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in 2019 he was recognized in the Queen’s New Year’s
Honours List with a CBE for ‘services to tackling poverty
and injustice’. And in his inimitable and characteristic
style, he thanked friends for putting his name forward
for the award but talked about having a sense of
‘imposter syndrome’.
This was the man, the leader, the mentor, the thinker,
the pastor, the encourager, the friend, the Christian
brother, that so many came to love and admire.
Joel’s presence and ministry will be missed by
Christians and non-Christians alike, but his influence
and impact will continue for decades to come in the life
and ministry of leaders and others in whom he invested
his time, love and patience.

Rev. Dr. Joel Edwards
Last week, the Christian community lost one of its
greatest leaders. On Wednesday 30 June, Revd Dr Joel
Edwards CBE finally departed this world to be with the
Lord he loved and served all his adult life. Joel was so
many things to so many people: he grew up as a
Pentecostal, but he became more than that; he was an
Evangelical, but he was more than that; he was a
Jamaican, but he was more than that; he was Black
British, but he was more than that. Joel Edwards was a
supreme preacher and communicator. He was a unifier
and a diplomat, negotiating the ‘choppy waters’ (a
phrase he used often) of ‘Pentecostalisms’ (for there
are many types and expressions of Pentecostalism), the
tribal and theological alignments of competing
evangelical traditions, as well as the inevitable conflicts
arising from his deeply held Christian convictions as he
sought to make relevant and accessible the Christian
voice in the public square.
Undoubtedly, this was put to the test when he joined
the newly founded Equality and Human Rights
Commission (EHRC) in 2008, at a time when
evangelicals like Edwards were portrayed by some as
‘conservative reactionaries’ who are unwilling to
engage in constructive dialogue on human sexuality.
Nationally and internationally, Joel Edwards was a
powerful advocate for the poor and disenfranchised,
for racial justice, and for Christian unity. Unsurprisingly,

The eight-year-old boy who cried all the way from his
house to the Palisadoes Airport in Kingston, Jamaica, to
join his mother in the UK on 1 May 1960 was to become
in the words of Ian Randall ‘the most prominent
evangelical in Britain at the end of the 1990s’.
In 1997, Joel Edwards made history. He was the first
Black person (and a fully paid-up Pentecostal at that) to
become General Director of the Evangelical Alliance
(EA).
Although he
started his
career in the
Probation
Service
(after
spending
two years
gaining his
qualification
in
Social
Work,
he
spent eight
and
half
years
working as a
probationary officer), his time at the London Bible
College (LBC) between 1972-1975 exposed him to the
world of evangelicals and Evangelicalism. It was no

accident that he came into contact with Phillip Mohabir
in 1987 at Spring Harvest in Minehead. Phillip, of HinduGuyanese background, came to the UK as a missionary
in 1956. In 1985, with support from Clive Calver
(General Director of the Evangelical Alliance), Phillip
founded the West Indian Evangelical Alliance (WIEA).

Joel’s at the EA

Three years later in February 1988, Joel was invited by
Phillip to become the General Secretary of WIEA. But
1985 was also a significant year for Joel and his wife
Carol. They received ‘the call’ (telephone!) to the
ministry from the leader of the New Testament Church
of God in the UK, Dr Selwyn Arnold, to lead a small
church of thirty-five people in Mile End, east London.
For a man known and loved by young and old alike for
being a ‘most caring and wonderful pastor’, becoming
a pastor was not part of his plans. Indeed, as Joel
candidly recalls:
“I had not thought of being a pastor, and I knew very
little about the church, but I accepted”
His tenure as Senior Pastor of Mile End New Testament
Church of God from 1985-1995 was one of the most
exciting times in the history of the organisation. He
established a dynamic ministry team, empowered
women leadership at a time when it was not
fashionable, and threw off many of the inherited
‘holiness’ strictures and practices of the Church of God.
Mile End New Testament Church of God was the place
to be if you were ‘Young, Christian and Black conscious’;
it was ‘the happening place’ where you heard preaching
at its best; where discipleship took place in an
empowering and loving environment, where you
attended the prayer and fasting meetings expecting to
hear ‘a word from the Lord’. And of course, Joel
instituted the phenomenal ‘Cultural Weekends’ where
issues of Black history, Culture, Politics, and Black
Christian identity were explored.

The Mile End ‘experiment’, as it was called, did not
receive universal approval from the old guard of NTCG’s
executive, but it was the best thing taking place in an
organisation struggling to come to terms with Black
youths and postmodernity. In a sense, Joel had the
spirit of the ‘sons of Issachar’, he had an intuitive
‘understanding of the times’ and knew what had to be
done (1 Chronicles 12: 32).
As UK Director of the Evangelical Alliance from 19921997, Joel played a leading role in developing and
strengthening the voice of evangelicals in Wales,
Scotland, and Northern Ireland. He also played a
significant part in the celebrations marking the 150th
Anniversary of the Alliance since its founding in 1846.
Joel’s mantra was a simple but challenging one: ‘Uniting
Evangelicals to change society.’ He was passionate
about church unity, justice, and social transformation.
The creation of the department of Public Theology in
2005 was the vehicle through which he wanted the
Christian voice to be heard in the public square on
social, political, moral, and religious themes and issues.
Joel was a great unifier; he modelled Christian unity
and devoted enormous time and energy encouraging
Black and white Christians to work together for the
common good. As General Director of the African
Caribbean Evangelical Alliance, he introduced
ACCORD. This was a platform for ‘crossdenominational conversations’ with Black and white
Christians; it also facilitated a series of meetings for
Black ministers to discuss some of the problems and
challenges facing them as leaders of diaspora
congregations. And at a time when there were many
sociological theories explaining the rise of the Black
Majority Church, Joel’s assessment was both
instructive and salutary:
“Black Churches
were not brought
into being solely as
a result of racism.
This would make
them entirely a
community by
default. Whilst
God is able to
produce good
fruits from bad
seeds this is not the whole story!

Black Churches came into being to fulfil
spiritual, social and cultural needs which
would otherwise have gone unmet – and the
African and Caribbean Church in the UK is an
indication of God’s ability to meet a people’s
need through their own ministry to
themselves.”
Under Joel’s leadership, the EA gave evidence to the
McPherson Inquiry into the death of Stephen
Lawrence. Joel gave verbal evidence to the Inquiry with
two other Black Christian leaders in 1998. From 20062008 he helped to facilitate the work of the Black
Christian Leaders’ Forum. This was a group of Black
Christian leaders who met with the Prime Minister and
government officials regularly to discuss pressing social
issues. Baroness Valerie Amos coordinated the work
from the government side, and the EA provided the
secretariat for the meetings. An apotheosis was
reached in 2018, when Joel delivered the address at the
70th Anniversary Windrush Service in Westminster
Abbey. It was a brilliant tour de force of the Caribbean
experience in Britain from 1948. This document is
politically fecund; it should be studied carefully by all
those interested in the ‘Windrush generation’ and its
spiritual legacy.
As a regular contributor to BBC Radio 4 Thought for the
Day, Joel’s voice, insight, and wisdom was heard
nationally. Internationally, he advocated for the poor
and for those suffering religious persecution in his role
as International Director of Micah Challenge and
Director of Advocacy for Christian Solidarity Worldwide
(CSW) from 2009-2017. Receiving the CBE from the
Queen in 2019 was a fitting tribute for his work and
ministry. Other honors were bestowed upon him,
including the Jamaican Prime Minister’s Medal of
Appreciation (2003), Honorary Canon of St Paul’s
Cathedral (2001), Honorary Doctor of Divinity from St
Andrews University (2007), Honorary Doctor of
Theology from Olivet University, California, USA (2015),
and the Langham Award for Community Engagement
from the Archbishop of Canterbury (2026).

In 2019, Joel received his (earned) Doctor of Theology
& Ministry degree from Durham University, the same
year that Archbishop John Sentamu received an
honorary doctorate from the same institution.
Joel wrote several books. In 1992, he edited a “Lets
Praise Again! An African Caribbean Perspective on
Worship.’’ He wrote two chapters in this book; one
dealing with preaching, the other with ‘Pentecostal
distinctives’. In this latter chapter, he talks about the
decline of the eschatological in Black church worship:
“Today, a part of the transition of black church
worship is the gradual disappearance of this
eschatological emphasis. The new generation
of British black Christians have emerged with
the tools of social analysis and a sense of
belonging to their environment. For them,
heaven is still real, though not urgent.”
In his Lord, Make Us One –
But Not All the Same:
Seeking Unity in Diversity
(1999), Joel gives us a good
account of his early years
and
his
theological
formation and challenges at
the London Bible College.
Joel’s last book, An Agenda
for Change (2008) was a
remarkable little book,
challenging Christians to
unity and prophetic witness in society. This was Joel’s
parting shot to the ‘evangelical family’. Indeed, he
remarked:

“Of all the things I've written this is the one
product that feels like a mission. What pushed
me to write it was the culmination of many
conversations within the evangelical family
over the years and a real passion to see the
Christian church and evangelical witness
position itself for realistic and effective ministry
in the 21st century. It was actually written as a
launch pad for a new phase of work within the
Alliance but ironically it has turned out to be
something of a parting gift.”
Joel was a great supporter and
champion of the work of NCLF,
offering his guidance and
wisdom on the group’s work
and challenges. In his
response to our manifesto
(Black
Church
Political
Mobilisation – a manifesto for
action, 2015), Joel remarked:
“I have been pleased to see
the development of the Manifesto and of the
work which…colleagues have pioneered in
raising political consciousness and activism
over the years. The Manifesto has proved a
vivid tool for empowerment for the Black
Christian community which remains the most
coherent and arguably the most transformative
section of the Black community in the UK. I
have found the Manifesto to be a unique and
inspiring document. As someone involved in
mobilizing Christians around the world to
respond to the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) between 2000-2014, I am particularly
heartened by the Manifesto’s position on
International Development. My engagement
with the Manifesto and the response it has
received… demonstrates the value of engaging
with academic research to produce dynamic
change. My prayer is that this work will be even
better resourced to accelerate its impact across
the Black Christian community.”
But how will this giant in the Kingdom of God be
remembered? Many will remember him for his
warmth, his smile, his sense of humour and his
compassion. Others will recall his powerful preaching
and his public witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ to

transform lives and culture. The many phases of his live
and career speaks to a life well lived serving Christ, the
Church and the common good.
Like all great leaders, Joel Edwards wrestled with his
own demons and disappointments. He was
comfortable with who he was, who he had become,
who God had made him: he was a Black Pentecostal
Christian who God used to bring about change in
Church and society. Through his life and ministry, God’s
goodness, grace, and generosity was extended to all he
encountered.
We remember our friend and colleague Joel Edwards
as an ‘Ambassador of Christ’ with a ministry and gift
for reconciliation. In his unique and characteristic
style, his farewell message to his friends and the wider
Christian family reminds us of God ‘The faithful One’
who is ‘marvelous, mysterious and majestic in all that
He does’. Confident in his faith and the Christian hope
of the resurrection, he ends his farewell message with
these beautiful words: “I wait to welcome you.”
Joel is survived by his wife Carol and his two children
Joel Jr., and Davina.

Joel’s Final Word to the UK Church

