of protecting the environment. 
 
Lord Wolfson decried the accumulation of control in the hands of public authorities, when we 
should put more trust in the collective endeavour of the 30m working people of the UK.  With 
more faith in our economy, we could again build the type of homes enjoyed by the Georgians 
and Victorians, before the Planning Act of 1947, which set minimum standards for housing.  He 
concluded: ‘We can either risk success or guarantee failure’. 
 
 
 
 
Transcripts and audio of every event, including question and answer sessions, can be found at 
www.elycathedralbusinessgroup.org 
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