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Praise


 


 


A tour de force. From education to euthanasia, from intellectual debate to culture, Shortt presents a compelling case for a Christian vision of what it means to live well. 


Peter Sedgwick, academic and ethicist


 


A persuasive and elegantly written analysis of one of the most important cultural shifts of recent times – the erosion of Christian faith in the West and the inability to replace it with anything remotely capable of providing coherence and cohesion.


Graham Tomlin, Director, Centre for Cultural Witness


 


Compulsory reading for all who claim Christianity is dead, irrelevant or over. A lively and rigorous argument for the centrality of the Christian faith for the West and for humanity and for the gap left by its decline. To lose Christianity is to lose grounds for believing in human dignity, human rights and human equality: this is a strong case for a return to our sources.


Angela Tilby, author and theologian


 


Building on extensive research, Shortt presents a brave and splendidly ambitious case both for Christians and secularists to take Christianity seriously, in a Western world more desperate than it acknowledges for soundly based principles and hopes. He shows we have them, though we are mostly too lazy or complacent or defeatist to acknowledge what they are and on what they depend. Never strident, never obvious, never over-simplified, this very readable book, informed by considerable philosophical and theological learning, is an attack on the carelessness and ignorance of negative secular assumptions about Christianity and all faith in God. It is also an attack on Christian betrayal of the strangeness and definiteness of Christian truth. Its title is well chosen: an eclipse casts a shadow over the brightness of the sun or the moon; it does not extinguish it. 


Lucy Beckett, author of In the Light of Christ:


Writings in the Western Tradition


 


 The nature of the decline of formal forms of Christianity in the West is hard to discern accurately. Rupert Shortt’s careful research and analysis of the religious and spiritual yearnings of a secular age, and his thoughts about the way churches are responding and why Christianity still matters, provide rich food for thought. His central question, of how we might recover sight of the transcendent in a time that feels adrift, is, I have no doubt, of fundamental importance.


Mark Vernon, psychotherapist and author


 


A brilliant survey of Christianity’s decline in Britain – how it’s happened, and why it matters – by one of our most learned and stimulating apologists. 


Tom Holland, author of Dominion


 


Lucid, brilliant, accessible. A must read! Ayaan Hirsi Ali, author of Infidel 


 


Rupert Shortt is always clear, cogent, compassionate, flawlessly reasonable and perfectly informed. He makes religion intelligible, its predicament plain and its future reassuring. This combined ‘celebration and lament’ distils his thought and work. The Church, subverted and persecuted, still mobilises goodness, sanctifies lives, saves souls and challenges and changes the world. The eclipse is partial: a bright ring surrounds the passing darkness. Whether you feel tempted to dismiss Christianity or called to defend it, you must read this book.


Felipe Fernandez Armesto, academic and author


 


Referring to a curious donut-like phenomenon, Rupert Shortt explores the ways in which Christianity is increasingly scorned in public life while finding multiple forms of less visible but important expression. Wide-ranging, readable, and forthright, his study offers an acute analysis of the problems and prospects facing Christian faith today. 


David Fergusson, Regius Professor of Divinity, University of Cambridge


 


In this fluent and engaging guide to the contemporary cultural landscape, Shortt marshals a remarkably diverse range of evidence to support his case that the eclipse of Christianity is profoundly to be regretted.


John Cottingham, Professor Emeritus of Philosophy, University of Reading


 


Rupert Shortt has not only given us an electric encomium to the intellectual resilience of Christianity but also recalled us to its enduring power both to relieve our existential restlessness and to remedy the maladies of modernity through social and cultural renewal.  I couldn’t recommend it more highly.


James Orr, Associate Professor of Philosophy of Religion,


University of Cambridge
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For David and Susan Warnes










 “No symbolic system in history has been able to rival religious faith, which forges a bond between the routine behaviour of billions of individuals and ultimate, imperishable truths. It’s the most enduring, deep-rooted universal form of popular culture that history has ever witnessed, yet you won’t find it on a single cultural studies course from Sydney to San Diego.”


Terry Eagleton


 


“Christian faith is . . . the substantiating principle of all true wisdom, the satisfactory solution of all the contradictions of human nature, of the whole riddle of the world. This alone belongs to and speaks intelligibly to all alike, the learned and the ignorant, if but the heart listens.”


Samuel Taylor Coleridge










Preface


Forecasts of the West’s imminent demise have a long history. How tumultuous the time ahead will be politically and economically compared with other postwar generations is in my view harder to predict than often supposed. Less contentious are two claims endorsed by legions of religious believers and secularists alike: that the mainstream Churches are declining at speed not only throughout Europe but also in North America; and that our Judeo-Christian cultural foundations are denied or denounced with greater confidence in the twenty-first century than ever before. 


There is thus a measure of agreement between pro- and anti-Christian camps. Differences simply hinge on whether the evidence is a source of relief or regret. Has secularisation made us better and freer than our grandparents and great-grandparents? Or is liberty unsustainable unless grounded in practices more associated with a spiritually active past, including the cultivation of virtue?


In supporting the second option (among other points it seems ominous for a society to know what it believes, but not why), I am also acutely aware of the Church’s failings. No part of my argument rests on a denial of institutional flaws. That Christianity has faltered in some of its historic heartlands must be the responsibility of its representatives to a marked degree. But this awareness in turn does not undermine suggestions that we are losing something vital. Shoots without roots easily perish.  


Several further factors deserve emphasis at the outset. One is that eclipses are not irreversible. Since the Christian presence continues to grow strongly at a global level, it would be rash to conclude that shadows across Europe, especially, will never give way to fresh shafts of light. There are further reasons why what follows is in part a celebration as well as a lament. Having set out to chart an apparently sobering situation, I again and again encountered what from a Christian standpoint are seeds of hope. These, too, needed recording. Conscious that many academic chronicles of church decline have already been published, I opted to concentrate more on the consequences of secularisation than its causes. I have also drawn a good deal on other people’s writings and views, including those of Rowan Williams and Joseph Ratzinger, my two biographical subjects. Needless to say, the judgements of these and other major figures carry a good deal more weight than my own. 


As well as being far from comprehensive, The Eclipse of Christianity and Why It Matters does not purport to be a historical work. I have only attempted to sink a probe at various points in a large landscape. (Full coverage of the ecclesiastical scene could easily fill more than one stout volume.) There are no chapters on the Free Churches or on Ireland, for example. Though ranging beyond the UK, I glance at Europe more widely through a series of vignettes and thumbnail sketches, rather than detailed studies. That is not just a function of space constraints. Countries such as Spain, France and Poland clearly differ greatly from each other, as well as from Britain. But history in one society after another around the continent rhymes enough to make certain generalisations viable. 


Finally, my third chapter – asking what Christian belief amounts to, and whether it holds water in the first place – may require explanation. The historian Keith Thomas speaks for a large cohort of intellectuals and opinion formers in making a sweeping claim. Christianity has more substantial rituals than humanism (as he puts it in his interview with Alan Macfarlane, available on YouTube); but the comforts it offers are spurious, because atheism is true. In challenging what strikes me as secular dogmatism, I felt a need to revisit material in my quartet of recent books – God Is No Thing, Does Religion Do More Harm Than Good?, Outgrowing Dawkins and The Hardest Problem – broadly concerned with the coherence of religious belief. Readers already familiar with my arguments may wish to skip this section. I hope others will judge it to be useful groundwork. Early on I describe Christianity as the foremost expression of human culture in existence – though you are unlikely to find it mentioned on many a Cultural Studies course today. There is little point in commending it as a transformative global presence unless it is credible – or at least shown to be worthy of respect. 


For agreeing to be interviewed or for offering advice and other forms of support, I am very grateful to Andrew Allen, Jimmy Anderson, Mark Arena, Jonathan Ashley-Norman, David Bagnall, Victoria Barrett, John Barton, Tina Beattie, Lucy Beckett, Jonathan Benthall, Russell Blacker, Alan Bookbinder, John Booth, Philip Booth, Nicholas Boyle, Rosemary Boyle, Gina Buijs, Leon Cane, J. Kameron Carter, Steve Chalke, David Challender,  Madeline Cohen, Richard Collyer-Hamlin, John Cornwell, the late Peter Cornwell, John Cottingham, Serena Cox, Tim Crane, Andrew Davison, Bernard Dive, Ben Dowell, Edward Dowler, Adrian Dyer, Jonathan Elijah, Mark Elsdon-Dew, Maria Exall, Felipe Fernández-Armesto, Clive Field, James Francis, Paul de Fritaes, Claire Gilbert, Mo Glackin, Jan Gould, Brigid Graff, Thomas Graff, Chris Green, Brian Griffiths, Tudor Griffiths, Brian Grim, Enrico Grube, Nicky Gumbel, Hattie Haines, Christopher Harrington, Katie Harrison, David Bentley Hart, Usama Hasan, Jack Haughton, Jane Haughton, Diana Healey, Ian Helps, Linda Helps, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, Johannes Hoff, Sheila Hollins, Margaret Holness, Joshua Hordern, Arnold Hunt, David Albert Jones, Robert Jones, Blake Joseph, Oliver Keenan, John Keown, John Kennedy, Lizelke Klindt, Jane Leek, Toby Lees OP, Chieh Lin, Tim Livesey, Tim Llewellyn-Jones, Steve Lukito, Jonathan Luxmoore, Ángel Maldonado, Marc Manera, Jean-Luc Marion, Bernice Martin, Philip McCosker, Alban McCoy, Iain McGilchrist, Neil McKenna, Maren Meinhardt, Alison Milbank, John Milbank, Vittorio Montemaggi, Len Moore, Jeremy Morris, Fitzroy Morrissey, Mark Oakley, Oliver O’Donovan, Chris Oldfield, Elizabeth Oldfield, Helen Orr, James Orr, Glyn Paflin, Martin Palmer, Robin Parry, Richard Peaver, Jacob Phillips, Trevor Phillips, John Plender, the late Christa Pongratz-Lippitt, John Pontifex, José Prado, Gareth Rayner-Williams, Ernie Rea, Callum Roberts, John Roberts, Dominic Robinson SJ, Daniel Rowlands OP, Nicholas Sagovsky, the late Christoph Schwöbel, Peter Sedgwick, Jane Shaw, Alison Shell, John Sherrington, Tom Shortt, Janet Soskice, Nick Spencer, Edward Stourton, Vincent Strudwick, Simon Sylvester, Wojciech Szczerba, Adrian Tahourdin, Angela Tilby, Maxine Valensky, Teresa Vallès, Rosa María Valverde, Anna Vaux, Robert Verrill OP, Miroslav Volf, Michael Wakelin, Justin Walford, Marcus Walker, Brendan Walsh, Luke Walton, Christoph Warrack, Albert Weale, Anthony Weale, Kate Weale, George Weigel, Dominic White OP, Joshua White, Taylor Wilton-Morgan, Russell Winfield, Justin Wise, Tom Wright, Martin Wroe and Engin Yildirim.


I am most indebted of all to David and Susan Warnes, the dedicatees of this book; and to Andy Lyon, Abigail Chatterjee and their colleagues at Hodder. It has been an abiding delight to work with publishers of their calibre.  
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Part I


Faltering Faith










1


A Flight from Enchantment


A while back I came across a stimulating essay by Arnold Hunt on Charles Maurice Davies, the Victorian cleric and journalist once famous for his accounts of London’s spiritual scene.1 Hunt mainly writes about the early modern era. Departing from his core area of research, he spotlighted a large social mosaic by quoting one of Davies’s contemporaries to rich effect: ‘At no period of history, probably since the schools of religion and philosophy jostled one another in the streets of Alexandria, have the forms of religious life been more exuberant and diversified than in London at the present time.’2


These words ring true. Britain’s capital city in 1870 was the largest on earth. Its population would surpass four million over the following twenty years. Growth on this scale made it not just home to many hundreds of churches, but also a seedbed for new kinds of faith and belief. Even then, the religious variety of mid-Victorian London was seen as unprecedented. Hunt’s outline of his subject’s quest is highly instructive against this backdrop. The voyage only started within established boundaries. Davies moved successively from Christianity to freethought, secularism and atheism, before settling on the wilder shores of spiritualism and magic. His four books Unorthodox London (1873), Orthodox London (1873), Heterodox London (1874) and Mystic London (1875) cover the gamut of Victorian religion and irreligion. With Davies as a guide, Hunt adds, we can see how the city’s religious past is still visible now: ‘Just as London in the 1870s carried the seeds of modernity, so its religious landscape today, 150 years later, offers clues to the future of religion at another moment of radical change.’


In other words, Davies’s world is our world – with ‘our’ referring far beyond London to a great number of twenty-first-century urban settings. Yes, Europe’s (and perhaps the world’s) most cosmopolitan city retains a Victorian shape in many respects. Its Victorian suburbs are linked by a Victorian transport system, its districts dotted with Victorian parks and cemeteries, its skyline heavily marked by the spires of Victorian churches. But Hunt also draws out deeper similarities between Davies’s setting and the present:


 


The process of religious change that he witnessed was one of simultaneous growth and fragmentation, as the established churches found themselves competing with new expressions of religious faith. This is very similar to the situation in London today, where it is estimated that the number of churches has grown by 50 per cent since 1979, largely owing to the emergence of new Pentecostal and black-majority congregations. London has once again become the seedbed for religious transformation, as it was 150 years ago, and Davies can give us the historical perspective to help understand why.3


 


This book offers an overview of traditional – and for now, still mainstream – Christianity’s fading profile in the present. It is anything but exhaustive: there are plenty of more detailed studies available in the academic literature. My goal is partly to turn the soil at various points in a broad field and gauge its quality for a general audience. At the same time, I consider it vital to qualify talk of decline at the outset. In many parts of our world the Christian canopy grows ever broader, in others the saplings bloom, and even in Western Europe any assessment of the plants’ health cannot only be negative. The Church is young as well as old. An analogy from the arts offers another sidelight on things. Predictions of the imminent death of classical music were common during much of the twentieth century. While this once central component of civilisation has certainly dwindled in importance, it has also recast itself. Fewer people go to concert halls in person, but a platform such as Spotify gives users access to vast libraries of previously hidden material. And orchestral scores (often of the highest quality) are central to a genre such as film.


So the many heralds of a godless new dawn from the Enlightenment onwards have not been vindicated in any straightforward sense. If you locate all fundamental urges in the will to power (Nietzsche) or economic drives (Marx) or sex (Freud), then spirituality will of course appear redundant. Yet sociologists of religion rarely take theories as crude as these with any seriousness today. More plausibly, we have witnessed a doughnut effect of sorts: though coined by American demographers to describe middle-class flight towards the suburbs, it could also be applied in a religious context. The traditional Christian centre has certainly languished. Far from dying out, however, expressions of faith have simply moved to the edges of society in the form of Muslim, Hindu and Jewish renaissances – and ‘fresh expressions’ of church. That is why the life and times of Charles Maurice Davies do not only subvert stories told by believers of a uniformly devout past, but also the claims by some campaigners of a non-religious present. Especially notable is Christianity’s capacity to survive its obituarists.


The pages ahead therefore pivot on a paradox. Given its historical profile and geographical reach, Christianity counts as the foremost expression of human culture. The faith continues to expand: at a global level tens of thousands of fresh converts are registered every day across Africa alone. Pentecostalism, the Christian counterpart to Islamic revivalism, has long been spreading at exponential speed across the Global South and in East Asia. A trend on this scale confirms claims that secularisation has gone into reverse in many places. As I have noted in my book Christianophobia,4 a record of faith-based political groups would include Vishwa Hindu Parishad in India (which sowed the seeds of Hindu nationalism reaped by the BJP during the 1990s), the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and Jordan, Hamas in the Palestinian territories, Hezbollah in Lebanon, the Nahdlatul Ulama in Indonesia, Pentecostals across the regions already noted; and, in the Catholic world, an array of forces including European Christian Democrats, Opus Dei and the newer religious movements. Faith communities are also forging remarkable transnational capabilities, appealing to foreign governments and international bodies judged supportive of their aims. Whether one views these phenomena with gladness or unease (or with mixed feelings), a conclusion reached by two prominent American sociologists, Timothy Samuel Shah and Monica Duffy Toft, is fair:


 


The belief that outbreaks of politicized religion are temporary detours on the road to secularization was plausible in 1976, 1986, or even 1996. Today, the argument is untenable. As a framework for explaining and predicting the course of global politics, secularism is increasingly unsound. God is winning in global politics. And modernization, democratization and globalization have only made him stronger.5


 


Although these points should serve to qualify my main pitch, none discredits claims of a Christian recession. Whatever is happening on other continents, the faith overall falters in its Middle Eastern and European heartlands. Ancient communities with roots in the apostolic era across some Arab societies are being crushed through active persecution. Europe’s path is plainly very different. The older generations are often residually attached to beliefs imprinted in childhood. But residues are apt to fade away by definition. The middle aged are usually far less connected to the Church than their parents, having long since cast aside the fairy story (as they see it) taught at Sunday school without exploring it further. The young, accordingly, do not even have something to kick against. Christianity is thus a blank slate to a high proportion of millennials and members of Generation Z.


Britain’s most recent census bears this out. In November 2022 the Office for National Statistics released figures confirming that the proportion of people identifying as Christian in England and Wales had fallen below half for the first time.6 The figure was 71.7 per cent (37.3 million people) in 2001, 59.3 per cent in 2011, and 46 per cent in 2021. Nearly four-fifths of senior citizens tick the box marked ‘Christian’; among twentysomethings only 30 per cent do. The census also shows that 10.8 per cent of people in the same territory adhere to other faiths, up from 8.4 per cent in 2011. The proportion of Muslims rose from 4.8 per cent of the population to 6.5 per cent (3.9 million people). Scotland’s position broadly matches that of its southern neighbours.7


No one in the UK has processed the data more meticulously than Clive Field of the University of Birmingham. Among much else, his indispensable book Counting Religion in Britain, 1970–20208 records the scale of decline across the denominations. In 1924, 3.5 million people were registered on the Church of England’s electoral rolls. There were only 900,000 by 2019. Catholic candidates for confirmation fell from 72,000 in 1971 to 24,000 in 2019. The Methodist Church had 617,000 members in 1970, but only 164,000 half a century later. Looking over the same time frame, Field records a fair estimate that church membership declined from 7.7 million to 3.9 million. The figure is especially telling given that the population almost doubled during this period. Side by side with all this, a further finding of the census seems significant – and curious by comparison with the figures just listed. Of those who ticked the ‘No Religion’ box, only half said they didn’t believe in God at all, and a fifth of non-believers expressed confidence in some form of afterlife. The reality is thus perhaps messier than we might suppose.


Beyond statistical information, one principal corollary I draw from clear evidence of decline is that Britain and other parts of Europe are impaired by a neglect of their church roots. How so? A credible answer concerns the sobering implications of believing (say) that we are just animals wired up to the struggle for survival, or that meaning, mattering and the quest for transcendence – a higher dimension of reality embodying more exalted values – are illusions. A related reply would be that secular liberalism lacks secure philosophical underpinnings. As an alternative to the solid nourishment offered by grown-up, self-critical Christianity, a creed such as humanism presents an imperative to be kind. The grounds for all this appear shaky: when humanists are asked to show without recourse to metaphysics why we should be kind, the answers they give often lack coherence. And we live in far from kind times anyway. Quite apart from the climate crisis, ours is an era of infotainment, an obsession with celebrity and blaming, complaining and shaming, colossal cynicism encapsulated by the term ‘post-truth’, unprecedented family breakdown, moral relativism, scientific as well as religious fundamentalism, and a polarised public conversation.


The New Testament scholar Tom Wright transposes this awareness into a related key. Noting that nature abhors a vacuum (philosophical as much as physical), he argues that three pagan deities from antiquity – Mars the god of war, Mammon the god of money, and Aphrodite, goddess of erotic love – are still venerated in fresh guises: ‘. . . our society, claiming to have got rid of God upstairs so that we can live our lives the way we want . . . has in fact fallen back into the clutches of forces . . . that are bigger than ourselves, more powerful than the sum total of people who give them allegiance – forces we might as well recognise as gods.’9 His analysis is shared by Mary Eberstadt in her important book How the West Really Lost God.10


My second main corollary is that organised religion in the West is undergoing a profound transformation. For reasons already sketched (and elaborated later), I do not believe the Churches are dying or collapsing. But it seems undeniable that they are changing in very dramatic and sometimes disorienting ways. This book does not just entail a critique of the secularisation thesis and of secularising impulses across contemporary British culture; it also seeks to map aspects of that religious development.


***


From a Christian standpoint, of course, the main reason for paying serious attention to church teaching is that it purports to disclose the truth of our being with special authority. The ‘greatest story ever told’ is about love’s mending of wounded hearts. Core parts of this perceived revelation could be summed up as follows. God’s outreach is mediated in creation, which, over time, our Creator patiently allows to yield its own true character. This process operates through worldly agencies, including human beings, who are all made in the divine image. And in and through everything, the Holy Spirit is seeking to re-create and transform, a process realised crucially in God’s identification with the world in Christ. Wherever Christians look, whether inside or outside the visible Church, they are likely to find evidence of divine gift, and should thus identify the ‘other’, especially the outsider, as bearing God to them. The creed therefore provides the strongest available foundations for values including the sanctity of life, the dignity of the individual, and human responsibility for the environment. Moving from the province of faith to more empirical factors, Christians could also say that the Church is the world’s single largest source of social capital, mainly in unsung ways. They might re-emphasise that while our culture draws on some aspects of a secularised theology, it too often overlooks the deepest strands of all in the Christian repertoire: grace, forgiveness, solidarity and reconciliation. To sum up: Europe’s historic faith deserves a more serious hearing than it usually receives from the mainstream.


In saying all this I am not seeking to score cheap points against unbelievers. The institutional Churches’ record of past intolerance is deplorable; such chauvinism persists today in pockets of the Protestant, Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic worlds. (Jesus himself was the first to warn of wolves in sheep’s clothing.) I am also conscious that secularism comes in different forms. It is the ‘exclusionary’ kind which I find problematic, especially when it insists that faith is a purely private and personal matter for consenting adults in the privacy of their own homes, or possibly the privacy of their own pews, but that it should not have any role in education or wider society. Such a stance has become much stronger in recent decades. Its cloudiness about ethics poses an abiding problem for reasons I have just hinted at. To claim that the world would be a better place if we were all kind to each other is just Pelagianism (the ancient heresy springing from false optimism about unaided human resources) without God. It is based on a naive assumption that when things go wrong, the culprit must be ideology. And religion is just another form of ideology. If you want to see this mindset writ large, just consult the website of Humanists UK.


The sources of such thinking in the work of Rousseau and other Enlightenment figures are easy to track. Christians, by contrast, have far more to say about the reality of human nature: its flaws, its brokenness, its need of healing. The same is true of ethics, because the Church can offer imperatives based on a conviction that the material world is an expression of God’s nature, sustained by God’s nature, and a gift from God’s nature. Those beliefs mean that ultimately a Christian should not be a utilitarian. When a secularist is pushed into a corner, she or he generally does turn out in terms of ethical thinking to be some kind of utilitarian. I hope to show why that is unsustainable.FN1


The arc just traced – namely Christian decline leading to a spiritual void, rather than viable substitutes – was powerfully illustrated for me by a chance encounter early on in my researches. While attending a conference at Maynooth near Dublin, I met a fifty-year-old non-stipendiary Anglican priest who has worked in teaching, publishing and other areas for several decades largely in the west and north-west of England. His words deserve to be recorded.


‘I wasn’t brought up in the Church,’ he explained. ‘My parents occasionally took me and my siblings at Christmas, but that was more or less all. So I do have memories of occasionally being in a church service, which I hated. But what we did have – and I never thought about it at the time – was school assemblies where we would sing hymns and hear prayers and Bible readings. In the 1970s and 1980s, Bible lessons had a prominent place in primary schools. None of my schools was a church school.’


His family uprooted themselves from the Liverpool area to Wales in the early 1980s, when he was ten.


 


In time I moved from a village primary school to a comprehensive in Wrexham, the local town. Though it wasn’t a Christian foundation, we had daily assemblies involving Christian worship and hymn-singing. From my time on Merseyside I recall that there were seven or eight functioning churches within a short walk of my home. They were very much part of the landscape. Christianity was in the culture. You didn’t have to watch religious content on TV. But programmes like Songs of Praise were there in the background, at least getting in the way of things you did want to watch!


And of course the vicar or priest was a common figure in dramas. He naturally wasn’t the main character, but a cleric was still part of the social fabric. Perhaps the key point is this. I didn’t think of myself as a Christian, but I didn’t think of myself as not a Christian. And while not really thinking about God, I wasn’t an active disbeliever either. So when I started to meet Christian friends, it suddenly felt as though there was something implicit to draw on. I realised that I knew a whole lot about Christianity that I didn’t know that I knew. We’d all seen [the stage musical] Godspell, for example. So I knew the Jesus story. And we’d all been given a Gideon Bible at secondary school, which I’d dipped into. In other words, there was a whole bunch of stuff that I’d absorbed without being aware of it.


 


When I asked why he judges the situation to be so different in the 2020s, his response was unhesitating.


 


Because the public spaces have been much more evacuated of Christian material in terms of what we find on radio and television. Regarding what you might call the sociology of knowledge, there’s so much less now to reinforce the belief. If you go to church, then of course you’ll be presented with the narrative. But you’re not going to find it in the public spaces, partly from a wish to accommodate non-believers. And of course push and pull factors can be mutually reinforcing. It’s also obviously true that very large numbers of people with Christian backgrounds just aren’t interested anyway.


 


He went on to supply some vital historical perspective. Church attendance rates in eighteenth-century England were often patchy, and yet because basic Christian ideas were widely shared and underpinned by community events such as harvest festival, people’s worldview was shaped by doctrine in a loose sense.


They hoped for a heavenly future and wanted their children to be baptised. Their views weren’t terribly well thought out, but were nevertheless in the bloodstream. So when the Evangelical Revival took off later in the eighteenth century, there was something for preachers to work with. I suspect that a figure like Jonathan Edwards [the renowned American theologian, 1703–58] coming along today would be far more likely to face derision.


 


One obvious response to all this is that people were suggestible or superstitious in the past and have grown out of all that folk Christianity now. My interviewee rejected this theory out of hand.


 


Is our deracinated public space really so superior? Vast numbers of people now have little or no sense of who Jesus was or what’s in the Bible. They think Easter’s about the Easter Bunny. Look at Advent calendars today and there’s often nothing to indicate that they mark the build-up to a major Christian festival. Even as recently as my childhood, I remember that such calendars at least had nativity scenes.


Christmas proper begins on Christmas Day of course. But like many people in the UK, most members of my family spend the month of December celebrating, and then think it’s all over on the 25th. My sister even removes her decorations then, because the idea of keeping them up for longer strikes her as depressing. From the 26th onwards, the focus is on the sales. As a priest I’ve also noticed a large decline in congregations at Christmas, especially for Midnight Mass.


 


He then observed that habituating congregations – a challenge at the best of times – had become vastly harder because of the Covid-19 pandemic.


 


Work with children was especially impacted of course, because they weren’t allowed to touch anything. Habituation is so important, because in general Christianity is a slow spirituality, which tends to deepen over the years. As it happens, I eventually came to faith through a charismatic evangelical experience. There was instant pizazz. But maintaining that level of intensity can be pretty exhausting. More traditional forms of Christianity naturally work by building practices and habits. The effect is cumulative, rather like learning a musical instrument. And like an instrument, part of the process can be pretty focused on the mechanics. For a while you may not feel you’re reaping much benefit, but over time the investment can pay off.


Those who immerse themselves in the story are likely to know what to say to God, because words and gestures are in their bones and bodies. Now, by contrast, you’re constantly having to compete with other activities. I accept that, in the past, clergy had more of a captive audience and could take more for granted. But now what you might call brand loyalty has fallen off a cliff. As a devout member of the Church of England, my grandmother wouldn’t have dreamt of attending a non-Anglican church. Her sister, who belonged to the Salvation Army, had similar attitudes. That whole culture has died away now. In the same way that people no longer feel loyalty to anything from shops to the utility providers, pastors now often feel under pressure to provide novelty value to people who feel no source of special commitment to them. So long as it gives people what they want to feel, they’ll go. And if it doesn’t, they won’t.


 


He also judged that places of worship – especially, perhaps, in the Anglican, Methodist, Baptist and United Reformed communities – have been reframed as clubs.


 


Members of the clergy feel they have to constantly market themselves, sell themselves and entertain people. And it’s difficult to compete. So we lower the threshold as far as possible to be welcoming, which in a way is good of course. But then there’s no challenge. A familiar point could be added: that it’s congregations making more demands of their members – conservative evangelicals, Pentecostals, some Orthodox and traditionalist Catholics, especially – which are growing.


 


He felt that his arguments apply with equal force in education.


 


People would say to me, ‘All I want is for you to teach our children ethics.’ But which ethics, I wondered! If I taught my ethics, these parents would have got cross with me, because they’d have seen them as too Christian. If you look at what ethics used to be, it was an induction into ways of life and patterns of behaviour, including virtues and the formation of character and so forth. But the point is that you can only pursue that project in the context of a tradition. So how do you do it in a society where there are fewer and fewer shared customs? A sign of the times is that an Ethics teacher will now typically say, ‘Let’s look at such and such a moral problem. Here’s what x says. Here’s what y says. What do you think? Just decide for yourself.’


This is the prevailing mentality. So long as you make an authentic choice, all’s fine. But in that climate a teacher is not inculcating virtues or practices or anything like that. You’re not forming people. You’re just helping them weigh up pros and cons of various moral issues. And how else can you do it in a society that doesn’t have a shared framework or tradition? Without such scales, as [the Marxist-turned-Christian philosopher] Alasdair MacIntyre reminds us, you can be reduced to a free-for-all. This forms the huge cultural change, which has made it so much harder to teach ethics.


The same applies to worship. It’s all very well, when you can assume that everyone in the village has been baptised, but nowadays they’re not. And since they’re not being brought up as Christian believers, they may find at school, for example, that the teacher says, ‘We’re going to be quiet for a bit now. And if you believe in God you can pray, but otherwise we’ll be neutral.’ This is analogous to the blankness of the multifaith chapel. Of course I understand the reasoning behind all this. It’s good to be inclusive and to strive not to offend. But a common language is important as well. Why do we find certain things obvious at an intuitive level? It’s not just because we may think we have robust intellectual arguments, or because someone has shown us evidence. It’s because we inhabit structures of belief, which are implicit as much as explicit. And in days gone by important areas of society – schools, hospitals and so forth – would have had Christian symbols, Christian prayers, Christian ceremonies, which all subtly supported this belief system. When you evacuate these things from the public arena, the only place they’re being reinforced is in church. That can leave even committed Christians feeling rather disoriented.


 


The slump mapped in these reflections clearly has many causes. They include self-induced wounds in the Churches ranging from corruption to poor communication, as well as the effects of attacks – fair as well as unmerited – of secularists. There are also trends behind falling church attendance that have little to do with ideology. During the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries, the Churches offered a rich social environment. But they were trumped by the cultural menu provided by television from the 1950s onwards. It strikes me as interesting that church attendance does not seem to have suffered from the rise of cinema in the 1920s and 1930s, perhaps because going to the pictures involved making the effort to get out of your house and was, like church, a shared group experience involving compelling imagery and emotion and also a place where romantic relationships could begin. The rise of television in the 1950s and 1960s undoubtedly led to a decline in cinema attendance and was surely also a factor in the decline of churchgoing.


Just as I’m sceptical as to whether intellectual ideas have been a primary cause of decline, I think it’s clear that scandals about clerical abuse have become ex post facto justifications for a lack of interest and involvement in church which already existed and turned some people hostile towards organised religion who were previously merely indifferent to it. A major message to emerge from a recent study such as Tracing the Cultural Legacy of Irish Catholicism11 is that the various scandals regarding paedophile priests, and the harsh treatment of unmarried mothers by nuns, were accelerants to a downward trajectory that had already set in for other reasons, not a primary cause of decline.


Notwithstanding the force of these factors, I do not think that ideology in its various guises is insignificant. Take feminism. The mainstream Churches were very patriarchal before the 1980s. While Methodism moved to ordaining women from 1974, the Church of England took another eighteen years to pass the canon paving the way for women priests. Many educated women now of retirement age, informed by the ideas of feminist writers, were both baffled and repelled by the delay.


As already hinted, one way of trying to reconcile the very different pictures painted so far (vibrancy in much of the world, alongside enfeeblement in Europe leading to confusion or apathy, rather than carefully considered secularism) involves the gap between opinion-formers and ordinary people. While seeing feminism as a major blessing – and much feminist theology as solidly rooted in the Gospels – I wouldn’t hesitate to describe the hostility to Christianity displayed by many educators and journalists as a blind spot. A decade ago I wrote God Is No Thing,12 a brief defence of Christian belief beginning with a focus on this point. My argument was backed up by an elaboration of the lament already outlined, especially with reference to an array of cultural figures. Among those cited was the painter and printmaker Anthony Green. He said in a BBC interview that attention to religious themes can be the kiss of death to an artist’s career.13 Other examples I gave bear repetition. Discussing Marilynne Robinson’s acclaimed novels Gilead, Home and Lila, the journalist Bryan Appleyard has written that these works will seem curious to a high number of readers, ‘because what is going on here is religion’.14 He went on to argue that ‘many, probably most, British people – artists, writers, audiences – will find this exotic because to them, religion has been embarrassed out of existence.’ Robinson stands out as a considerable Christian thinker, as well as a novelist. By contrast, an ample company of established British writers have little or nothing to say about transcendence. When religion is broached in their works (think Julian Barnes or Ian McEwan or Alan Hollinghurst or Martin Amis, as well as a gallery of younger writers), it is regularly in terms of a simplistic opposition between faith and reason. Genuine rationality can become the first casualty of this attitude. Novelists who address religious themes – my random sample would include Jill Paton Walsh, Anita Mason and Lucy Beckett – have consciously operated out of left field. A figure such as Robert Skidelsky speaks for squadrons of intellectuals in stating dogmatically that there is no longer any alternative to a disenchanted take on reality. ‘We cannot imagine a different paradigm because we can no longer imagine a God who cares for us.’15


In an area of non-fiction such as memoir, misery trumps mirth for understandable reasons. In the same way that a volcanic eruption counts as news while underground streams supplying stability of life to generations are widely ignored, tales about bad religion sell. Think of examples including Matt Rowland Hill’s Original Sins (on fundamentalism of a Baptist stripe), Edmund Gosse’s Father and Son (the Plymouth Brethren), Jeanette Winterson’s Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal? (Pentecostalism) or Patricia Lockwood’s Priestdaddy (Catholicism). I don’t decry such publications for a moment. On the contrary, their authors have my admiration. It is because I am myself a Catholic that I have so much to say about dysfunctionality, as well as great good, in my own Church. I am simply making an observation about human nature and how it can relate to commercial imperatives. The point was once crisply summed up by a Fleet Street editor. When asked why there were so few good-news stories in his paper about the Church of England, he replied that creditable material wasn’t eye-catching: ‘Our readers want to hear about vicars with their hands in the till or their trousers round their ankles.’


I added that Brian Cox’s high reputations as a physicist and a broadcaster are secure, but in suggesting an equivalence between reflecting on the existence of God and that of witches,16 he strayed well beyond his spheres of competence. And I drew attention to a blind spot uniting commentators of Left and Right alike. A decade on, they continue to bang the same drums. The year I began this book, 2022, was bookended by tin-eared attacks on Christianity by Polly Toynbee17 and Matthew Parris.18 Numerous similar articles by less famous journalists could be cited.


In revisiting such material I do not mean to imply that the direction of travel is all uniform. Religious Studies is now treated more seriously in English-speaking countries than two generations ago, when sociologists and others tended to see the study of faith communities as akin to examining dead civilisations. Philosophers with Christian allegiances such as Charles Taylor, Jean-Luc Marion and Alasdair MacIntyre are internationally renowned. So, too, are theologians including John Milbank, Sarah Coakley and Rowan Williams, to cite just three names from the ranks of my own teachers. In Britain, political opinion-formers such as Adrian Pabst (Blue Labour) and Phillip Blond (Red Tory) have notably strong theological backgrounds. Pabst’s writings in the New Statesman form an especially valuable resource for appreciating deeper cultural currents. Their prescriptions are in turn shadowed by the rich intellectual genealogies found in the work of figures including Larry Siedentop, or by social-market theorising in Germany, itself a rich expression of Catholic Social Teaching.


One of my aims in God Is No Thing was to commend a self-aware, unstrident form of Christianity to sceptics and outright scoffers. Yes, religion – like all forms of kinship bond, including patriotism and family life – can go terribly wrong at times. Expressions of faith come in multiple forms. But those whose default assumption is that the Churches and other communities of conviction should be relegated to the margins are themselves taking sides.


I also realised that my protests about the deliberate sidelining of faith would draw a swift protest from some. Public religious voices in North America and parts of Europe are often robust and sometimes shrill. In the UK, of course, Church and state are still officially connected, even if the cords that bind them have been slackening for over 150 years. Perhaps it is precisely these factors which render dislike of Christianity among religion’s cultured despisers all the more pointed. From the other side of the fence, though, rising levels of hardline secularism look just as doctrinaire as some expressions of Christian faith. To cite the journalist Will Lloyd’s bracing indictment of groupthink of a related kind (this time among student activists at Oxford), ‘A hermetic monoculture that, in rejecting views that did not conform to its own advanced ethical standards, had returned to the overbearing orthodoxies of its medieval founding.’19


This is noteworthy because of the gap already traced above between opinion-formers and ordinary people. The secularist claim that we are ceasing to be a population of religious believers should be qualified by the observation that a country like the UK has ceased to be one of church attenders. The ONS figures cited above appear conclusive on the face of it. As I have suggested, though, they need placing in a broader context. A priest of great experience sums things up like this.


 


Almost all clerics in the C of E would say to you on the basis of funeral preparation, particularly, that the number of unchurched people who nevertheless have some sort of belief in God, and some sort of belief in an afterlife – and some sort of sense of the importance of ritual in marking transitions – is enormous. Some of that may count as superstition. Much of it is perhaps hazily thought through. But it’s immensely strong. The secularist suggestion that we have ceased to be a religious society is based on a narrow sample of secularists talking to other secularists.


 


The point is epitomised by that famous retort, ‘We don’t do religion’, once given by Tony Blair’s chief spin doctor Alastair Campbell. Many observers will have asked why he said that, working for a man who at that stage was a practising Anglican on the verge of becoming a Catholic, and married to a devout Catholic. Whence that embarrassment? I do not think it has anything whatsoever to do with what the great mass of the population might have thought. It has far more to do with the assumptions of a small metropolitan coterie. Having partly grown up in Spain before travelling a good deal around the northern Mediterranean, I know that this insight applies far more broadly than the UK.


God Is No Thing is not a work of sociology probing the sources of secularisation. A more broadly based study might have elaborated upon the ecclesiastical failings to which I have already alluded. When it comes to poor communication, I see fault in ecclesiastical and mainstream media ranks alike in the perpetuating of false stereotypes about a supposed clash between Christianity and science, among other matters. The creed is far more intellectually seaworthy than appreciated even by regular worshippers, but one would never think so to judge by BBC output or most daily newspapers.


More of this later. Meanwhile, any bid to establish co-ordinates on unstable terrain needs to say more about what has happened, and a good deal more about the two major follow-up questions already signposted. First, why should we care? And second, why are belief in God and in Christianity’s historical foundations credible in the first place? Many who are not actively hostile to faith readily grant the positive role played by Europe’s Christian heritage in raising us to the branches on which we now perch, but still think that the ladder can be kicked away for the simple reason that atheism is true. Given this, I doubt whether a study concentrating only on the Churches’ role as sources of good works will hold much sway without some deeper conceptual discussion first. An already large menu cannot avoid some philosophical ingredients as well.


***


Let us start by amplifying the comments made by my conversation partner at Maynooth. Several different discourses must be disentangled. When sociologists talk about secularisation today, they mean not just the retreat of religion from the public square or the decline in attendance, but also the thinning out of religion itself. A hard-edged secularisation theorist like Bryan Wilson, for example, author of Religion and Secular Society (1964),20 exemplified this trend. His work is regularly quoted as confirmation of a process whereby religion loses its grip. As an intellectual system a faith like Christianity is represented as marginalised, but also as diluting its own metaphysical claims. Wilson used this paradigm to argue that even in the United States – where churchgoing as a proportion of the population had risen – secularisation was still advancing because the Churches were becoming worldlier. So very broad-brush assumptions about the cultural retreat of religion took root.


The two phenomena often get confused as a consequence of this approach, particularly by historians themselves, because they assume secularisation to have occurred seamlessly. A. J. P. Taylor is a notable exemplar of this fallacy. His bestselling English History 1914–194521 contains the fanciful (albeit perhaps tongue-in-cheek) suggestion that the Rector of Stiffkey in Norfolk – a defrocked clergyman found guilty of conduct unbecoming in 1932 – had more impact on church affairs than Cosmo Gordon Lang, then Archbishop of Canterbury. The claim reflects Taylor’s own conviction about secularisation and his habit of weaving it into his work. Similar instances of bias are widespread, not only among Marxist or Marxist-influenced scholars who shaped the emergence of social history in the 1960s and 1970s, but also in liberal and conservative ranks. I wrote above of tunnel vision among well-known novelists. The same charge could be brought against many of Taylor’s younger colleagues.22


Broadly, there is a pair of positions in the historiography of secularisation, as well as numerous further subdivisions. One reflects this anti-religious pattern of thought; the other forms a reaction against it. The classic negative view holds that modern society is becoming intrinsically inimical to religion. It dates back to figures including Max Weber and Ferdinand Tönnies (author of the classic study Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft (Community and Society), 1887). At root, religion, a cultural feature of the organic, tradition-bound past, is pictured as giving way to a much more rational and instrumental account of reality. Among contemporary sociologists, a figure such as Steve Bruce stands strongly in this line of interpretation.23 So does Callum Brown, author of The Death of Christian Britain,24 but in a more nuanced way. Practitioners who start by assuming that religion is in a downward spiral are apt to adopt the tools and methods that back up their thesis.


The revisionists – figures including David Martin, Bernice Martin, Hugh McLeod, Mark Smith and Jeffrey Cox – have done much to lay bare the pessimists’ presuppositions. This has led in the hands of some people to the opposite problem, which is almost a denial of the reality of church decline. The approach is exemplified by David Goodhew, a historian and cleric who has forged a literature around church growth purporting to be based on empirical evidence. Drawing especially on trends in London, he suggests that desecularisation is even happening in England. Churchgoing may not necessarily be under threat at all.


The reason historiography and historical research should be disentangled is that it seems to me incontestable, for the reasons already spelt out, that the Churches are struggling. The retreat is particularly evident in the traditional denominations, but that should be distinguished from arguments about sociological theory. Much anglophone sociology does indeed operate with a secularising paradigm. Better forms of historiography are now trying to find a way of describing the vicissitudes of religion in modern Britain that do not assume the inevitability of secularisation on the one hand, or, on the other, ignore clear evidence of ebbing numbers, falling income and so forth.


Francophone and British methodologies differ substantially. Sociologists in the UK tend to shun theological assumptions, basing their work on a mixture of economics, politics and social observation. In France, the term sociologie as applied to religion relates to understandings of the social appeal of Catholicism in particular. It was pioneered not by Marxist-influenced social historians, but by scholars of Christian allegiance – people like Gérard Cholvy or Yves-Marie Hilaire, who were particularly interested in the post-revolutionary situation of the French Church – and in studying its impact on the ground. Various measurements were devised, including figures for Easter communicants or for numbers of regular weekly communicants (pascalisants and messalisants respectively): massive accumulations of statistics ensued. Debate has also been greatly influenced by post-revolutionary Church–state conflict and the implementation of laïcité. The Anglican–Roman Catholic state secondary school in Cambridge near where I work is steeped in Christian symbolism. There are crucifixes in many classrooms. That would of course be impossible in France. So the different national cultures and their different national histories undoubtedly make a synthesised account of the trajectory of religion in the West more difficult.


The German situation is different again, being profoundly affected by catastrophe and renewal during the twentieth century, and above all by church involvement in politics for both good and ill. So national histories have shaped methodologies. Scandinavia forms a further point of contrast. While levels of regular attendance are extremely low, the Lutheran state Churches are still sources of great social capital through the running of care homes and other institutions. It was only in 1991 that Sweden instituted civil registration of births, marriages and deaths. Before that, responsibility for such information-gathering had rested with the Church. In Britain, the move to state control had been ushered in as far back as 1837.


Spain’s evolution matches that of neighbouring countries in major respects, but is also influenced by local causes such as the legacy of civil war. Though the conflict is still widely misconstrued as a dress rehearsal for the Allies’ confrontation with Hitler, many of its causes were distinctively Spanish. The saga of colonisation by the Moors and subsequent Reconquista was a precursor to two polarised views captured by the term ‘two Spains’: one Catholic and traditionalist; the other more cosmopolitan and relaxed about porous boundaries. Napoleon’s invasion served to intensify these divisions, in the process discrediting liberalism as an import of the French oppressor. By the 1930s, Spain was riven with extremists of Left and Right alike. While having nothing positive to say about Franco’s dictatorship, a historian such as Antony Beevor is correct in also excoriating anti-democratic elements on the far Left – forces content to goad the other side by burning churches and banning the religious orders during the lead-up to the nationalist uprising. (Beevor took the trouble to rewrite his history of the civil war after the opening up of KGB archives during the 1990s revealed the full extent of Stalin’s plan to subjugate Spain.) The secular Left still tends to see the Church as tainted by association with Franco, and a brake on progressive social reforms. Conservative attitudes are shaped by a conviction that the dictatorship saved the country from communism, and thus from evisceration by Hitler. The tenacity with which these attitudes are held renders moves towards consensus and reconciliation extremely hard.


Ultimately, however – and despite the huge growth in the Pentecostal and house church movements across Europe already registered – we are all still talking about convergence in a group of historically very different societies: a situation in which the traditional Churches are struggling in terms of numbers, recruitment and so forth. A generation ago the idea that Catholicism in southern Europe was a firewall against secularisation in the continent’s northern tier would have seemed fair. Grace Davie, another leading sociologist in the field, could popularise the term ‘believing without belonging’ to make sense of paradoxical attitudes to Christianity in northern Europe. The term is less used today. It is therefore very difficult to escape a straightforward conclusion that even if we resist the prognoses of hard-edge pessimists, there are aspects of today’s culture which make it hard for traditional Christianity to flourish. External hostility to the Church, and a less than robust response from ecclesiastical ranks, are mutually reinforcing. Historians need to find a way of describing a social reality – namely the decline of religion in institutional terms – without relying on a teleological account that builds in its own predetermined conclusions.


In Britain Clive Field is much associated with the avoidance of agenda, partly through his website British Religion In Numbers,25 based on highly detailed accumulations of evidence across many eras. His work is about as close as one could get to a thoroughgoing statistical description; it also challenges oversimplifications on either side of the religion–secularism debate. I have reported his clear demonstration of decline since the 1960s and 1970s. But the 1950s was not the golden age of churchgoing it is often supposed to have been. Nor was it true that religious observance had become irrelevant by then. Furthermore, Field has shown that the nineteenth century was an era of expansion. Practically the whole of the main period of industrialisation and urbanisation in Britain was accompanied by rising attendance and the streamlining of structures to match. He is not alone in demonstrating this point: it is supported in the work of Jeremy Morris, among other experts.26


The Churches’ effective response to change extended at least until the 1870s and 1880s, when population growth began to outpace church growth. This led to relative but not absolute decline. Absolute decline did not take root seriously until after the First World War. We can certainly see a growth in civil weddings in the mid-twentieth century, but not the very sharp fall in religious ceremonies witnessed since the 1960s. When people started being able to marry on football pitches or in hotels and so on, the figures for church weddings shrank dramatically. As reported, numbers preparing for confirmation also tell an important story.


Self-inflicted aspects of the problem are plainly very varied. The fall in Anglican baptisms, for example, is likely a result in some measure of a rigorist insistence that parents should be active believers or undertake a course. This in turn maps onto a surge in Anglican Evangelical confidence since the 1960s. But baptism had previously been a classic way for the clergy to connect with the surrounding population. On one level this belongs to the essence of a Constantinian Christianity: that most people get baptised, and then in due course the Church tries to get them to recognise that the rite means something – they will need to act on it later in life. It is the rationale for establishment, and for Catholicism in the broadest sense. That is how the whole of Europe became Christianised in the first place. Once a church stops baptising all (or almost all) comers, it loses one of its principal levers.


And there are extraneous or adventitious factors to be borne in mind alongside a disaster such as the Covid-19 pandemic, which still keeps worshippers (especially the elderly) away from church. Consider the extreme winter of 1962–3. Several weeks after Christmas a two-day blizzard virtually cut off Scotland from England. It was not just the north which suffered. The south-east of England was severely affected by similar conditions: cars were strewn across roads, trains became trapped in snowdrifts, ferries had to steer through waters teeming with ice floes. People stopped attending services through worry over the effects of frost: the concern lasted for months. More than one older friend has told me that congregations failed to return to their previous sizes afterwards.


***


So much, in broad outline, for what has happened. How about why? We have seen that the reasons are both social and intellectual. In the second of these areas stands distrust of agencies said to lie beyond the tangible in a notionally rational universe. There is also (and here head and heart overlap) a sense that widespread undeserved suffering makes talk of an all-powerful, all-loving God incoherent at best. Senseless slaughter on an unmatched scale between 1914 and 1918 proved a strong spur to unbelief. These objections are substantial enough to merit separate discussion in a later chapter.


At a level unconnected to theology or preaching, one of the most convincing explanations for secularisation to my mind is also one of the least discussed. Sometimes called the welfarist theory, it identifies an inverse correlation between the extent to which the state takes on responsibilities for welfare provision and the size of the Church. It is one of the reasons why the United States has withstood the huge secularisation trend in the past fifty or sixty years across Western countries. There are other reasons, one related to the separation of Church and state in America, which means that atheism has always found it very difficult to get off the ground compared to various countries where throne and altar were once much more closely aligned. But sticking to the main point: in industrial and post-industrial societies people tend to come into contact with the love of God through the love of the godly, rather than first and foremost through theological argument, let alone any scientific reasoning. And if the love of the godly is severely circumscribed by the ability of the state to meet people’s material needs, then many may ask what the point of the Church is any more. That is one of the reasons why Victorian Britain, while becoming the first major industrialised nation on earth, did not simultaneously secularise. In any simple reading of secularisation theory, the world’s richest state modernised, industrialised and became better educated. All of these should be markers for a steep and rapid decline of religion. But claims that Britain was a less religious place in 1900 than in 1830 are hard to back up. The country plainly had less of the ancien régime culture about it, but that did not necessarily make it less religious. And in the twentieth century church attendance grew in the 1930s, partly because religious affiliation can increase in periods of economic malaise.


Churchgoing fell after the Second World War when much of the social provision previously emanating from the Churches was picked up by the state, and the Church was left asking what it still had to talk about. Some (both believers and non-believers) may say wryly that this was the moment at which preachers started to focus more on what people do in their bedrooms. A caricature of course, but not wholly inaccurate. By the 1970s and 1980s people with very little cultural memory of Christianity began to ask, ‘What exactly is the point of all this? There are some rituals around when I die perhaps, but in terms of a living faith that’s actively changing the public square, what’s the purpose of it?’


Other important currents need flagging up – particularly the eruption of social, and then economic, liberalism in the 1960s and 1980s by turn. These changes altered the underlying preconception of what the good is in the first instance. As is widely recognised, the 1960s and 1980s revolutions shifted the idea of the good towards sovereign autonomy. That has always been part of Christianity, as a major essay in intellectual history such as Siedentop’s Inventing the Individual: The Origins of Western Liberalism27 shows. But for the Church, liberalism has generally been tempered by a deep-rooted communitarianism. The private autonomous self is not thought of as sole arbiter of meaning and value. From the standpoint of a contemporary secular liberal, there are bits of Christianity that pass muster, but many aspects that do not, because the Church has so much to say about duty, virtue and the renunciation of our freedom for the sake of a greater good.


Despite the strong Methodist and subsequent Anglican allegiances of Margaret Thatcher (and the residual tag in her day that the Church of England was the Tory Party at prayer), many free-market economists have a big problem with Christianity. Equally clearly, social liberals often harbour strong reservations about the faith as well. We can thus note a pincer movement. I have observed that many people’s contact with the love of God was once funnelled through the love of the godly; and whereas vast companies of volunteers were once doing all kinds of things for more or less explicitly Christian reasons, today a place of worship is not always the right port of call for such activity. Nor should it be. Churches cannot run hospitals in the way they were able to do a hundred years ago; in a pluralist society they must adapt significantly in their approach to education. So I am certainly not suggesting that we should revert to pre-1945 patterns of life in order that the Church can enhance its role. But if we want to understand why the Christian footprint is smaller, I think welfare provision stands near the top of the list.
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