The Future of Faith in Britain

Some I know, have been faithfully praying for a massive revival – that foresees churches of all shapes and sizes filled to capacity, as people turn back and rediscover their Christian roots.  (Personally, I believe we should never give up praying for this).  However, others have predicted the continued decline of the Christian faith in Britain, with some reports stating that if current trends continue our churches will be all but empty in 30 years time.  Some believe that it is only the traditional churches that will experience such decline, and that new “free churches” will be the ones that continue to grow.  There are also concerns amongst many that whilst Christianity may itself appear to be in decline, other faiths – most notably Islam - may experience great and rapid growth - led in part by the increasing numbers of immigrants from oversees.   Who’s to say who is correct?  Indeed, the truth may well be hidden somewhere in the middle of all these scenarios!  One thing is certain though, things are not likely to stay the same as they are today.

The good news is that over the past seven years – according to Peter Brierley of the Christian Research Association – we have seen more churches growing, so that overall the Church is not losing nearly as many people as it was before.  Unfortunately, declining churches are still losing more people than the growing churches are gaining – due in part to the fact that churchgoers are significantly older on average than the population. However, more than a quarter of all churchgoers are now in fast growing congregations, according to CRA, which are on average double the size of fast declining congregations.  This research has been borne up by the Church of England’s own statistics, which shows that on average 1.7 million people take part in a Church of England service each month – a figure that has been more or less level since the turn of the millennium.  In addition, nearly 2 out of 5 churches have started a new form of “fresh expression” since 2000.

ORB research has shown that over 85% of the population visit a church or place of worship at least once during the course of a year, with 43% of the nation claiming that they attend church at Christmas.  Perhaps we shouldn’t be too surprised by these figures, as even the 2001 Census showed that 72% of the nation, that’s nearly three-quarters of us, see ourselves as “Christian” – a fact that is borne out when the nation is in crisis, and people turn to the church for help.  There is, as we all know, an inherent faith embedded in the lives of many people in the United Kingdom – it’s just not something that they choose to actively practice.  That, according to Grace Davie – is something they leave for others to do.  Indeed, she is also at pains to point out that “all voluntary groups that depend on regular commitment are in decline”, including political parties, trade unions and so on.   So we should remember that a measure church attendance, is not the most accurate indicator of a nation’s faith – but rather a measure of a church’s ability to meaningfully engage.

As I’m sure you will agree, interest in spiritual matters remain as strong as ever – just take a look at the size of the “spirituality section” (as opposed to the “Christianity section”) in your nearest bookshop or library.  Have you noticed how spiritual themes are now being used in adverts – which is very telling “sign of the times”?  Personally, I find it is no longer a taboo to talk about spiritual matters with friends – indeed there seems to be a growing interest amongst them and a notable quest for spiritual experience, although all too often there is also a distrust of anything that is seen as too authoritarian or dictatorial.  In fact, a BBC Soul of Britain survey back in 2000 showed that over three quarters of the population claimed to have had a spiritual experience of some kind or other, a significant increase since the previous surveys.   Indeed, a more recent ORB survey has shown that over 2 out of 5 people admit to praying – “who to” is a rather different matter – but at least there is not such an indifference to spiritual matters as there once has been.  The fields are ripe for harvest, if only there were enough workers!

Or do we need something more than that?  Is it just a matter of “more workers”?

I believe that the fields are indeed ripe for harvest, but there are much deeper issues that we need to address within the Christian community in Britain before we will see our barns full.  I hinted at these when I left Council, forgive me if I re-echo what I said then again. 

Firstly: our limited faith.

Do we really believe in a God who can move mountains?  A God who is the same yesterday, in the days of Jesus and the patriarchs, as He is today and tomorrow in 21st century Britain?  An Almighty God that can still raise the dead, heal the sick, cast out demons – and in short, work miracles?  I know that we say that we do, but quite frankly I – and most of this nation – am still longing to see this in action! I have had the great fortune of travelling with Baroness Cox and others to meet with Christians from across the world whose very lives have been saved, quite literally, by faith – in Armenia, Burma and Nigeria to name but a few places.  They have each experienced the transforming power of the Holy Spirit, which is not something it seems to me that we are keen to talk about openly within the Church – least of all in the Church of England.  I myself have had to trust God to provide, again quite literally, for my every need during these last ten years.  My conviction is that if we had a faith that was contagious in its intensity - rather than inoculating in its legality, a faith that is founded in a deep and intimate relationship with our Creator - rather than the mere knowledge about Him, then we would act as a magnet to the world.  People would come running – as they did to Jesus!  Yes there are churches where this is happening, and yes, there are modern day testimonies to God’s power – but it’s not, yet, what the Church is most known and recognised for!  And it should be!  And, in my mind, it is our reluctance to talk about the power of God, in the form of His Holy Spirit, with each other that hinders us.  I long for the day when we can have a mature, open and non-defensive discussion about how different parts of the church understand the third person of the Trinity, as we each have something to learn from the other.  Till then, for many, He will be consigned to the purely private realm of faith, or worse still to the history books. 

Secondly: our lack of willing sacrifice.

To be honest, I don’t think that the only reason we fail to see the miracles of God working in our own generation is because of our limited faith – I think that it is also because we are not willing to pay the price, we’re not desperate or hungry enough.  Christ lovingly showed us – by His own example - that to follow Him is costly, and demands everything that we have.  Yet I believe that this is the lesson that we, as a Church, find the most difficult to accept.  Sacrificial giving is not a concept that we in the West have either embraced or understood.  I believe we are too comfortable, and as a result, too compromised.  Unless we learn that the only way we can gain our life is to lose it, then we will find it impossible to fully trust God – and dare I say, He us.  The one thing I have learnt from meeting people is that the key to their breakthroughs was always at the point at which they were willing to lay down their very lives for their faith in God.  As I have said, it is incredibly difficult for us in the affluent West to learn the meaning of sacrifice.  Some are beginning to do so, where they are finding they cannot – out of principle – accept a job or position that will mean they have to do something which is against their beliefs.  It is true that an increasing number of people are leaving the rat race of corporate career ladders in order to pursue projects that they believe will make a difference to other people’s lives.  I thank God for them.  As we know, not everyone has to “go into the Church” to make a difference, and many are called to serve God in the market place or in the office or in the classroom.  But the question here is not really about service, it is about sacrifice – doing what the Lord asks of us, no matter what the cost.  Are we willing to lay our very lives down for Him, honestly?  Does He mean that much to us – or perhaps, should I ask, is He that real for us?  You see, I wonder… maybe it goes hand in hand with my first point – that we need to be convinced of the power of God, and thus His reality, before we are truly willing to give ourselves to Him? 

Finally, with regards to the internal factors affecting the Christian church, I believe that many of us have lost our sense of identity, which can only come from Him.

The Bible tells us that we are all “Children of God” – each uniquely formed, individually gifted and yet all equally loved – the same, no matter what we do or how “successful” we are.  I believe that it is this, and this only, which must form the root of our identity for each of us.  If, however, we seek to define ourselves in terms of our position, our title, our status or profession we will be lost, as we will always fear man more than we fear God.  Indeed, we will be threatened by anything or anyone that might seek to undermine or challenge our position or authority, and thus in so doing, challenge who we believe ourselves to be.  This is most acute, I believe, when we attach our identity to our “work” – in other words, what we do – as then success or failure in our work becomes intertwined with our sense of success or failure as an individual.  That is the natural human response, and we see it – I’m afraid to say - being worked out in our Church constantly.

Forgive me for saying, but look at the tension that can exist between our more modern and more traditional styles of worship, or between our larger and smaller congregations.  There is often so much defensiveness and pain – on both sides “of the fence” - as each group feels their very identity is often being attacked as someone is doing something differently, which may or may not be perceived as being more successful compared with what they are doing.  So much energy is spent, in my opinion, in Church meetings having to deal with these differences, and they so very often become a battle of who is thought to be “right” and who “wrong” – rather than recognising that both options may have a valid place.  

If we could only just embrace each other as brothers and sisters in Christ – no matter what our differences in taste, style – or even, dare I say sometimes, our interpretations of scripture.  If we could just learn to recognise and affirm the spirit of Jesus in each other (which is what unites us), rather than our individual tastes and styles (which is what makes us each unique and different), I believe that we would be able to address much of the unspoken tension within our Church – although, obviously, not all of it.  

Of course, being sure of our Christian identity, also means that we know and understand the God-given authority that we each hold as co-heirs with Christ.  That is, the authority to heal the sick, cast out demons and make disciples of all nation – but that is perhaps another point best left for another day, although it is naturally linked to my point on faith.

So, there we are – three factors within the Church that I believe if left unaddressed will negatively impact the future of faith in Britain.  Why is this?  Well, if our faith is limited – I fear we have little of substance to offer those seeking a spiritual experience.  If we are not willing to sacrifice, we will not be able to be fully utilised by God and if we are not clear of our identity in Christ, we will always be threatened by those who are seemingly bearing more fruit than us – or doing so in a different manner to us.  In fact, I fear the last point has far deeper implications – for instance, in terms of future church leadership, as if we do not find ways to integrate the new things that God is doing into our formal structures, there will be a major disjuncture between practice and leadership in about 10–15 years time.

But what about the external factors that I mentioned?  Are there factors at work within Britain that are likely to affect our future of faith levels?  I strongly believe that there are, and that these influences are not new – in fact they are part of a specific strategy that Satan has tried to employ against the people of God across the centuries.

In doing some Bible study on this matter, I thought it would be useful to go back and see how Satan – who if you remember is not a creator, but an imitator – has constantly tried to corrupt and abuse power, particularly in relation to political power over the people of God.  The first time we come across this is in the story of the Exodus, where in the first chapter we are given some insights as to the nature of a “new Pharaoh” – the head of the first foreign empire that exercises power and authority over the Israelites.

The first thing we are told in v 8 is that “there arose a new king over Egypt who did not know Joseph”. Here was a leader who did not know the story of his nation, nor why he owed so much to Joseph – or more correctly, to the God of Joseph.  Here was someone who had chosen to forget his nation’s history, and thus had forgotten the reason why his nation had become so great.  I find this very interesting how this can happen, most notably at a time when a nation is doing so well.  At this stage in history, Egypt was the greatest empire on earth and at the height of its military power – indeed it was feared by all other nations and empires.  Maybe it was not surprising therefore that Pharaoh believed that this was due to his own personal success – rather than the favour of the God of Joseph.

History shows us that Pharaoh is not alone in this matter.  Indeed, I find it fascinating how quickly we too seem to have forgotten our own history.  I went to watch “Elizabeth: the Golden Years” this weekend, and was reminded how we had won that remarkable battle – against all odds – against the Spanish Armada, and thus maintained our freedom and national identity.  Obviously, what was not shown in the film was the role that prayer in every church in Britain played.  Nor, do I fear, do we remember the role it played during the Battle of Britain, or at other significant times when our future has been seriously under threat.  Many, including myself, have been extremely concerned about the perceived rewriting or “airbrushing” of the role Christianity has played in the formation of Europe – thank goodness Poland stood so firm on this issue during the debates on the Constitution.

What worries me even more is that this “airbrushing” of our own national history happens to be occurring at the same time as there appears to be a conscious move across Europe, especially amongst those in academia and the political elite, to undermine the concept and importance of the nation state.  As Roger Scruton has recently written “everywhere the idea of nation is under attack – either despised as an atavistic form of social unity, or even condemned as a cause of war and conflict, to be broken down and replaced by more enlightened and more universal forms of jurisdiction.”  I believe that unless we understand and hold on to what has made Great Britain, Great Britain – namely, in my mind that we are a Christian nation submitted under God thanks to the Coronation Oath undertaken by our sovereign - we will risk demolishing the very foundations that I believe God has ordered for us.  Now please hear me correctly, I do not want to turn this point into a political one about whether we should or should not “go into Europe”, but I do want to emphasise how important I believe that it is that we honour and acknowledge all that has gone into building our nation into what it is, and ensure that we do not lose sight of this as we determine our future.  For I believe that if we do, I can assure you that the future of the Christian faith in this nation will be much the poorer for it – as will the importance and role of faith in general.  I therefore find myself agreeing with Robert Rowthorn of King’s College Cambridge, that “if nation states are seriously undermined, the result will not be global harmony, as liberal utopians believe, but global anarchy.”  I believe God invented the concept of nation for our own good, and we thus should seek to preserve it at all cost.

Going back to our story of Israel in Egypt, the second thing that we see Pharaoh doing is stoking fear and concern amongst his people about the plans and intentions of the Israelites.  Given that the Egyptians were by far the most powerful military force that the world had ever seen at this point, Pharaoh’s claim that “the people of Israel are more and mightier than we” seems a little bit of an over exaggeration to say the least (although, as we know – and he was later to find out, he was indeed right to fear the power that lay with the God of the Israelites)!  Obviously, this is exactly the same strategy used to horrific and deadly effect by Hitler against the Jews, and indeed by other tyrannical leaders against specific minority faith groups throughout history.

A far more subtle, and much more “innocent” form of this – in my view – is the soft and silent introduction of political correctness into the language and practices of a nation.  Interestingly, in the former cases I mentioned, the objective was to make out a specific people group to be far more of a threat than they could possibly (or rationally) be.  However, political correctness seeks to do the exact opposite – and thus makes a certain group seem far less important than it actually is.  Do feel free to disagree with me, but am I the only one to be slightly baffled as to why we appear to give exactly the same weighting in our society to the importance of all other faiths’ festivals, beliefs and practices to that of Christianity, when the national census clearly shows that nearly three quarters of the nation identify themselves ase Christian and only 5% said they were other faiths?  We seem to be “hell bent”, forgive me, on ensuring that we “do not do anything to offend” certain minority groups – whilst at the same time managing to deeply offend the vast majority of the general public by denying them the important and free practice of their traditional faith.  Political correctness has had the perverse impact of making the virtue of tolerance into a vice – namely that of intolerance of any overtly Christian form of symbolism (such as greetings on Christmas cards, bibles in hospitals, or crosses in crematoriums or on chains round necks).  Indeed, many people now feel straight jacketed as to what they can or cannot say (not least me, writing this speech), meaning fewer and fewer people feel able to speak out truthfully about their fears and concerns – which is a very effective strategy, if you ask me!

As George Bush has (rather politically incorrectly, dare I say) stated: “the notion of political correctness declares certain topics, certain expressions, even certain gestures off-limits.  What began as a crusade for civility has soured into a cause of conflict and even censorship.”  The interesting thing is that I have yet to find someone of another faith who is actually offended by the singing of Christmas carols, or of my wishing my friends Happy Easter – they would much rather that faith be appreciated and respected in this country, than the alternative – which is to ignore it all together.  Isn’t it time, therefore, that we come clean about the real reason behind this tide of political correctness that has swept across Britain – and that is that it forms part of a continued and unwavering assault to try to secularise Britain?  Mature adults are not easily offended by the practice of other peoples’ beliefs – however, most are offended when the freedom to practice that belief is attacked.

That said, it is possible to offend people because of their beliefs – as we saw with the airing of Jerry Springer, The Opera a couple of years ago.  Despite thousands of people writing to the BBC, including the Bishop of Manchester on behalf of the Church of England, to say that they found the decision to air the blasphemous programme highly offensive – the BBC decided to go ahead “in the interest of free speech”.  I’m sure I wasn’t the only one to feel very angry about this, and even more so when a couple of months later a decision was made not to proceed with a certain play as many thought it would be offensive to those of another faith.  These applications of double standards are not only unfair to us as Christians, but are – in my opinion – deeply worrying for the future of tolerance and understanding within Western democracy.

It is time for the tide to turn, and for us to stand against this politically incorrect notion of political correctness.  I believe it will take both courage and a hard skin to do so, especially against the inevitable barrage of scorn we will receive – but again, I fear if we do not do so, we will entrench ourselves in an environment that is increasingly difficult for us to operate as Christians.  Of course, we should always look to season our words with wisdom and grace – and ensure that in our outspokenness we do not show disrespect. But disrespect is not the same as censorship.  In my mind, we need to encourage and model a much more mature mindset that stops making certain subjects “taboo”, but rather speaks about them with wisdom, tact and insight.  Personally, I believe that the only way we can hope to manage our religious differences in the future is by talking openly about them - not by trying to make them “off limits” or by burying them underground as if they do not exist. 

The final thing that I would like to highlight from my reading of the strategy Pharaoh employed over the Israelites, is that he did everything he could to stop them from multiplying – be it through subjecting them to hard labour, task masters, and ultimately committing infanticide (a strategy that, as we know, has been deployed more than once through history, where a surplus of women has meant that a race has had to inter-marry).  Interestingly, as the text highlights – the more the Israelites were afflicted, the more paradoxically they grew – which is precisely the testimony that we hear from the underground church around the world, especially in modern day China and North Korea.

But is there an equivalent strategy at work in Britain that seeks to hinder the multiplication of people of faith?  Well, yes, in a certain way I believe there is, and that it has its roots buried deep within the secularisation agenda, which seeks to undermine and usurp the role of faith in society, and in particular, in politics.  Whilst I am sure it is not the conscious aim of those in government, I urge you to think through the implications of certain recent bills – those that affect the institution of marriage, the rights of the unborn child and perhaps – mostly obviously, the religious hatred bill itself, which many fear will stop us proclaiming our faith.  There appears to be a widely held belief in academia (which I have heard articulated more than once during my time at Oxford) that as a nation becomes more and more developed, it should become more and more secular - although there are nations that do not conform to this trend such as the US, Indonesia and Malaysia

The secularisation of society leads us, of course, to the perennial debate about the nature of the relationship between the church and the state, and the supposed importance of keeping the two “separated”, if indeed that has ever been possible.  I must admit that I’ve lost count of the times that I have heard that “here, in Europe, the church is now fully separated from the state” – which of course, is not yet quite true, as we still have an established church here in England (much to the dismay of many), even if it is “the most de-established established church in the world” (according to the Bishop of London)!

I think the previous chaplain to the US Senate, the late Richard Halverson, put it well when he said:  “The so-called “separation of church and state” is not a license to ignore religion, but a testimony to its importance in our lives.  Freedom of religion ought never be confused with freedom from religion”.    Those who would wish to banish religion to the private corners of our lives should think again, as I believe that in so doing they are instead supplanting their own form of religion – that of atheism – on us all.  I personally do not believe that you can divorce religion from politics – as much as it might be tempting to try and do so.  The recent discussions on stem cell research, euthanasia, abortion, religious hatred and the role of faith schools – to name but a few debates – are cases in point. 

Indeed, the United Nations have recognised this – which is why they have backed initiatives such as the United Religions Initiative, and the UNESCO project that aims to define a Universal Ethic, acceptable to all world religions.  This is arguably a subject for another day, but is something we should keep a watchful eye on as, whilst it has the laudable aim of “identifying basic ethical principles for the emerging global society of the 21st century” it can, if we are not careful, look to group all religions under the notion that there is just one god, and that we are all “just following our own paths up the mountain”.

The importance of religion in public life has recently been affirmed by some research commissioned by the think tank, Theos, which showed that 53% of Britons agreed that religion is a force for good, and – perhaps more importantly – that 58% agreed that Christianity still had an important role to play in public life.  Commenting on these findings, both the Archbishop of Canterbury and Cardinal Cormac Murphy-O’Connor said that “religion had rarely been so significant or so misunderstood”, arguing that those who campaigned for the removal of religion from national life were themselves guilty of an “intolerant faith position”.  (One might want to think at this point of Richard Dawkins!)

So, the secularist’s agenda is now clearly in the open, and it is one that we are all aware of.  Personally I believe that it is time for the two “sides” to sit down and really learn how to listen to each other, and hear and understand each others’ concerns.  The secularists, in my belief, are concerned that the established church has held on to too much power within the political system, and that there is no legitimate base for this power in 21st century Britain.  The faith communities, on the other hand, believe that their voice is being constantly marginalized, and that the only way to protect this is through the maintenance of an established church system, which gives people of faith a voice.  What is therefore needed is a clear mandate from the people of Britain as to the role that they wish faith to have within their political system – which the research, cited above, shows is both possible and desirable.   It will take a brave political party to champion this cause though, in today’s politically correct climate!

So in summary, how do I see the future of faith in Britain unfolding?  As always, my answer is - it depends.  I have been quite blunt and brutal, I fear, about what I believe needs to change within the church itself – we need to look honestly at our levels of faith and our willingness to sacrifice, as well as in whom (rather than in what) our identity is founded.  There are also several factors that will shape our national climate – including the perceived importance of the established nation state and the accuracy of the historical record concerning our Christian roots, the straight jacketing that results from political correctness and the continued desire by some to secularise our state.

Who knows what the future will hold, but one thing is – I believe - clear.  Britain has never been richer as a nation, and yet we have never been so unhappy!  We are in a mess, we have lost our way – and our children are suffering as a result, as report after report shows.  We have the highest suicide rate, the highest teenage pregnancy rate, the highest sexually transmitted disease rate and the highest drug abuse rate in Europe.  In this Post Christendom age, we have never been so clearly in need of a touch of God – be it within ourselves, our church, or within our society as a whole!  The future of faith in Britain lies – I believe – in the balance.  What is needed is the stand of courageous men and women who will stand up to the external forces that are set against us, and – with the grace of God – believe in the turning of the tide.  Thank you.
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