The Lent Lectures 2010 – Faith at the Crossroads
24 February 2010- How Will Christianity Change in the New Millennium?
Two weeks ago I visited the little medieval parish church in Lambourne in Essex where I grew up.  My father was the parish priest during the 1950s and early 1960s.  It was a time when generally church congregations were growing and the life of a parish priest centred on one or two churches very much at the heart of the community.  It could be argued that in the early days of post war Britain, Christianity offered a framework for the recovery of national identity and self-confidence.  We still thought of ourselves as a Christian culture and a Christian nation.  Not everyone went to church, but churchgoing was normal and normative.  Although only 15 miles from the centre of London, the village where we lived was a self-contained community where farmers, professionals and agricultural workers lived side by side.  On Sunday mornings the stratification of society was clear, with the Squire in the front pew and the village people at the back.  As a child, my sense was that the vicarage was pretty much at the disposal of everyone.  Fifty years on the M25 and the M11 motorways are clearly visible from what is left of the greenbelt where the village stands.  Not only has London’s infrastructure but also its culture encroached and the village is now part of an advancing metropolitan, materialist, diverse, mobile society.  In half a century a world has been swept away.  We might call that world Christendom – a Christian social order, in which the institutions, beliefs and values which undergird the ordering of society are manifestly Christian.  Christendom and Christianity are of course two different things, and, as I shall try to show, while Christendom has gone (in this country at least) Christianity is very much alive.
Similar changes have happened in every part of our country and perhaps most dramatically of all here in Leicester.  So I want to ask in these lectures, how do these changes affect our understanding of our faith, of the founding figure of Christianity and of the place of the Church in English society?

I have called the series “Faith at the Crossroads”.  There are several reasons for the choice of the title.

First, because Leicester itself is a global crossroads.  Not only here do we have the dramatic intersection of urban and rural cultures, but also of different global cultures living, working and worshipping in close proximity.  Even during the ten years of my time as Bishop, the diversity of Leicester has developed rapidly with large waves of immigration from Eastern Europe, from Somalia and South Asia.  Looking into the future this is not likely to diminish but rather increase: indeed the Leader of the City Council made the point in this Cathedral 6 months or so ago that the population of Leicester would probably increase by 20% due to immigration over the next 25 years.
Secondly, the rate of change as we move into the second decade of the third millennium seems to be accelerating.  Just ten years ago many of the communications devices we now take for granted – iPhones, iPods, Twitter, Facebook and even the widespread use of the internet were simply not available.  The world is changing dramatically quickly, our way of communicating, making relationships and understanding each other is changing more quickly than ever before.  We are entering the age of connectivity in which we can speak at a moment’s notice to anyone in the world, while at the same time living in an age of heightened uncertainty and fear about the future.
Thirdly, we seem to be entering a time where the challenge to Christianity from militant and aggressive atheism is developing fast.  I am speaking not just of Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens but of a number of writers, commentators and journalists whose daily output assumes that religion is irrational, irrelevant and unintelligent.  These comments can seep into our veins and produce some extreme reactions from the churches and other faiths.
And fourthly I believe we are at a crossroads in these weeks running up to a General Election.  I am not going to discuss the politics of the Election in these lectures, but I can’t help noticing that the gap between the rhetoric of the politicians and the interest of the public seems to widening all the time.  In spite of the appalling political crisis over expenses last year, our politicians seem to be caught up in behaviours which they simply cannot escape from – reacting daily or even hour by hour to media headlines when what the public is obviously looking for are some convincing answers to the really critical financial position we face.  We the electorate have simply stopped believing in much of what is said and there is growing evidence that younger people see little point in engaging in the democratic process.

So the titles of the lectures arise partly out of this sense of being at a critical moment.  But partly also out of my own experience as Bishop here during the last decade.  And I want to try to put our faith into perspective.  I want to show how the Christian faith speaks into the key issues of our day and to move away from the wearisome and arid debates about human sexuality and gender which people increasingly perceive is the only thing we care about.
So the titles of the series arise out of questions, issues and correspondence from a decade of working as a Diocesan Bishop.  They also arise out of particular roles which I have been asked to take on during that time.  Next week I ask the question “How do we teach values to our children?” – for the last six years I have been Chair of The Children’s Society, a national charity which seeks to care for and campaign on behalf of the most vulnerable children in our country.  Last year it published a report on childhood entitled “Searching for Values in a Competitive Age”.  So I want to say something about those values and how children learn them.

The following week I ask the question “Should politicians do God?”  As the Convenor of the Bishops in the House of Lords, I have been involved in some discussions about the place of the Church in Parliament and about the place of Christian faith in Parliamentary debate.  I shall want to explore that and ask why in our culture politics and religion tend to be kept at arms length.

In the fourth week I am asking “What price should we pay for our planet?”  I have no particular expertise here, but only a burning belief that for Christians to ignore the threat of global warming could be seen to be the greatest moral failing of our day.  The Copenhagen Climate Conference last December turned out to be pretty much a disaster, but we still do not hear a clear call from the Christian Church in spite of the overwhelming evidence of what human beings are doing to their planet.
In the last week of the series, before we come to Holy Week, I want to ask the question “Is Jesus unique?”  It’s an important question for a multi faith city, not a new question, and one that has been much debated.  But we must not neglect the question as Christians who claim to offer the world a distinctive insight into how to be human.

As we ask these questions, and discuss the answers, I hope we shall keep before us a strong sense of the one who calls us.  Jesus of Nazareth, in whose life, death and resurrection Christians claim to see the love of God revealed to us.  It is on Him that I shall hope we shall keep our eyes fixed as we make this journey together through the five Wednesdays of Lent.
Those of you who have seen the recent BBC television series “A History of Christianity” by Professor Diarmaid MacCulloch will have appreciated the huge sweep of the story he tells about Christianity.  The central message of the story is of a person, Jesus, whom Christians believe is also the Christ (from a Greek work meaning “Anointed One”).  He is a human being set in historic time, yet revealing an aspect of the God who is eternal.  Christians believe that they can still meet this Jesus (in a way similar to that of the experience of the Disciples who walked with him in Galilee and saw him die on the cross.)  Christians are convinced that this meeting transforms lives, and the history of Christianity is the story of that transformation in different cultures at different points of history.  At the heart of the story is of course the Bible as the written word of Jesus’ life, the founding of the early church, as well as the story of the people of Israel’s journey with God over 1,000 years of history, traditions and kinds of writing.  The fact that Christianity is religion of the Book, does not mean that it’s a religion which can refer to one authoritative text to resolve all disputes.  The recent story of the Anglican Communion makes it abundantly clear that the Bible as read in North America gives a different sound and emphasis to the Bible as read in parts of Africa.  So the story of Christianity is the story of a tradition which mutates.  Christianity has a capacity to develop, adjust and engage with the cultures in which it is set.  I saw a glimpse of this in Colorado Springs last summer, when a giant corporation entitled Focus on the Family, supported by corporate money across the Mid-West parishes, runs TV stations, produces DVDs and sells products to a huge Christian market across the USA.
How then is Christianity changing as we enter the second decade of a new millennium?  Many might say that it’s a faith gradually disappearing from view in this country, but I think we shall see that the picture is much more complex than that.
First of all let us look at the world picture.  Globally faith in general is on the advance and Christianity in particular is growing in every continent except Europe.  Whether you look at Russia or Turkey or India, all nations that tried to establish entirely secular political cultures in the last century, and in some cases tried to stamp religion out altogether, these countries are now run by religious leaders.  The argument that many intellectuals have made that modernisation (that is a scientific world view) would kill religion has proved to be simply wrong.  And perhaps the greatest surprise to the secularists has been the way in which Christianity has adapted to North American culture, demonstrating vividly that Christianity and modernity can live side by side.  If you look at North America you see a country in which Christianity shaped the thinking of the founding fathers and which has adapted to the great forces of the market rather than being threatened by them.  So technology and democracy, choice and freedom appear in North America and in many other parts of the world, but not in Europe, to be strengthening Christianity rather than undermining it.  If you give people the freedom to control their lives you find they frequently choose to give more power to their faith.  If you give religious people modern technology they frequently use it to communicate God’s word to an ever-growing band of the faithful.  And possibly during the course of this century, the country which more than any other may demonstrate the truth of this will prove to be China where evangelical churches are growing faster than almost anywhere in the world.
Yet the global rise in the power of religions generally, and of Christianity in particular, creates huge pressures on global Christian churches.  We have of course seen this in particular in the Anglican Communion – a family of churches, connected to each other by their history and by their relationship with the Archbishop of Canterbury.  The disputes which have been intensifying over the last twenty years are a direct result of the global pressures on Christianity and its worldwide confrontations with other faiths, in particular Islam.  In Africa, in South Asia, in the Middle East this leads some Christians to seek clear, direct and unequivocal truths so as not to be caricatured as belonging to a compromised and corrupt religion.  And that is why the consequences of decisions made in one part of the Anglican Communion (for example North America) can have massive implications for the life, liberty and freedom of worship for Christians in other parts.  The Archbishop’s response to these disputes has been consistent – arguing for respect for differences and a readiness to see the face of Christ in those who take a different view from our own.
Two weeks ago at the General Synod he said this:

“And in the Communion there is an undoubted good in the independence of the provinces and there is undoubted good in the fact that some provinces are increasingly patient, compassionate and thankful in respect of the experience and ministry of gay and lesbian people – entirely in accord with what the Lambeth Conference has said.  But when the affirmation of that good takes the form of pre-empting the discernment of the wider Anglican Communion and of acting in ways that negate the general understanding of the limits set by Bible and tradition, there is a conflict with another undoubted good which is the capacity of the Anglican family to affirm and support one another in different contexts.  The freedom claimed, for example, by the Church in N. America to ordain a partnered homosexual bishop is, simply as a matter of fact, something that has a devastating effect on the freedom of say Malaysian Christians to proclaim the faith without being cast as an enemy of public morality and wishing both credibility and personal safety.  It hardly needs to be added that the freedom that might be claimed by an African Anglican to support anti-gay legislation likewise has a serious impact on the credibility of the gospel in our setting.”
But how does all this play out in Europe?  Europe, it has been said, is more a state of mind than a location.  The European mind can be found in Canada and Australasia as much as on the continent of Europe.  Here a separation between faith and culture, between religion and politics, between belief and much intellectual life is taken for granted.  The best selling books of Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens and others lead many to assume that any serious debate is now resolved.  Religion is a minority interest or personal lifestyle choice, but no longer to be regarded as a public truth.  A few weeks ago I engaged in a public discussion with Polly Toynbee (The Guardian journalist) in the Palace of Westminster about whether the Bishops should be evicted from the House of Lords.  Her argument (one that she rehearses regularly in her newspaper) was that it was fine for people to hold whatever religious views they wished, however bizarre, provided they were not used to impose their wishes on others.  She argued that the Christian Church had a history of persecution of minorities, most recently of gay people, and that the credentials of Christians were such as to exclude them from any right to a privileged voice in the public square.  She argued that the removal of religious voices from political debate was long overdue in a diverse secularising culture.  We will come back to this in a few weeks time when we ask “Should politicians do God?”  But Polly Toynbee’s position reflects that of many secular thinkers in W. Europe generally and in France in particular.
So thirdly, how has Christianity been changing in this country in the last ten years, and how can we see this change continuing as we look into the future?  Sometimes as I go around the Diocese I can see plaques on the walls of churches where extensions have been dedicated or new buildings opened.  Some of them have the testimony of Ronald Ralph Williams, my distinguished predecessor, who was Bishop of Leicester in the 50s, 60s and 70s.  He without doubt was an Establishment figure.  It was not just churches that he opened but other public buildings around the city and the county.  His was a position at the heart of the local establishment, was unquestioned and accepted.  Today a Bishop speaks into a much more contested public space.  The invitation from the Editor of the Leicester Mercury to write a weekly article generated a babble of responses including those who felt that to have to listen to a Bishop at all was something of an insult.  And in any case why should the Church have any privileged voice in a world where many other faiths clamour for attention?
All of this changes our understanding of our faith and of the Church in which we practice it.  We would seem to me to be confronted with two possible options.  We see both being worked out in contemporary English Christianity.  One option is to stand ever more firmly for what are seen as “traditional Christian values”.  Those who take this view argue that it really does not matter whether others agree with us or even understand us.  We must expect the Church to be a profoundly counter cultural institution, speaking with one true voice, especially on matters to do with personal human morality and in particular human sexuality.  This they argue is the acid test of orthodoxy, of Biblical faithfulness and of true commitment.

The other option is one in which Christians seek to explore the challenges to traditional faith posed by contemporary discoveries in medicine, genetics, psychodynamic psychotherapy etc.  Here they would argue are questions being put to the Christian faith which means we have to rethink traditional stances about human sexuality, about gender relations, and about many of the issues raised by the contemporary debates about human equality.

So whether the Church of England is disestablished any time soon or not, its place in English society is changing all the time.  Many of the growth points in the Christian Church are in community churches, larger gatherings such as Spring Harvest, Greenbelt, the Taizé Community or closer to home here in Leicester the extraordinary Christ in the Centre phenomenon on Good Friday.  The hugely expensive and, locally rooted, parish system of the Church of England is, as we know, creaking under these pressures and unlikely to survive in its present form during the rest of this century.
Where then can we see patterns for the future of Christianity in this country?

My hope would be that the Christian Churches can rise to the obvious challenge we now face.  The effect of free market capitalism on the culture, morality and belief systems of the West has been massive.  Without a vision of what makes for human flourishing, we simply leave politics to managers and economics to bankers and we have seen in the last couple of years the social and economic chaos which this can lead to.  To resist it we need vision and, in my view, the greatest vision human beings can have is of a loving God who created us, sustains us and invites us constantly into a deeper and closer relationship with Him and with each other.  And this surely is not so far away from what most people whom we know actually want.  If you live in a world where everything encourages you to struggle for your own individual interest and success, you are encouraged to ignore the reality of others’ points of view – ultimately to ignore the cost or the pain of others.  And that results in a world where people base most of their choices on calculations of self interest.  And that is not a habitat for human beings in which we can all flourish.  
This thinking was set out in The Good Childhood report produced by The Children’s Society last year, which said this in the introduction:

“Individual freedom and self-determination bring many blessings, but they can only exist if balanced by a proper sense of care and responsibility for others.  That is the basic idea of individual rights matched by corresponding responsibilities for others, on which modern society depends.  But in Britain and the US the balance has tilted too far towards the individual pursuit of private interest and success.  So it is excessive individualism, we believe, that is causing a whole range of problems for our children: high family break-up, teenage unkindness, un principled advertising, too much competition in education and so on.  One major theme of this report is the need for a more caring ethic and for less aggression – for, to put in bluntly, a society more based on the law of love.”

So I want to see a Church which has the courage to talk about things that really matter to people, to explain what the law of love means, to pray about them, to preach about them and to take every possible opportunity to explain them.  The Christian story of the death and resurrection of Jesus is a story of God’s self giving love for us and His invitation to us to find ourselves in a self giving love for others.  The fundamental commandment is to love God and to love our neighbour as ourselves.  To read the reports of last week’s General Synod could leave you with a quite different impression.  An impression of a Church which does its business based on a very worldly view of what matters.  It felt very much like a Church concerned with maintaining its finances and sustaining pensions.  A Church concerned with internal ecclesiastical disputes, a Church establishing the positions for a major conflict over the ordination of women to the Episcopate.

Yet all of this passes the world by.  

Writing in The Guardian last week, in a remarkable article entitled “What is the Common Good?” Camilla Batmanghelidjh wrote this: “I believe the capacity to be ethical becomes accessible to human beings when they shed their consumerist skin, when they peel away the layers of defensive achievement, hurrying to get degrees, promotions, money.  When you shed this, you become at one with the laws through which all things alive are organised.  At this point of fusion with the greatness beyond “I”, people get a glimpse of the essence of all important things.”  The writer is not a Christian, but a psychotherapist and campaigner working with traumatised children.  Yet she speaks of something very near to the vision that Christians are called to proclaim – namely a transformed society in which people’s preoccupations with their own acquisitiveness give way to a larger vision of a relationship with God, what we pray for when we ask: “Thy Kingdom come”.

Christianity has often lost sight of that, often reflected back to society a mirror image of its own distorted values, often gone astray.  But perhaps, as the architecture of Christianity in this country starts to change, a new opportunity emerges, for a new, edgier, more risky, more exciting, more engaged, and more relevant Christianity to emerge.  It will still be Bible based, still in touch with the earliest traditions, still rooted in Jesus Christ, and closer to the character of its founder – the One crucified outside the city whose model of a life radically open to God is the only model Christians dare to choose.
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