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Part One


FINDING HOPE











CHAPTER ONE


Dear England,


I was recently buying a coffee at Caffè Nero on Paddington Station.


A flat white.


This was a wise decision. The coffee from Caffè Nero is nicer than the coffee from the trolley on the Virgin train.


I was on my way to Cardiff. The keynote speaker at the Church in Wales symposium on evangelism. It was a big gig. I couldn’t be late.


The Church in Wales was relying on me.


While the barista prepared my coffee (buying coffee never used to be so complicated, but a flat white seems to me to have got the proportions of coffee to frothy milk about right), a young woman turned to me, looked me up and down, and said, ‘What made you become a priest?’


Now this is an interesting question. In fact, it is my standard interview question. I’ve asked virtually every priest I’ve appointed in the last fifteen years what they would say if they bumped into an old friend on a railway platform and were asked why they were a Christian and what difference it made to their lives. Now a complete stranger was asking me my interview question. For real. And I didn’t have long to answer. I had to get that train.


So I resisted the temptation to ask her in return why she was asking me. After all, it wasn’t my natural aura of holiness that was giving me away. I was dressed as a priest.


I said I had two answers to her question: one, a very short answer; and one, a slightly longer answer.


My first answer, the short answer, is God.


I said to her that I simply believed in God. That, even though I wasn’t brought up going to church, somewhere and somehow on the pathway of my life as I had sought to make sense of what it is to be human and what inhabiting this world could mean, I came to reckon that there is a God and that God is the source, the impetus and the precondition of everything. It hadn’t been a sudden, thunderbolt conversion, nor did it mean I was unfamiliar with doubt and darkness. It’s just that I had tried to make sense of life, and looked for some meaning in life, and had arrived at a point where life, the universe and everything in it made no sense without God.


Moreover, as a Christian, when I said the word ‘God’, I saw in my heart the person Jesus. Jesus was the person through whom God had a human face and a human heart. Therefore, the God who was in every other respect unknowable and beyond, the source of everything but, by definition, outside of everything as well, had come down to earth, so that God could be known. Jesus was God speaking to us in the only language we understand: which is the language of another human life.


That was the short answer!


The slightly longer answer was that I wanted to change the world.


I asked her what she thought and felt when she looked at the world, and I told her what I saw was hurt and confusion. Oh, of course, there were fantastically beautiful, glorious and wonderful things as well. The world is brimming with expectancy and elation. But there is also injustice and horror, and while those persist, joy would always be tempered by caution and concern.


I also told her that I had made a diagnosis. I told her I thought the problem lay in the human heart. I told her that I thought the human race needed a heart transplant. And I told her that, as I saw it, only God could do that.


Why was I a priest? Or for that matter, why am I a Christian? Why am I a follower of Jesus Christ? Why am I writing this letter that thinks it’s a book? It is because I believe in God and I want to change the world. But I don’t believe in God in quite the same way as I believe the sky is blue and the sun rises in the east. It is much more like I believe that love is real and that Chopin’s nocturnes make me cry. Some things are achingly real, but harder to demonstrate, though dig beneath the surface and we all deal in the common currency of love. And I want to change the world – heart by heart. I cry out for the indignities and privations of the world. I long to see change and I thirst for justice. But I begin with the heart, believing that if my heart can change, then the world can change too.


The woman then said to me – and in many respects her words were much more interesting than mine – that when she met people of faith, she found they largely broke down into two categories. For the first group, faith seemed to be their hobby. They went to church – or, for that matter, the synagogue, the mosque, the temple – but it didn’t make much difference to the life they led. In most ways their lives were indistinguishable from other people’s lives, except for the fact that they went to church on Sunday. The other group – and these are her precise words; they seared themselves into my mind – ‘embraced their faith so tightly, it frightened everyone else away’. (Perhaps your experience has been similar.)


‘Is there another way?’ she asked me.


But at this point, I had to get the train. I couldn’t miss it. There wasn’t time for the conversation I thought we needed to have. So I just said, yes, there was another way: the way of Jesus Christ. I said that Christians believe that Jesus not only showed us what God is like, but shows us what humanity could be like. I told her to go to her local church and she would find it.


But that’s what really bothers me. If she did follow my advice and go to her local church, wherever that was, what would she find? Would she find a group of people who are joyfully trying to inhabit this world after the way of Christ? Or would it be a group of Christian hobbyists? Or something worse?


So this is what this book is about. It is a letter to this young woman, for I saw in her something that I see in so much of our culture. She was genuinely seeking for some meaning in her life beyond herself and beyond the things she had already been taught and experienced. She initiated the conversation, not me. Amazingly, she saw in my clerical collar (and hopefully in my demeanour) some representation of a worldview that might just scratch the itch of her spiritual longing.


This book is what I would have said to her if I had had more time. And in a small way it is also a letter to the Church of England (and other churches are welcome to receive it too if they’d like). I want to remind us that our primary vocation is to share this story and to tell people about God and God’s vision for the world. There are lots of other things we need to do as well – not least live it out each day – but it has to begin with the story itself: the amazing, inexplicable, challenging and lovely story of what God has done in Jesus Christ to change the course of human history and to win our hearts.


And I’ve called it Dear England because in writing to this woman I am also, if it doesn’t sound too presumptuous, trying to write to everyone. The moorings of our culture have slipped from the passage of the Christian way, and other, sometimes malign and confused, currents now sweep us this way and that and leave us not knowing who we are, still less where we are going. This book can’t solve all that, but in reading it (and reading it won’t take long; it is not a hefty tome) you might see something of God and something of God’s purposes for the world.


The very first Christians weren’t called Christians, they were called followers of the way. I like that sobriquet. It indicates a pathway to follow rather than a list of things to believe in. In fact, Jesus himself said, ‘I am the way.’ He is a companion, not a map. Let us see what life looks like if we walk with him.









CHAPTER TWO


I’m writing this because I want to explain to you why I am a Christian and why I’m trying to follow the Christian way.


I know that for many people even the word ‘Christian’ makes them wince a little. I was like that once. Although I was baptised as a baby, and fortunate to be part of a loving, secure family, I wasn’t brought up as a member of the Church. There was belief in my home, but there wasn’t church. Not to begin with. As a result, I pretty much adopted the same secular worldview that shapes the lives of most people growing up in England today. God either didn’t exist at all: science has disproved that was the vague notion that controlled my thinking. Or else God was an uninterested absentee landlord. Consequently, the word ‘Christian’ seemed to denote all the uncool out-of-touchness that I was trying to avoid.


Spirituality was something interesting, in the way that religion was not. But I thought spirituality was about deep inner feelings, ecstatic experiences, or about getting in touch with forces and powers outside myself, or else some indefinable ‘real me’ inside myself.


None of it was formed by what I now know to be the vast, deep, Judeo-Christian tradition that actually shaped the civilisation, laws, culture of the world and the culture I was born into, and that has its own very scandalously specific way of looking at what it means to be human and who God is. Though, having said that, there was a bit of me that always believed in God and had a sense of God – and it is surprising how this is the case for many children. Whether they have been brought up in a faith or not, children still have an inkling of God and are sophisticated enough in this unformed faith to draw a distinction between this inchoate sense of God and their other soon-to-be-discarded beliefs in Father Christmas, Easter bunnies and tooth fairies. They seem to know – as I think I did – that God is different.


Now I am a Christian.


I am someone who has moved from scepticism to faith. I am part of that tradition. It has shaped me afresh.


The temptation for me now is to retreat into a cosy, little Christian sub-culture, cocooned by the safe believing of others and forgetful of the incredulity of those outside the Church. Or I could simply separate faith from the rest of life – this is what happens to many Christians in England today. Friends who are not Christian either do not realise you believe at all, or else you end up trying to win favour (‘I’m not really like all those other naff Christians’) by gently mocking the faith that actually means so much.


So I am trying another tack. I am trying to explain why I became a Christian and why being a Christian helps me make sense of life.


And I’m doing it so as to commend the Christian faith to those who don’t believe and who don’t go to church. I’m trying to convert you, but I’m going to do it by asking you to look at your own experience and the claims of the Christian faith in a fresh light. And if you end up unconverted, I won’t think I’ve failed. This is your decision and no one can make it for you. And since, as we shall come on to, God isn’t going to force your hand, I won’t try to either. But I do hope you enjoy the ride.


Let’s be clear, though: everyone wants a way of living that has meaning and value. There’s nothing particularly religious about this. The quest for purpose is part of what it is to be human. (Even the excesses of our own age have not extinguished this noble instinct. And the coronavirus has brought questions of meaning and mortality into sharp focus.)


We instinctively feel that there is a consequence to our lives. Well, this is the beginning of a spiritual search, even if for many people nowadays it has not progressed very far, being so inhibited by a culture that has over-stressed the material and the transient.


I have come to believe that the best way of making sense of life is the Christian way. For the most part I have arrived at this conclusion by reflecting on my own experience of life and looking at the Christian faith from this perspective. Though, of course, before too long you need also to look at the person of Jesus and decide whether what people say about him is true or not. And that is all this letter that has turned into a book sets out to do: to enable you to have a good look.


But because in today’s culture even admitting you are a Christian means that you may not be taken seriously (and because I also realise that people who are not Christians may never read this at all – far too uncool – and I want to encourage you if you have got this far), I want to commend the Christian faith in a way that avoids two particular pitfalls.


Usually, people make the case for the Christian faith by appealing either to the trump card of their own particular spiritual experiences – and, authentic or otherwise, you just cannot gainsay that approach – or else they appeal to the authority (and divine inspiration) of Scripture.


I am going to try and avoid this special pleading. I want to state the Christian claims for life in a way that does not depend on fantastic spiritual experience or by always turning to the Bible to prove a point. If you are inside the Christian Church, these things will make sense, but, as I well remember, if you are outside, they just won’t wash at all.


This is not to say that I haven’t had all sorts of spiritual experiences, which I could tell you about, though I have never had a dramatic conversion experience. Things have happened to me that seem to be the work of God, but that is only the case as I look back and view them from the perspective of faith. I don’t expect you to be impressed by them at the moment. That is why I won’t be writing about them here. Though I suspect one or two might wriggle their way into the narrative at some point. Apologies in advance.


I have also come to love and cherish the Bible. I read it every day. It is a beautiful and complicated narrative that challenges and inspires me at every turn. But we need to read it carefully and respectfully, understanding how it came into being. The Bible contains different types of truth. You need to be able to distinguish between them.


But I am still a thinking, questing human being; still shaped by the attitudes and conclusions of the twenty-first century. This is inevitable; we cannot help but be people of our own age, so I bring this to my reading of the Bible. However, I read the Bible having arrived at a point where I can say that the most important truth of all, the truth that the stories and narratives in the Bible enshrine, the truth upon which all other truths are contingent, is the truth about the universe, and about humanity, that has been revealed in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. This is the truth that now shapes my life. It is why I call myself a Christian (though I think I may prefer ‘follower of Jesus Christ’ if I have to have a label). It is what has made my life more beautiful and more meaningful. But I know that this isn’t where you are at the moment. So we will get to the Bible, but only towards the end of the book, and only when we have decided to open it, not because it has the last word on all our questions, but because it offers the first word on the new way of looking at life that we are beginning to consider afresh.


The story I am going to tell in this letter, therefore, is of how Christian faith makes sense of life, giving a framework for how we deal with its biggest questions and with the deepest longings of the human heart. And how the values and ideals of the Christian faith that arise from specific beliefs (which are themselves rooted in a particular history) can shape the way we order the world. And by trying to do this without quoting the Bible, at least not to begin with, and without resorting to personal experiences of God, I hope to remove some of the obstacles that could be getting in the way of faith for those who, like me, were brought up in a secular world and have been denied the opportunity to think clearly about the claims of faith.


I want to try and show you that it is reasonable to believe. I also want to give you a glimpse of the possibility of the amazing God who is known to us through Jesus Christ. And I’m doing it in the form of a letter. Quite a long one!









CHAPTER THREE


I started writing this letter in an England dominated by Brexit. We felt divided among ourselves in a way I have never really known in my lifetime. In fact, like many English people of my generation, I grew up thinking of myself as British, not English. Englishness might even have felt slightly embarrassing. If people asked me where I was from, I think I would say ‘Britain’, maybe even ‘Great Britain’, though the ‘great’ was wearing a little thin. I think I also took Europe for granted, and even felt a little bit European, even though I was always aware that the Channel separated us from what my parents’ generation called ‘the Continent’, a place that was definitely separate from us. The Channel, in this narrative, had saved us on several occasions, one of them within their own living and vividly present memory. But now there was a tunnel underneath it. Now we all had passports that said ‘EU’ on them. It seemed inevitable that this growing together as one Europe, and maybe even one world, was inevitable.


This was the world I grew up in, and with it a welfare state and a set of ideas about how we belonged together. So, for instance, I spent six years in higher education and it didn’t cost either me or my parents a penny. Not only that, but I received a maintenance grant and finished those six years without a penny of debt. I was even allowed to sign on the dole in the long summer vacations. That may have been a generosity too far, but it aptly illustrates how the world has changed.


I simply do not know how much debt my youngest son has accumulated; and he was only at university for three years. But it wasn’t just education; it was also a health service, a state pension, child benefit, a whole system of social care, that was rooted in and flowed from a set of ideas that had been forged in the cauldron of the horrors and privations of the Second World War and now emerged in a nation that seemed to believe that everyone mattered and that everyone needed a stake in the future. For a time, and of course to different degrees, all political parties signed up to it. It is referred to as the post-war consensus. What is also interesting to note from a Christian perspective is that it is probably the last really significant contribution to public life that the Church of England has made. William Temple, Archbishop of Canterbury at the time and a brilliant social thinker and theologian, was one of the intellectual drivers behind what became the welfare state.


At the same time, in what I suppose I’m going to have to call mainland Europe, similar ideals were driving nations that had so recently been tearing each other apart to build bonds of economic unity. The European Union may have changed hugely over the years, but it is wise to remember that the main impetus for the creation of its forerunner, the Council of Europe in 1948, was not a common currency, but a common destiny, not the creation of a free trade zone, but peace. This desire for peace was pragmatic as well as principled. As Robert Schuman, the French Foreign Minister, said in 1950 when announcing a plan to pool coal and steel production: solidarity in production would make war between France and Germany ‘not merely unthinkable but materially impossible’.


A lot more could be said, but my point is a simple one: what happened in this country in 1945, and what happened in Europe at the same time, was motivated by a vision of what the world could be like if we worked together and if we recognised our common humanity beyond the boundaries of nation and class that had nearly always divided us. And as we shall come on to see, this vision is a profoundly Christian one. It is not actually about the political agenda of any one party (as I’ve inferred, most political parties at the time, to one degree or another, signed up to it). However, it is not a vision that is self-evidently good or right. It is something that has to be secured, intellectually, emotionally and philosophically. It is always at risk.


So, of course, there were problems. As healthcare, education, life expectancy and a general prosperity rose, so did expectation. And expectation is expensive. So, when I spent my six years in higher education, paid for entirely by the state, only about 14 per cent of the population were taking undergraduate degrees. Nowadays it is more like 40 per cent. That is fantastic. But it is equally very expensive.


We also have very short memories. We quickly forgot what it was like before a welfare state. We quickly forgot what it was like to be at war. We quickly forgot that you need systems and services in place to counter and placate the enmities and prejudices that breed violence.


Peace cannot be taken for granted. Neither can stability. Or welfare. But instead of trying to manage expectations and meet them as far as we were able, we started making exceptions. Banks were bailed out by the public purse following the global economic crisis of 2007 and 2008. But crippling austerity policies for the next decade meant that those who were least able to pay were required to take up the financial slack. Much-needed social services, even things like legal aid, were cut. We ended up in a situation where the gap between rich and poor, which had been closing for decades, started to widen again. Whole communities felt left behind. Even the average age of life expectancy started to go down in some of the poorest and most neglected parts of our country. This gave rise to further suspicions about whose country it was and whose interests were being met. Not only was the idea of a welfare state massively diminished, the only political philosophies that were taking its place seemed rooted in Margaret Thatcher’s famous dictum that ‘there’s no such thing as society’.


Looking again at these words in context, Margaret Thatcher actually had something important to say about families, and partnership between government and people. But that is not how her words are remembered. The saying itself has become a peg upon which a dismantling of ideas that once centred on the common good has accumulated. It reached some sort of nadir when British citizens from the West Indies who had been invited to come and live here in the 1950s as much-needed workers – men and women who had fought alongside us in the war and who proudly carried British passports – were wrongly detained, and some even deported, in the terrible Windrush-generation scandals of 2018. Other fresh waves of mass immigration, particularly from Eastern Europe, bred fear and instability in some communities, usually those who no longer felt they had much of a stake in society or any prospect of the next generation being better off than the current one.


The ideas that had been so unifying and inspiring in 1945 started to seem outdated or irrelevant. They had been chipped away at for such a long time that no one was left to speak up for them. They certainly weren’t winning any elections.


It was into these choppy waters that the vote about our membership of the European Union landed. It couldn’t help but become a vote about ourselves, not just Europe, and certainly not just the European Union. And different bits of the United Kingdom saw it differently, as did different regions within England. Those who had always felt left behind by a cosmopolitan narrative of being British and European now claimed their English, regional and local birthright. Cities and countryside voted differently. London itself appeared to be a separate country altogether. And those of us who were English started thinking about what that meant, because we were becoming more aware of how the Scots were definitely Scottish, and the Welsh, Welsh.


The vote itself was almost exactly fifty:fifty. But to the winner the spoils. Fifty-two per cent beat 48 per cent, and that was that. The people had decided. Only it didn’t feel like that. Especially if you were Scottish.


The debate itself was not edifying. Not on either side. So much of the argument for and against our membership of the European Union seemed either to be scaremongering, or narrowly focused on what might, or might not, be best in terms of our economic interest. There was very little vision about who we might be as a nation or as a world. Little suggestion that human well-being and prosperity might rest on something more than the bottom line on a financial spreadsheet. Neither, at the time, were the electorate rising up and demanding an alternative, so I am not merely blaming the politicians. They were as much caught up in the larger currents of complacency and unimaginative economic conformity as the rest of us, and, as we can now see, it was leading to a crisis.


At least the Scottish independence referendum of 2014, which had narrowly gone the other way, was energised by ideas about nation and belonging. The EU debate quickly degenerated into squabbling about immigration and value for money. These are not unimportant issues. In fact, at the time they were vital: Europe was in the middle of a vast humanitarian crisis brought about by so many people fleeing genocide and warfare in Syria and Iraq. But in or out of the European Union, what was needed was a vision for belonging together, not bartering over how much we can get away with. No such thing was offered.


As we know, the actual leaving of the European Union turned out to be far more complex than even those who had campaigned for it realised. Theresa May was given the unenviable job of delivering a Brexit she didn’t vote for herself. There was, at the time, a wisdom in this choice. Someone who voted one way, would deliver in another, and in so doing bring both sides together. It didn’t work out that way. Just as when cutting a piece of material, in what you hope will be a straight line and a clean break, it soon starts to fray. The weave of the cloth unravels. The prime minister was held to ransom by the right wing of her own party. An election to break the deadlock failed to deliver and a hung parliament created an uncomfortable political paralysis, like an arm-wrestling match that could never be won. It might have been different if some sort of national government had come together straight away to deliver a way forward that really was about being one nation. But it didn’t happen that way. No one was prepared for it. Even those who campaigned to leave had expected to lose.


A campaign for a second referendum gained momentum. Outside parliament, rival versions of what it was to be British and English, and European, exchanged insults. We stopped feeling like the one nation that I had always deep down thought we were.


Then there was a second election and to many people’s surprise a big Conservative majority broke the impasse. Suddenly Brexit was being delivered. Some people were delighted. Others were dismayed. At least the arguing was over. Well, at least the first part of it. Boris Johnson, the new prime minister, spoke about one nation. This was encouraging. But there didn’t seem to be much substance behind it. Not at first, anyway.


On 31 January 2020 the deed was done. There was no great party. The deal itself – the actual terms on which we were leaving and the vital trade negotiations that would shape our economy and national prosperity for years to come – was still to be negotiated. But, like it or not, we were moving into a new era, and with it a new Englishness was being born and a new way of relating to each other within a ‘not quite so United’ Kingdom and within a Europe that we still belonged to, but were no longer part of in the same way. Working out what this meant for England, its neglected fringes and heartlands, especially in the north, for the union with Scotland, for the whole of the United Kingdom and especially for the fragile peace in Ireland, and for a new relationship with Europe and the rest of the world seemed to be the big political and philosophical challenge.


How wrong we were. Two days before this, on 29 January, and still not really being reported with any great sense of imminent danger or urgency, the first confirmed cases of Covid-19 were reported in the UK. Two Chinese nationals fell ill at the Staycity Aparthotel in York.


A week later, on 6 February, a British businessman in Brighton was diagnosed with the virus after catching it in Singapore. He was shortly to be dubbed a ‘super spreader’, his case being linked to eleven others, five of which were in the UK.


About a month later, on 28 February, the first person to catch the coronavirus in the UK was diagnosed, a man who lived in Surrey, but who had not been abroad. The same day, the first British citizen died from the virus, having caught it on board the Diamond Princess cruise ship. The first death in the UK came one week later, on 5 March, when a woman in her seventies was confirmed to have died from the virus. By this point, 100 people in the country had tested positive for Covid-19.


On 24 March, the UK went into lockdown. As I write, with infections from the virus significantly rising again internationally, over forty thousand people have died in this country, thousands and thousands more around the world.


The country that was divided by Brexit is now being united by the fear and anxiety that the coronavirus has spread across the whole world. This dark tragedy, and the terrible sorrows and suffering that have come with it, has forced us to confront ourselves, and especially our mortality. Suddenly, our grasp on life itself feels much less secure. And with this confrontation with realities we had preferred to ignore has come an inevitable examination of all the choices we used to make about how we lived and the values that shaped that living.


What this new unity means – for it is very fragile and could easily break, or worse, become the breeding ground for all sorts of other horrors and extremities – is the other subject of this book. Where could this new sense of belonging together as a nation, and even as a world, lead us and how can it be shaped? What is the vision that can take us forward? How might we reimagine our common life and serve the common good as we come out of the coronavirus crisis in a similar way that enabled us to be reborn in 1945?


Unlike most other things that will be written on the subject, this book will look at it through the lens of the God in whose image Christians believe we have been made. God is the one who can change hearts and therefore help us change the world. But because, as the author of this book, I have set the bar of my expectations high, I don’t want just to write a book for other Christians who already share this worldview to read. Therefore, I am taking you back to Paddington Station, back to that conversation on that day when the world was very different, and when we could talk to each other from less than two metres apart, and where that young woman opened up a conversation that I am now opening up with you, my reader. For it is in this Christian faith that I have found wellsprings of wisdom and delight that can enable all of us to inhabit the world peaceably, and learn again how to tread lightly on an earth we have been plundering for too long.
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