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  What people are saying about Religion and Generation Z




  Across the country churches are struggling to connect with young people as their congregations age. But so rarely do we have the opportunity to hear from young people themselves. In this book of essays we hear the raw experience of young people’s encounter with religion, sometimes ecstatic, sometimes dreary, and most often of no account at all. A sharp critique of religion in 21st century Britain, this book of essays is essential reading for anyone interested in this field.




  Avril Baigent, Doctoral Researcher, Durham University, Pastoral Ministry Advisor, Northampton Diocese (Roman Catholic).




  These essays give hope that the future of faith and religion will be diverse, varied, and reimagined. Mountford’s passion for faith and religion to transcend traditions comes to the fore in this insightful collection. It is encouraging to read how peoples’ interaction with the Divine is fresh, challenging, and alive.




  Andrew Allen, Chaplain and Fellow, Exeter College, Oxford
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  The biggest junk yard in history is the one marked Abandoned Religions, abandoned because they are incapable of adapting to the flowing currents of human history... That resistance to change is one reason for their decline amongst many young people today. The so-called millennial generation, both in the UK and in the USA, is the least religiously committed cohort of the population there has been in the last sixty years... There is still a spiritual hunger and interest among the young, but they show a marked contempt for institutions which claim that they alone can perfectly satisfy it.




  Richard Holloway, Waiting for the Last Bus, Canongate Books, 2018




  To be rationally sustainable, religions must ally with the best modern science and with textual criticism; they must accept that ancient moral rules must often be adapted to new circumstances and that they should be conducive to universal human flourishing; they must attempt to find some plausible general world-view within which religions can find a place; they must adopt an informed global and historically conscious outlook; and they should accept that conceptual descriptions of ultimate reality are not free of local and changing linguistic and cultural influences.




  Keith Ward, Religion in the Modern World, CUP, 2019






  
List of Contributors





  Brian Mountford




   Brian has been a priest for fifty years, most of which has been spent working in Oxford, where he was Vicar of the University Church and Chaplain of St Hilda’s College, and Cambridge, where he was Fellow and Chaplain of Sidney Sussex College. The point of this collection of essays is to hear young people in the 18–24-year-old age group say in their own words why seventy per cent of them have ‘no religion’. He has edited the volume and topped and tailed it with essays of his own which try to place the contributions in a broader context.




  Tara Lee




  Brought up in the complex mixture of cultures and belief-systems of Hong Kong, Tara Lee was a cradle Catholic for whom God became a hollow word. She toyed with the ecumenical idea that we all believe in the same God but found this too bland. Falling in love caused her to re-visit her religious roots where she found momentary consolation. As a talented student of literature, she finds hints of transcendence in aesthetic experience but is content that it is part of what we are, rather than evidence of the divine other.




  In this brief but brilliant essay she provides a broad ranging intellectual critique of Christianity and religions which explains much of why her generation identifies as having ‘no-religion’, even though most of them would not be able to express it.




  Christopher T. Bennett




   Christopher read theology at Cambridge and is culturally Christian but has no religious commitment. He appreciates that this puts him in a very weird position, as someone who is sympathetic to religion without really being part of one. He laments the fact his contemporaries don’t seem to understand and think of theology more as a set of exhausted metaphysical ideas. His background means that his unique selling point is that he can be a ‘secular defender of the faith’, sometimes trying to convince others of the virtues in religion, while aiming to understand why it is that modern British society has seemingly lost all religion. He notes the cultural shift in Britain over the past century, from a point where the Christian religion was normative to the present in which ‘no-religion’ has become the default position. He attributes the widespread apathy towards religion in modern Britain among the 18–25-year-old age group to this altered default position, with the consequences that religion has not been actively rejected, but also that there is no clear way for it to re-assert itself due to its reduced stature in cultural consciousness.




  Matthew Murphy




  Raised a Catholic in Enniskillen, County Fermanagh, Matthew Murphy discovered a new breadth of religious freedom through the musical life of his Oxford college chapel and was surprised to find how many of his contemporaries, while not traditionally religious, were attracted to a spirituality via formal liturgy and aesthetically satisfying music.




  His essay explores this and looks further into what he calls a theology of the arts. Now he is working in Coventry Cathedral, where in the 1960s, a thoroughly modern cathedral was built beside the medieval one destroyed by German bombs in World War II. The experience gives him hope for the future of Christianity.




  Rumana Ali




  Rumana describes growing up as a Muslim in the socially deprived East London Borough of Newham and the cultural religious assumptions this engendered. When at 18 she became an undergraduate at St Hilda’s College, Oxford, most of these assumptions were challenged by contemporaries from secular atheist backgrounds. The experience was both alienating and isolating and a powerful illustration of what it means to be religious in the ‘no-religion’ generation.




  Kizzy Jugon




  Kizzy’s university story is dominated by a sort of ambivalent love hate relationship with Christianity, exacerbated by her sense of its innate hostility towards women. As a feminist she is outraged by this injustice and an experience of sexual assault by a member of the church brings a crisis to her life.




  In this feisty piece, she dramatically illustrates one of the principal reasons women in her age group (and in other age groups too, of course) take up the no-religion banner, namely the prejudice against women in the Bible that they are second class. This has surely underpinned the attitude to women in the societies of the Western World.




  Despite a breakdown which caused her to drop out of her medical course for three years, Kizzy didn’t give up her religion. She discovered there were many examples of liberated women in the Bible, from Ruth to Mary the mother of Jesus, and the new confidence this discovery brought enabled her to live as a Christian.




  Nora Baker




  The cross-cultural effect of globalisation changes religious attitudes. We see an example of this between Eire (the Republic of Ireland), a Catholic country amidst the Protestant countries of England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales. Nora Baker’s take on religion is rooted in the experience of two cultures, which she explores in this essay. In a completely different way from his, her argument supports Christopher Bennett’s theory that a major factor in the emergence of the no-religion generation is the cultural marginalisation of religion in secular Britain.




  Nora is a DPhil candidate in Oxford’s Faculty of Medieval and Modern Languages.




  Ben Winchester




  Ben is a physicist and he tackles the question of science and religion. He recognises that many of his contemporaries reject religion because they see it as intellectually challenged by science. This is partly because conservative religion, in seeking to defend itself against such a challenge, has tended to present its doctrines as empirical facts and its history, and that of the New Testament, as an account of what actually happened, without the nuance of interpretation, poetry and symbolism. Ben considers doubt and questioning to be a foundational part of science and religion too. Thus, the two disciplines are complementary and mutually helpful.




  Hannah Taylor




  Hannah has called her piece ‘Faith vs Organised Religion’ and emphasised therefore that key difference between personal spirituality and the much more prescriptive nature of organised religion. Organised religion has let her down and she is left grappling with how to deal with a persistent personal religiosity that refuses to go away.




  Hannah read Chemistry at Oxford and now teaches in a secondary school.




  Connie Tongue




  Connie Tongue writes a passionate and polemical piece about the Church’s failure, as she sees it, to be prophetic on the matter of fossil fuels and climate change. In order to keep their adherents happy, and with the notable exception of Pope Francis, she thinks the churches take an ambivalent and compromising view of the greatest crisis of our day, allowing people to take either side of the argument. She claims her generation is disaffected with the Church’s hypocrisy and moral ambivalence and that this gives a reason to ignore the claims of religion.









  
Keynote Essay





  By Brian Mountford




  No view of religion in contemporary Britain can ignore the latest data (2017) on religious affiliation, from NatCen’s British Social Attitudes survey, that 53%1 of the people in Britain say they have ‘no religion’ and that of those, 70%2 of the 18–25 age-group claim to have no religion. I can amplify this stark statistic anecdotally. In October 2018, I was Acting Chaplain of Corpus Christi College, Oxford, and my first encounter with the new intake of students was at the introductory ‘Welfare’ meeting, where I faced an auditorium full of eighteen-year-olds looking at me challengingly from seats tiered as steeply as the Colosseum. When I stood up to speak, I sensed intuitively that I must begin by acknowledging we live in a multifaith society, an international society, a post-religious society, where 70% of their age group in the UK claim to have no religion. The sight of nodding heads made me more relaxed. Thus, I acknowledged the unwritten terms and conditions on which I was to act as Chaplain.




  In St Hilda’s College, where for a long time I was part-time Chaplain, the room designated as the chapel has been demolished as part of a major re-development programme and replaced with a multifaith space. Why should Christianity, and Anglicanism in particular, be privileged in contemporary, secular society? Today, if you were building a college from scratch, would you include a chapel at all? Many of the objectors of course never ever attended a chapel event and some blandly assumed, in a Dawkins-like way, that what goes on there is a sinister attempt at brainwashing, the promotion of irrational belief in impossible things. Had there been a historic chapel building and world class choir the argument wouldn’t so easily have progressed and, maybe, the aesthetic virtues of uplifting music would have been seen as self-authenticating and as transcending the perceived small-mindedness of theology. It is clear Christianity as a default, as a norm, is gone, even in Oxford University where, until the mid-nineteenth century, you had to be a member of the Church of England in order either to teach or study there.




  No Religion




  This collection of essays attempts to shed some light on why so many young people say they have ‘no religion’. It does not pretend to be a systematic study, more a series of snapshots that arose from discussions I had with students while I was Acting Chaplain at Corpus Christi College. This is not as parochial as it might sound. Students come to Oxford from all over the world – it is a very international place – and therefore the content helps to understand how young people respond to religion on a much wider base than one city or one country.




  On the one hand, my experience with the new students suggests they embrace the term as a reasonable description of their generation; on the other, no-religion can be a misleading term invented for the sociologist of religion’s questionnaire, a catch-all category at the end of a multiple-choice question on religious allegiance. No religion does not therefore indicate an active position but a passive one; this is a category I end up in when other options fail. It is more a position of neutrality than an anti-religion statement.




  It indicates that a high percentage of 18–25s are indifferent to religion and probably have scarcely brushed against it, particularly in Britain and much of Europe where religion is culturally marginalised. Yet there is much more religion in society than accounted for in sociological surveys, from the footballer who crosses himself when he comes onto the field of play to the motivating power of religion in, for example, American elections and certain national identities, like Israel or Iran. Rumana Ali’s essay, however, highlights the difference between different religious cultural backgrounds. In Britain, it is the Christian heritage that has been secularised and marginalised, while the religions of ethnic immigrant communities such as Islam and Hinduism flourish and are passed down between generations.




  Beyond that is another subtlety which makes it difficult to argue religion has been eradicated from sections of society – the intuitive sense of there being something metaphysical which lies behind so much of what is loosely referred to as spiritual. Martin Rees, the Astronomer Royal, talking of our cosmic habitat says that ‘the pre-eminent mystery is why anything exists at all’. It is such a fundamental question that just trying to imagine nothing at all stretches the mind beyond its limits, because you can only think of nothing in relation to your experience of something. Nothing means no time, no space, no meaning, ever. There is no point of reference for nothing. This is one of the questions that provides raw material for theology. The philosopher John Gray is on to something similar when he says that, while he is both non-religious and anti-atheist, he wants to argue that our innate need to explain mortality and suffering with imagination and myth is far too fundamental to ignore religion. ‘I don’t have an idea of God or anything but I find the idea that you could wipe the slate clean of that impulse to be ridiculous... Myth-making has been a part of every single human culture in history, why would we imagine that it is disappearing from our own?’ (Observer, 25 October 2020). It is a view supported by the Israeli historian Yuval Noah Harari who says ‘most people think in stories... we live inside the dreams of dead people; all the religions and ideologies and nations and economic theories came out of dreams of people who lived thousands of years ago’ (Today Programme, BBC, 12 November 2020). This is not a negative judgement, but a description of how things are. We must live in dialogue with our history. We can do no other. The danger for religious institutionalism is that it is tempted not to allow dialogue but wants to freeze its doctrinal position at some random point of religious evolution.




  Those interested in theology will recognise that this kind of argument is not new but was promoted at the beginning of the nineteenth century, during the Enlightenment, by the German protestant theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher. Professor Keith Ward neatly sums up Schleiermacher’s position: ‘Instead of being founded on a past revelation of inerrant doctrines, he proposed that authentic religious belief begins with a distinctive sort of “intuition” and “feeling”. This is an experience of “the infinite” in and through finite things and events’ (Religion in the Modern World, CUP, 2019).




  The essays that follow are by well-educated people who have encountered religion in their upbringing and have variously rejected it, grappled with it, or embraced it. The task I set them, which is by no means the adopted structure for each, was to describe their experience of religion, their view of what their contemporaries think about it, and finally to have a shot at evaluating the future of religion. I found it difficult, however, to get anyone to write from what I called the ‘couldn’t-care-less’ point of view; which wasn’t altogether surprising since no one cared enough to be bothered to write it. Yet, it seems likely this stance represents a high proportion of the 70%, not because of animosity towards religion, but through extreme unfamiliarity with it. If your parents don’t practise religion, your school doesn’t teach it, social media ignores it, the church in the high street looks down at heel, there is no peer group pressure to belong to a religion, then why would you get involved? It is not so different from someone raised in Communist China who has no belief in God because the education system and culture make being an atheist normative.




  Eighteen years is a short time to form a person, however long it seems to the growing child. Having experienced the complex drama of becoming yourself, at eighteen you feel you have been through a lot and are ready for the world. If that formative period has been untouched by any kind of religious nurture you will very likely be indifferent if you come across it. This generation has grown up since the Millennium, 9/11, advanced globalisation and the climate crisis. Until the restrictions of the COVID-19 pandemic brought things to a temporary halt, it has been a time of such internationalism and inter-cultural mingling that when people have considered religions, they have seen them as multi-faith options, culturally relative and less definitive than hitherto. Thus, I conclude the primary characteristic of ‘no religion’ is unfamiliarity.




  Its second characteristic, I think, is rationalism, centred on the empirical scientific argument that the existence of God cannot be proved. For Judaism, Christianity, and Islam this is deeply problematic because their monotheistic belief in the God of Abraham is a defining creedal position and for Christianity, at least, the emphasis on creeds tends to lead to a philosophical and definitional approach to religion.




  Whereas in the East, Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism are non-theistic, and Hinduism is henotheistic, meaning that while they worship Brahma as principal god, other gods and goddesses have high importance. In the Taoist paradigm of the world, the life force is named chi. Chi is the spiritual essence and force, which flows within and throughout all of existence. Humans have chi, plants and animals have chi, the Earth as a whole has chi as does the greater universe. I think one of the fundamental religious experiences is to have an intuitive sense of an energising life force or spirit and it is part of the raw material contributing to the idea of god.




  Eastern religions seem more comfortable with being ragged round the edges, particularly where various local and imported religions, introduced through migration and colonialism, have been syncretised. Vietnam is a classic example, where local ancestor worship is shaped and broadened by Buddhism an Hinduism from the West, Confucianism from the East, and Catholicism from French colonial rule in the nineteenth century. Also, Eastern religion is more communitarian and focused on the family and wider social groups working for the common good, rather than individual salvation. Interestingly, the Oxford English Dictionary takes a Western view in defining religion as ‘the belief in and worship of a superhuman controlling power, especially a personal God or gods’, whereas in 1915 the eminent social scientist Émile Durkheim gave a much broader description of religion as ‘a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things’.




  But for our purposes in these essays the non-existence of God argument is a gamechanger. Its prevalence in Britain, in my view, is closely related to the tendency amongst conservative Christians and Muslims to insist their metaphysical creedal claims and their more supernatural foundational stories be taken literally rather than as works of poetic truth telling.




  When it comes to atheism, I make a distinction between the ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ view. Hard atheism is campaigning and doctrinaire, intent on eliminating God and religion, exemplified by Richard Dawkins’ The God Delusion in which, as it happens, he denigrated many of the things most religious people would also want to denigrate: unthinking fundamentalism, the sins of religions in war and sexual abuse, the loony fringes such as snake handlers and so forth. Soft atheism is a more tolerant view involving an intellectual rejection of the idea of God while respecting the faith of those who nevertheless hold to it. One or two of the essayists in this volume fall into the soft atheist category, most obviously theologian Christopher Bennett, but I couldn’t find anyone to write an out-and-out atheist essay from a philosophically neutral viewpoint, possibly because those who are not engaged with thinking specifically about religion see little point in entering the discussion.




  It would, of course, be misleading to imply that 18–25s on the streets of Britain are busily discussing the philosophy of religion but they have inevitably, and often unknowingly, absorbed the secular rationalist framework of the twenty-first-century West, which includes a blend of scientific reductionism, individualism, and, when it comes to religion, the influence of Feuerbach, Marx, Freud, and Nietzsche.




  While questioning the existence of God is the main intellectual objection to religion amongst this group, one should not overlook the so-called Problem of Evil. When I worked briefly at Wellington College in 2020, a school where chapel attendance is required and not altogether objected to, the sixth form was invited to challenge me on religious assumptions and 75% of their questions were variants on why an all-loving and all-powerful God would allow suffering in the world. The other 25% of questions concerned the Church’s stance of sexual ethics. The 18–25s take for granted a liberal and inclusive approach to the LGBT+ culture, same sex marriage, gender fluidity, and sex before marriage, seeing these things as a natural expression of what it is to be human, whereas the Church tends to be conservative and panicky about departing from what it regards as the received teachings of Scripture and Tradition. Not only can these teachings appear unreconstructed, belonging to another age, but even more tellingly, frequently unobserved in the lives of many clergy.




  Several of the essays draw attention to this and include accounts of distressing personal experience. The disdain for religion in this age group is significantly a result of the fear of moral censure for behaviour they believe to be both normal and right. Traditionally, religious chaplains have been involved with welfare work amongst students, but in recent years I have encountered several situations in Oxford college life where students have protested that welfare ought to be conducted exclusively by professionally trained counsellors and not by religious professionals. The principal objection is fear of moral censure. How can a counsellor be helpful if they are judging you? I entirely see the force of the student argument, although in practice I see many clergy fulfilling this role with neutrality, great empathy, popularity, and compassionate success.




  When I discussed this essay with screenwriter Zoe Green, who is a generation older, she pointed out another factor unsurprisingly not identified by the 18–25s: that immaturity and lack of experience might partly explain the higher percentage of young no-religionists. She said that, if you disregard the ‘Romeo and Juliet type exceptions’, in most cases 18–25s hadn’t experienced the mystery of loving a partner or child. But for very many people marriage and early parenthood are times when they take stock of their responsibilities and ask themselves serious questions about life and love, of the kind often dealt with better by literature, art, and religion, than by scientific formulae. At eighteen, without the depth of nuanced experience on which to base your convictions, you tend to be absolutist and instinctive. You see yourself as free and open to anything, but at the same time can be stubbornly defensive about the relativism and fluidity of thought and social attitude which you see as giving you that freedom. This is ironical because your objection to religion and church can be that it is of a ‘bunch of conservative people closed to change or tolerance’.




  ‘All this changes,’ says Zoe Green, ‘once you have experiences in your own life which defy rational explanation. The feeling of knowing you would happily die in place of your child opens an emotional connection to the idea of sacrifice which used to be purely theoretical. The experience of romantic love, against all common sense, is a mysterious force which opens an emotional connection to the sensation of faith. All of this is happening in the context of a growing awareness of mortality and life being finite. So once the feeling of faith and the search for meaning enters the picture, the idea of religion becomes much more interesting: even if you can’t ever subscribe to “the rules” it still feels that there is some kind of truth lurking under the surface that religions are reaching for.’




  I am drawn to this insight about immaturity and maturity. Psychologically, it can be traced backwards through the stages of childhood conceptual development, and forward through the experience of ageing when people think about their mortality and what ultimately matters, resulting in a proportion turning to religion for help. It is also true that older people may have been more exposed to religious ideas and practice in their youth and therefore have a vocabulary to engage with it. This factor of course will significantly change when the present 18–25s reach old age.




  As one with a lifelong commitment to Christianity, I recognise I am biased towards religion and want to speak up for it. Organised religion in European culture seems done for, yet it has a legacy of meaning, intellectual vigour, poetry, music, community and social action which is both admirable and enticing, if only one can get to know it. It is this heritage which intensifies my puzzlement at the crevasse between the failure of organised religion in the Liberal West and the commonplace intuitive religious experience I have attempted to describe and which some prominent atheists and agnostics also speak up for. Why has spiritual imagination been separated from the Church? Is it timidity in the face of secularisation and wanting to keep hold of what little is left for fear of losing everything? Religious institutions need to live with diversity and embrace it while holding on to their core principles and seeing how those principles can adapt to changing times. I’m afraid, though, the attempts to muster diversity under the flag of ‘multifaith’ merely draws a few spiritual nomads and as far as I can see this does little more than provide yet another kind of small religious denomination. The ecumenical religious dialogue some argue for is elusive because most religions think they are right and often exclusively so. There is something thinly dilute about trying to find a common denominator religion and it is wearisomely unattractive.




  The vigour I have experienced at firsthand in my work with young adults in this whole discourse stems to a large degree from its being contextualised in an atmosphere of enquiry in which no holds are barred and no stones unturned. This of course is the bedrock of the liberal university.




  The essays which follow add to the discussion.




  Notes




  1 04 September 2017: The latest data on religious affiliation from NatCen’s British Social Attitudes survey.




  2 The figures are published in a report, Europe’s Young Adults and Religion, by Stephen Bullivant, professor of theology and the sociology of religion at St Mary’s University in London. They are based on data from the European social survey 2014–16.
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