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Ekklesia think-tank 

235 Shaftesbury Avenue    
London, WC2H 8EP 

 
Tuesday 4th April 2017 

 
 
The Rt Hon Theresa May MP 
Prime Minister of the United Kingdom 
10 Downing Street 
London, SW1A 2AA 
 
 
Dear Prime Minister, 
 
We are writing to you on what we believe is a sad and shameful day for our country. A day on 
which some of our least fortunate neighbours will find that in their hour of need, their country 
adopts a mean and begrudging attitude towards them, consigning them to poverty and 
deprivation.   
 
The £30 per week cut to Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) implemented by your 
government means that from today, many people who may have worked for decades but 
become unfit to work due to illness or disability, will be expected to survive on the financial 
equivalent of Jobseekers Allowance – just £73.10 per week. 
 
We would ask you to reflect on the fact that Jobseekers Allowance is at best a subsistence 
payment, the minimum amount a person could be expected to live on. Healthy jobseekers are 
expected to survive on this Allowance for a matter of weeks or months, until they find a job. Yet 
from today, your government is expecting people with a serious illness or disability to live on 
this meagre amount for what may be years.  
 
We know that people who are ill or disabled are already far more likely to be living in poverty 
than the general population. We know that poverty and deprivation have a very negative 
impact on both physical and mental health. We know that people with an illness or disability 
experience higher living costs. To further reduce the incomes of people struggling with such 
problems, piling extra deprivation on top of all the other pressures they face, seems not only 
cruel, but almost guaranteed to delay their recovery. 
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Your government’s justification for this cut, that it removes a “perverse incentive”, implies that 
people in receipt of ESA are not working because they find life on benefits rather comfortable, 
and need to be made less comfortable to force them into work. This betrays not only a woeful 
ignorance of how hard life is for sick and disabled people surviving on benefits, but also a 
deplorable lack of respect for people struggling with some of the biggest challenges life can 
throw at them.  
 
We ask you to imagine yourself being diagnosed with a serious physical or mental illness which 
meant you could no longer do your job.  Imagine then having to choose whether to keep your 
home warm, pay for transport to a hospital appointment, or buy food. These are choices which 
are being made every day by people on ESA, even before the £30 a week cut.  We find it 
shameful and distressing that sick and disabled people can be reliant on foodbanks. And yet 
because of a decision by your government, the position for future claimants will be even worse. 
 
We know that when they do try to get back to work, people with a chronic illness or disability 
face considerable barriers to employment. Until those barriers are removed, and they have a fair 
chance of finding employment, making them poorer in order to ‘incentivise’ them to get a job is 
punitive and somewhat disingenuous. 
 
We note that since you became Prime Minister you have made several references to your 
Christian background and beliefs, and the pride you take in our country’s Christian heritage. 
We would ask you to consider whether the decision to cut ESA, taking money from some of the 
poorest and least fortunate people in the country, is in any way consistent with a Christian 
approach.  
 
We are sure you would agree that a core belief of Christianity is that the poorest and most 
disadvantaged people have the most urgent claim to justice. Throughout his ministry, Jesus 
prioritised sick and disabled people for his attention, treating them with respect and 
compassion.  And we would remind you of these verses from the letter of James (2. 15-17):  
Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and daily food.  If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; 
keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, 
faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead. 
 
We would also remind you that the United Nations recently found that UK government policies 
have resulted in a grave and systematic violation of disabled people’s human rights. People 
whom the DWP has found unfit to work because of a chronic illness or disability do not expect 
to be treated in a particularly generous or privileged way. But they do need a basic level of 
support which enables them to exercise their human rights to food, warmth, shelter and 
participation in society. Surely your government is not saying this is unaffordable, or 
undesirable? 
 
When Conservative backbenchers objected to a rise in National Insurance Contributions for the 
self -employed, you acted to reverse the government’s position within a week. Sadly, there has 
been no such backbench agitation on behalf of people who are too ill or disabled to work, but 
we would still hope to appeal to your personal conscience and your Christian values.  
 
We know you inherited this cruel, unChristian and damaging cut from your predecessor.  As 
we approach Easter we would ask you to use your power, as you did with National Insurance 
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Contributions, to reverse this cut and show that Christian values are not just a part of our 
heritage but a vital part of our country’s present.    
 
We look forward to your considered response.  
 
Yours sincerely,    

Simon Barrow (Director, Ekklesia think-tank, http://www.ekklesia.co.uk) 
Dr Simon Duffy (Director, Centre for Welfare Reform, 
http://www.centreforwelfarereform.org) 
Jill Segger (Associate Director, Ekklesia; Quaker) 
Bernadette Meaden (Researcher on welfare; Catholic) 
Rt Rev David Atkinson (Assistant Bishop, Anglican Diocese of Southwark) 
Rt Rev Tony Robinson (Anglican Bishop of Wakefield) 
Dr Claire Bates (Quality Analyst / Researcher, ChoiceSupport, Westminster) 
Rev Al Barrett (Rector, Hodge Hill Church; Director, Open Door Community Foundation) 
Rev Bill Braviner (Co-founder, Disability & Jesus network) 
John Burton (Author and social care consultant)  
Fr Paul Butler (Rector, St Paul's, Deptford)  
Dr R C J Carling (Carer for spouse with ME/Chronic Fatigue Syndrome) 
Alison Chalmers 
Vinny Cowling (People Focussed Group, Doncaster) 
Norma Curran (CEO, Values Into Action Scotland) 
Luke Dowding (Ekklesia, Business Development Adviser) 
Dr Brian Fisher (General Practitioner) 
Rev Dr John Gillibrand (Church in Wales) 
John Gillie (Fellow, Centre for Welfare Reform) 
Rev Dr Ruth Gouldbourne (Bloomsbury Central Baptist Church) 
Catherine Hale (Senior Researcher, Centre for Welfare Reform) 
Rev Ian P. Hamilton 
Dr Catherine Harkin (Edinburgh) 
Symon Hill (Christian writer) 
Chris Howells (Managing Director Koru Services Group)  
Rev Tom Hurcombe (Anglican priest, South Norwood) 
Dr Robin Jackson (Visiting Research Fellow, University of Hertfordshire) 
Vinesh Kumar (Founder, iDirect Independent Living) 
Julie Lowe (Big Red Food Company) 
Rt Rev Stephen Lowe (North Wales; formerly C of E Bishop for Urban Life) 
D P Lucas (Disability & Jesus network) 
Dr Su Maddock (Manchester) 
Rev Rachel Mann (Anglican priest, writer, musician and poet, Manchester) 
Juliet Marlow (Disability rights campaigner) 
Rev Dr Michael Marten (Leader elect, Iona Community) 
Stuart Masters (Quaker, academic) 
Maria C. McCarthy (claimant for ESA and DLA) 
Virginia Moffatt (Ekklesia associate, writer and welfare campaigner)  
Tanya Moore (Senior Clinical Lecturer in Social Work and Social Care, Tavistock and 
Portman NHS Trust) 
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Eri Mountbatten (Fellow, Centre for Welfare Reform, Wales) 
Fr Martin Newell (Catholic Worker) 
Rev Paul Nicholson (Taxpayers Against Poverty) 
Melanie O'Neil (Support worker) 
Bob Rhodes (Co-director, LivesthroughFriends) 
Les Scaife (Chair, West Lancs Peer Support)  
Rev Dr Steven Shakespeare (Philosophical theologian, Liverpool) 
Dr Greg Smith (Researcher and writer) 
Stephen Sloss (CEO, Salvere)  
Henry Tam (Humanist; Director, Question the Powerful) 
Terry Waite (Humanitarian) 
Rev Dr Simon Woodman (Bloomsbury Central Baptist Church) 
Veronica Zundel (Writer; Mennonite Church)  

 

 


