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Strange things are happening to Christianity 
in the United Kingdom.

While critics prophesy its imminent demise – 
as critics have done for several hundred years 
– Christians across the country are doing 
what they, too, have done for many hundreds 
of years: worship, pray, witness, serve.

There is nothing, of course, strange about 
this. What is strange – or at least worthy of 
greater notice than it usually receives – is 
that the breadth, depth and intensity of  
this Christian service is deepening. From 
personal debt advice to marriage counselling, 
from foodbanks to street pastors, from 
rehabilitation to reconciliation, the Church 
and Christian charities across the country are 
rolling up their sleeves, struggling on behalf 
of human dignity, pursuing the common 
good – and doing it all in the name of Jesus 
Christ.

In 2006, our predecessors as Archbishops of 
Canterbury and Westminster, Rowan Williams 
 and Cormac Murphy O’Connor, welcomed 
  the launch of the think tank Theos. We  
   have watched closely and admired its 
       rigorous and thoughtful work over the 
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last ten years, and are delighted to commend 
this ten year anniversary report.

In it, Nick Spencer charts a view of the future 
for Christianity in the UK, drawing on the 
wealth of data and evidence that Theos has 
accumulated in its years of research. 

That view is one in which service is central, 
but it is service-as-witness, service that is 
firmly rooted in, shaped by and unashamed 
of its faith in Jesus Christ. 

The report’s idea of “Christian social liturgy” 
expresses how Christians can combine their 
fidelity to the two greatest commandments 
– loving God and loving their neighbour – in 
a way that is simultaneously distinctive and 
inclusive.

From the foreword by 
The Most Revd Justin Welby, Archbishop of 
Canterbury  
Cardinal Vincent Nichols, Archbishop of 
Westminster
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Theos – clear thinking on religion and society
Theos is the UK’s leading religion and society think tank. With our ideas and content reaching media outlets with a 
combined circulation of 160 million in the past 10 years, we are shaping the hearts and minds of opinion formers 
about the role of faith in contemporary society by means of high quality research, events and media commentary. 
We provide a credible, informed and gracious Christian voice in our mainstream public conversations. 

The Economist calls us “an organisation that demands attention”, and Julian Baggini, the influential atheist 
philosopher, has said “Theos provides rare proof that theology can be interesting and relevant even – perhaps 
especially – for those who do not believe.”

To learn more, check us out on social media:

twitter.com/theosthinktank | facebook.com/theosthinktank | www.theosthinktank.co.uk

Why we exist
Religion has emerged as one of the key public issues of the 21st century, both nationally and globally. Our 
increasingly religiously-diverse society demands that we grapple with religion as a significant force in public life. 
Unfortunately, much of the debate about the role and place of religion has been unnecessarily emotive and ill-
informed. We exist to change that.

We reject the notion of any possible ‘neutral’ perspective on these issues. We also reject the idea that religion is a 
purely private matter or that it is possible to divide public and private values for anyone. 

We seek, rather, to recognise and analyse the ethical ideas and commitments that underlie public life and to 
engage in open and honest public debate, bringing the tradition of Christian social and political thought to bear 
on current issues. We believe that the mainstream Christian tradition has much to offer for a flourishing society. 

What we do
Theos conducts research, publishes reports, and holds debates, seminars and lectures on the intersection of 
religion, politics and society in the contemporary world. We also provide regular comment for print and broadcast 
media and briefing and analysis to parliamentarians and policy makers. To date, Theos has produced over 50 
research reports focusing on the big issues impacting British society, including welfare (The Future of Welfare: A 
Theos Collection), law (“Speaking Up” – Defending and Delivering Access to Justice Today), economics (Just Money: How 
Catholic Social Teaching can Redeem Capitalism), multiculturalism (Making Multiculturalism Work) and voting reform 
(Counting on Reform), as well as on a range of other religious, legal, political and social issues.

In addition to our independently-driven work, Theos provides research, analysis and advice to individuals and 
organisations across the private, public and not-for-profit sectors. Our staff and consultants have strong public 
affairs experience, an excellent research track record and a high level of theological literacy. We are practised in 
research, analysis, debate, and media relations.

Where we sit
We are committed to the traditional creeds of the Christian faith and draw on social and political thought from 
a wide range of theological traditions. We also work with many non-Christian and non-religious individuals and 
organisations.

Theos was launched with the support of the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Cardinal Archbishop of 
Westminster, but it is independent of any particular denomination. We are an ecumenical Christian organisation, 
committed to the belief that religion in general and Christianity in particular has much to offer for the common 
good of society as a whole. We are not aligned with any point on the party political spectrum, believing that 
Christian social and political thought cuts across these distinctions. 
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Strange things are happening to Christianity in the United Kingdom. 

While critics prophesy its imminent demise – as critics have done for several hundred years 
– Christians across the country are doing what they, too, have done for many hundreds of 
years: worship, pray, witness, serve.

There is nothing, of course, strange about this. What is strange – or at least worthy of 
greater notice than it usually receives – is that the breadth, depth and intensity of this 
Christian service is deepening. From personal debt advice to marriage counselling, 
from foodbanks to street pastors, from rehabilitation to reconciliation, the Church and  
Christian charities across the country are rolling up their sleeves, struggling on behalf 
of human dignity, pursuing the common good – and doing it all in the name of Jesus  
Christ. 

What makes this profoundly practical and deeply spiritual service all the more interesting 
is that it is happening in a national landscape that is itself undergoing significant changes. 
Periods of predominance of the state or, alternatively, of the market, have revealed the 
weakness of both, sometimes with dire consequences. Increasingly, politicians and 
commentators across the political spectrum are realising that a good society desperately 
needs a third element if it is to be truly healthy.

This element, sometimes known as civil society, is one in which people come together 
and serve simply for the sake of service, recognising a common humanity. It is an element 
in which the Church has long dwelt and one in which it continues today to demonstrate 
the unquenchable love of God on an enormous scale. 

In 2006, our predecessors as Archbishops of Canterbury and Westminster, Rowan Williams 
and Cormac Murphy O’Connor, welcomed the launch of the think tank Theos. We have 
watched closely and admired its rigorous and thoughtful work over the last ten years, and 
are delighted to commend this ten year anniversary report. 

In it, Nick Spencer charts a view of the future for Christianity in the UK, drawing on the 
wealth of data and evidence that Theos has accumulated in its years of research. That view 

foreword
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is one in which service is central, but it is service-as-witness, service that is firmly rooted 
in, shaped by and unashamed of its faith in Jesus Christ. The report’s idea of “Christian 
social liturgy” expresses how Christians can combine their fidelity to the two greatest 
commandments – loving God and loving their neighbour – in a way that is simultaneously 
distinctive and inclusive.

Ultimately, the future of Christianity in the United Kingdom – as, of course, everywhere – 
rests in the hands of God, who raised Jesus Christ from the dead. For this reason we are 
firmly convinced that as Christians seek to embody the love of Christ in their service across 
the country, that future is one about which we can be full of hope.

The Most Revd Justin Welby    Cardinal Vincent Nichols 
Archbishop of Canterbury    Archbishop of Westminster

December 2016
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On 3 May 2016 the BBC Radio 4 programme You and Yours looked at the issue of ‘Debt 
and Mental Health’ problems. Both of these, separately and together, are an increasing 
problem in UK society, and the programme took calls from listeners who had experienced 
them, and connected them with counsellors and money experts who gave them advice. 

Towards the end of the programme, they took a call from a 68-year old woman whose 
situation was, in her own words, “horrendous”. She had major debt problems due to her 
husband’s longstanding paranoid schizophrenia. Unbeknown to her, he had accumulated 
over £20,000 of debt through various channels to pay for his gambling addiction. He 
didn’t work, and they were now afraid to answer the phone or open the post. The result 
was not only poverty and fear but a radically-broken marital relationship, in which, she 
said, she felt more like a mother or debt-policer than a wife. “It’s affected how we love one 
another”, she remarked with painful honesty.

Martin Lewis, the independent money saving expert listened to her and tried to offer 
some reassurance. He said that in many instances of major hidden debts he suggested 
visiting a non-profit debt counselling service but, in his words, “you’re beyond that.” 
He then went on to say, “I would say that the right organisation for you is a wonderful 
organisation called CAP UK, which is Christians Against Poverty.” “You don’t have to be 
a Christian,” he reassured her. Christianity was what inspired them, “why they do it”, not 
who they do it for or to.

CAP UK, he went on, was different from other debt counsellors. Citizens Advice, Step 
Change, National Debt Line were all very good agencies, he explained, but they were 
“functional”, like an accountant who sort out your financial problems. “What CAP UK 
do is they come to the house, give you many more hours and they also do emotional 
counselling to do with the debt counselling… I think you could do with someone who 
comes around, makes you a cup of tea, holds your hands, talks through this, and gets the 
money sorted out at the same time… I hear wonderful things about people who’ve been 
to them.”

introduction
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This painful but hopeful exchange offers a neat summary of what this essay, written to 
mark ten years of the Christian think tank, Theos, is about.

Theos was launched in November 2006 with an essay entitled “Doing God”, a phrase 
that was then even more popular than it is today. Its subtitle went on to explain that it 
was focused on the “future for faith in the public square”, and proceeded to explore the 
reasons against this kind of ‘doing God’, to respond to these and to argue that we would 
hear a great deal more about God in public life over the coming years. 

Ten years on the temptation to revisit the original arguments within “Doing God” is 
limited. The arguments for and against remain more or less the same, and while some of 
the trends identified have faded,1 other ‘trends’, such as the Arab Spring and its ensuing 
Christian Winter, have emerged and grown.

For that reason, this anniversary essay takes a slightly different approach, focusing not 
on generic ‘faith’ – never an ideal term – or on religion in general, but on Christianity 
specifically. 

There are two reasons for this. First, although one can’t talk about different religions 
without talking about ‘religion’ (the latter term cropping up several times in the ensuing 
pages), the whole debate around faith and religion in contemporary Britain suffers from 
what one might call “terminological inexactitude” – and not just in the tongue-in-cheek 
sense of ‘a lie’ in which Churchill first used the phrase. Quite apart from the dubiously 
‘essentialist’ assumptions behind the word itself – there are lots of religions but is there 
such a thing as religion? – the category is worryingly capacious. In effect, any term that 
encompasses both the Quakers and ISIS is unlikely to do much fine analytical work. 
Looking at Christianity specifically affords a degree of specificity to a debate that is beset 
with nervous ambiguities.

Second, Christianity faces challenges in contemporary Britain that it has not experienced 
in living memory, arguably ever. This essay does not shy away from the numbers games, 
which it paints in lurid technicolour in the opening chapter. Talking about Christianity 
rather than ‘religion’ or ‘faith’ allows us to put some empirical flesh on theoretical bones 
(although how much and how accurately is a moot point, as the lengthy footnotes in 
chapter one explain). But it also affords an opportunity to place those details in their 
proper context, which is too rarely done, and to think carefully about what they mean and 
what should be done. 

So it is that this tenth anniversary essay, explores a future (not the future) for Christianity 
in a country that has been incalculably shaped by its concerns2 but which has, at best, a 
somewhat ambiguous relationship with that particular faith at the moment. That future, 
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it concludes, lies in the kind of ‘Christian social liturgy’ (the phrase is explained later on) 
exemplified by the exchange on You and Yours: the open, authentic and maybe even 
distinctive practical manifestation of the love of God. 

In that instance it was a debt advice agency that understands the indebted (and their 
loved ones) as persons, recognising the need for fully human service – meaning not only 
providing expert advice but also coming along side and ‘being with’ the person as a 
fellow, fallible human – and providing it inclusively without ever hiding the fact that the 
motivation for doing so is the love of Christ. In other instances, it might be organisations 
providing a practical and pastoral support to often troubled night life in British towns 
and cities (as with Street Pastors3/City Angels4); giving the opportunity for people with 
and without severe learning disabilities to share their life and work together in a way 
that reveals the profound but vulnerable humanity of both (as with L’Arche5); or offering 
spiritual, practical and emotional support to the homeless in Brighton & Hove (as with Off 
the Fence6). Whatever it is, the future of Doing God in the UK, the essay argues, will be 
inextricably linked to the practice of Doing Good.

This very statement will unnerve some people. On the one hand, it may convey a certain 
understanding of social action which is professionalised and impersonal, in which experts 
deliver goods to those in need. On the other, it may convey memories of the kind of 
‘Social Gospel’ which, earlier in the 20th century, did much good work but often ended up 
retaining the ‘social’ while jettisoning the ‘gospel’.

The phrase is intended to avoid both of those impressions. In the first instance, ‘Doing 
Good’ is more a matter of coming alongside and ‘dwelling with’ other people, not as 
technocratic experts (though in some circumstances professional expertise will be 
important), still less as people whose own lives are fully sorted, but rather as people who 
are themselves disciples, or ‘learners’ – alert to their own fallibility and need for love and 
healing. ‘Doing Good’ is not a matter of delivering services to users so much as developing 
mutual service between persons; not ‘fixing’ poverty, or problems, or people, but building 
relationships of common care that recognise, humanise and heal.7

In the second instance, the idea of ‘Doing Good’ is steered away from old-school social 
gospel in the final chapter by an idea that the essay calls ‘social liturgy’, a deliberate 
marriage of ‘Christian social action’ and ‘priestly service’. To get to this point, however, the 
essay takes a rocky path through the reality of Christianity and of society in contemporary 
Britain.

Chapter one looks at what has happened to Christianity in the UK over the last decade or 
so. The picture is a sobering one (at least for Christians). Although not as precipitous or 
monolithic as some imagine, the story is one of (much) lower levels of affiliation combined 
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with (slightly) lower levels of attendance, albeit attenuated by changing temporal, 
geographical and denominational patterns. In essence, the shift is in ‘nominalism’ – from 
‘Christian’ having once been the default identity option for people born in the UK, to 
‘no religion’ today. In itself that doesn’t say anything about belief or behaviour, but it is 
nonetheless a significant cultural shift to which we should pay attention. 

The chapter proceeds to explain how this big story mixes with other stories, such as 
attendance (in as far as we can tell, down slightly on ten years ago), different patterns 
of attendance, the rise of non-religiosity and of Islam as significant identity and belief 
markers, and, more widely still, the global trends pertaining to ‘religion’ and religiosity, 
where, as sociologist Peter Berger once remarked, the world is as furiously religious as 
ever it was. Chapter one will not make for cheery reading for those bothered about the 
future of Christianity in the UK, but if Christ is the way and “the truth” those who follow 
him have a duty to listen to the truth even – especially – when it hurts.

Chapter two pulls the camera wider in trying to make the often-overlooked link between 
the Christian faith and the society in which it has its being – between, as it were, the data in 
chapter one and the response in chapter three. It begins with the key fact that discussions 
of Christian trends in Britain often focus exclusively on how many people believe X or 
attend Y or affiliate with Z. None of these facts is immaterial, but the problem is that an 
exclusive focus on them is in danger of treating Christianity as if it were just a set of beliefs 
or a club. In his Bishop Paddock Memorial lectures, delivered a century ago, the young 
William Temple quoted an “eminent politician” who is said to have remarked that the 
church was “a voluntary organisation for the maintenance of public worship in the interest 
of those who desire to join it”. Temple protested vigorously, as we might today: looking 
at the past, present or future of Christianity simply by measuring attendance or affiliation 
or belief figures detaches it from any sense of “life to the full” or of the true meaning of 
Kingdom of God that Jesus came preaching. Evangelism, for example, is not the business 
of persuading people to give up an hour every Sunday morning in order to get into 
heaven, or of backing them into a corner and proving the propositional content of the 
creeds till they wither and submit, but, as Temple’s most recent successor as Archbishop 
of Canterbury, Justin Welby, has said, it is the business of 

showing others – through our words, actions, attitudes and interactions – how 
God has offered every one of us a new start… [work that] requires us to consider, 
in every new situation, how we can show others they are loved by God.8

This is the foundation for the second chapter. By drawing on the work of Canadian 
philosopher Charles Taylor, chapter two seeks to put the present situation of Christianity 
in a wider social context, spiritual and temporal. Regarding the former, although the 
chapter is clear that for some people religious belief feels genuinely irrelevant and 
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inconsequential, for the majority the loss of Christian 
identity has been replaced not with atheistic certainty but 
rather with an amorphous and personalised spirituality. 
Regarding the latter, it argues that for all the UK remains 
a comparatively wealthy, comfortable and good place 
to live, there are pockets, and perhaps even submerged 
seas, of loneliness, pain, confusion and despair that cry 
out for attention. Put together, these various trends 
point towards where the future of Christianity in the 
UK lies – engaging the deep-rooted human curiosity in 
‘things eternal’ through the demonstration of love in 

‘things temporal’. Christianity has a word for this – incarnation – but not many people 
know what that means today. 

Chapter three explores a little of what this approach might mean and how it might answer 
some of the stubborn questions about ‘religion’ in the public square today. It begins by 
showing that the one trend pertaining to Christianity in contemporary Britain that runs 
against the narrative of decline is that of ‘social action’. In as far as we have data to show 
for it, the level of this, both formally and informally, has risen considerably over the last ten 
years. There may be fewer people on pews but there are many more running luncheon 
clubs, and mums and toddlers’ groups, and foodbanks, and homeless charities, and debt 
advice centres, and drop-in centres, and the like. Christians are ‘doing good’.

As already noted, there is a danger in this approach, of which many will be painfully aware. 
The movement known as the ‘Social Gospel’, which flourished in the early years of the 
20th century, sought to embody Christian faith in social action in such a way as would 
simultaneously reform society and establish the Kingdom of God. It was an intelligent, 
impressive, authentic, and faithful movement but one that declined and fell, in part 
because the gospel at its heart was eclipsed by the social activism it spawned. There is 
a salutary warning here, which is why the final chapter introduces and talks about social 
liturgy, rather than social action. 

This is an (deliberately) unfamiliar phrase. The word 
liturgy is commonly understood to mean ‘church 
worship’ but in reality, the New Testament Greek 
word from which it derives, leitourgia, could be used 
to mean both priestly service within the Temple and 
public charitable activity. In this context, social liturgy is 
adopted to capture the idea of charitable public action 
that is also priestly, or directed immediately at the divine. 

These various trends point 
towards where the future 

of Christianity in the UK 
lies – engaging the deep-

rooted human curiosity in 
‘things eternal’ through the 

demonstration of love in 
‘things temporal’.

Social liturgy is a 
simultaneous expression of 

love of God and of neighbour, 
a way of worshipping God 

through finding and serving 
him in others.
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Social liturgy is a simultaneous expression of love of God and of neighbour, a way of 
worshipping God through finding and serving him in others. The essay uses the term in 
order to underline that the proposed way forward is not simply a return to the admirable 
but ultimately discredited methods of the social gospel movement of the past. Rather, 
social liturgy is just another way of worshipping God in public. 

Chapter three argues that it is this kind of ‘Doing Good’ by which we will Do God in the 
21st century. It outlines what social liturgy might involve and then engages with a number 
of genuine and serious objections (or at least hesitations) concerning this, arguing that 
the idea speaks to a number of key concerns pertaining to the ‘problems’ of proselytism, 
pluralism, public legitimacy, and public reasoning. 

Ultimately, the future of Christianity in the UK is uncertain and clearly in a moment of some 
flux. But there are good reasons, and specifically reasons to do with what we identify as 
‘good’ today, to believe that the reports of its death have been greatly exaggerated – or 
perhaps that reports of its death have ignored the fainter rumours of its resurrection.  
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brace yourselves
The Sunday after Theos was founded there were approximately 4.5 million people in 
church in the UK.1 That figure comprised around 1.1 million Anglicans, 1.2 million Catholics 
and 2.2 million from other denominations.2 Next Sunday, assuming you are reading 
this essay in 2016 or thereabouts, it is likely to be approximately 4.2 million, comprising 
1 million Anglicans, 1 million Catholics and 2.2 million others.3

That is a hard truth from which Christians, and those sympathetic towards the Christian 
faith, cannot shy away.4 Church attendance is not the be-all-and-end-all of the Christian 
life. There are worthwhile debates to be had about what attendance actually signifies 
(what level of commitment, for example); how patterns of attendance are changing (as 
the British weekend changes); and whether ‘attendance’ today means the same thing as 
attendance in yesteryear (it almost certainly does not). But as a basic litmus test of the 
level of practical, rather than notional, commitment to the Christian faith, it is pretty good 
and therefore, for Christians, pretty discouraging.

It is primarily from church attendance figures, and particularly Church of England 
attendance figures, that the now well-entrenched ‘narrative of decline’ is derived. 
However, the church attendance figures are only one set of national Christian statistics, 
and not the most dispiriting either.

The significance of affiliation – what religious label people do or do not feel comfortable 
with – is even more debateable than attendance. Some claim that affiliation is all but 
meaningless; others that it only becomes meaningful in extremis, at ‘junction’ or ‘terminus’ 
points in an individual’s life; still others that it is meaningful continually (rather than simply 
in extremis) but only in a low key way.5 However one interprets affiliation, the fact is that 
the downward trend in Christian affiliation over the last ten years is more noticeable than 
that in attendance. 

Theos was unhelpfully founded in between censuses, but the figures from 2001 and 2011 
give a good indication as to the direction of travel between 2006 and 2016. In 2001, 72% 

bad news about the good news

1
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We are witnessing the  
passing of the default 

Christian identity.

Not being committed to a 
religion is clearly not the 

same as being committed to 
non-religiosity (a category 

error that some non-religious 
groups repeatedly make).

of people in England and Wales called themselves Christian in the census, 6% were of 
other religions, and 15% claimed to be of ‘No religion’. A decade later these figures were 
59%, 11% and 25% respectively. According to the British Social Attitudes (BSA) survey in 
2006, 22% of people in Great Britain considered themselves to be Anglican, 9% Roman 
Catholic and 16% Other Christian. By 2014, the first two figures had fallen to 18% and 
8% respectively, while the third had risen to 17%. From having been the kind of thing 
you instinctively wrote on your Census form (and would have been even more so had 
the religion question been asked in 1991 or 1981, ‘Christian’ has become much a label of 
choice, ‘no religion’ increasingly becoming the default option).

These two data lines – and the comparison between them – suggest that the main 
trend of the last decade has been a transfer from Christian – and in particular Anglican 
– ‘nominalism’ (using the term to mean those who affiliate with Christianity but do not 

attend the church) to no-religion. (The BSA no-religion 
figures increased from 46% to 49% in the intervening 
time.) The number of ‘committed’ Christians (meaning, 
in this instance, those who attend regularly) has dropped 
but far less sharply than the number of nominals. In other 

words, ticking the ‘Christian’ box is no longer the automatic option. We are witnessing the 
passing of the default Christian identity.

Whether the non-religiosity to which these nominal Christians have turned is itself 
‘committed’ or ‘nominal’ – in other words, whether this growing number of non-religious 
people are ‘devout’ and dedicated in their rejection of religion, or whether they simply 

adopt the non-religious label in the way they once 
adopted the Christian one – is not always easy to tell, 
for the obvious reason that there are no measures of 
the non-religious equivalent of ‘attendance’. One 2015 
study showed that among the non-religious, “only 40% 
are convinced that there is no God or ‘higher power’, and 
5% of them are absolutely certain that He does exist.”8 
Not being committed to a religion is clearly not the same 

as being committed to non-religiosity (a category error that some non-religious groups 
repeatedly make).9 Some indication of the nature of this shift, however, may be gleaned 
by two disconnected series of data. 

The first is on membership levels of specifically non-religious groups, such as local and 
national atheist, humanist and secularist groups. This is rather hard to come by but 
it appears to be in the thousands rather than the millions. Just as British Christianity 
is disproportionately concentrated in London, non-religious humanism appears to 
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be concentrated in London and the South East.10 Unlike London churches, however, 
membership of the UK’s leading anti-religious organisation, the British Humanist 
Association, was disproportionately male and also fitted closely with its characterisation 
as a ‘middle class intelligentsia’,11 “with 82% of members in 2014 in possession of an 
undergraduate or postgraduate degree and the overwhelming majority in professional 
or managerial occupations, especially in education and information technology.” For all 
its considerable cultural clout, therefore, ‘committed’ non-religiosity in the UK is not an 
active mass movement. 

Second are the data on levels of Christian knowledge and understanding, a topic on 
which Theos has occasionally conducted polling over the last ten years. In one such 
survey, in 2008, we found that only 12% of adults in Britain had a good knowledge of the 
Christmas story.12 Research by Bible Society found parents’ knowledge of ‘well-known’ 
Bible stories was poor: asked to decide whether a series of plot lines appeared in the 
Bible almost half of parents (46%) failed to recognise the plot of Noah’s Ark as a Bible 
story.13 More substantially, a 2014 study of poll data from 123 national sample surveys of 
the adult general population and 35 national and local sample surveys of adult religious 
populations since the Second World War concluded, among other things, that household 
ownership of the Bible has slumped, readership of the Bible has declined (with only 
around one in ten reading it at least weekly and three-quarters less than once a year or 
never), and knowledge of the content was variable but generally low and decreasing.14

More recently, and more amusingly, British Religion in Numbers reported on a survey 
conducted in December 2015 to assess to the knowledge of the general public at 
Christmas. This found that of the 1,000 children aged 5-12 interviewed, 52% thought 
Christmas Day was the birthday of Santa Claus, 20% identified Jesus Christ as a footballer 
with Chelsea FC, 35% believed he was born at the South Pole, and 27% believed he was 
born in a church.15 If this particular survey reeks a little of ‘amusing Christian news’, it is 
worth remembering that Christmas remains the only widely ‘celebrated’ Christian festival, 
and that between them these data are indicative of the general fact, of which few are 
in doubt: that the level of biblical or Christian knowledge among the British population 
is not high. This Elizabethan crisis of faith (if it can be 
called that) is neither the agonised and reluctant turning 
away we find in Matthew Arnold, James Antony Froude 
or George Eliot, nor the enraged and indignant rejection 
we see in Charles Bradlaugh or John Stuart Mill. The 
Elizabethan public hasn’t tasted Christianity and found 
it wanting, morally, historically or scientifically. Generally 
speaking, it hasn’t tasted Christianity.

The Elizabethan public hasn’t 
tasted Christianity and 
found it wanting, morally, 
historically or scientifically. 
Generally speaking, it hasn’t 
tasted Christianity.
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If these are the headline ‘data’ stories pertaining to Christianity in contemporary Britain 
over the last decade, they have jostled with a number of others pertaining to religion, 
most obviously Islam. While the number of attending Christians has slid in the last decade 
and the number of nominal Christians has dropped, the number of committed (and 
affiliated) Muslims has risen. 

The 2001 census reported 1.6 million Muslims (or 3% of the population) in England and 
Wales and this increased to 2.7 million (or 4.5% of the population) by 2011. Although the 
majority of British Muslims are either immigrants or children of immigrants, there could 
be, at least according to one study by the University of Swansea, as many as 100,000 
Muslim converts in the UK.16 However precise this figure is – it is somewhat speculative – it 
is clear that Islam is second only to non-religiosity in terms of growth over the last decade.

Such data have been used to fuel headlines (and fears) about Islam becoming the majority 
religion in Britain or, more exotically, of the transformation of Europe to Eurabia. Such 
stories seem ill-founded however, at least in any immediate time frame, and are in part 
the result of the British population’s vastly inflated sense of how many Muslims there 
are in the UK. When asked “out of every 100 people in Britain, about how many do you 
think are Muslim?” among those who ventured an opinion (a third did not), 24% (or 
about five times the actual proportion) was the mean estimate.17 Such alarmism aside, 
Islam will undoubtedly play an ever more important role in British public life, either in the 
problematised guise of security and counter-terrorism that it has over the last decade, or 
in a more generalised debate over large scale demographics and the speed and nature of 
social and cultural change. 

That recognised, a bigger challenge to Christianity in the UK over coming decades is from 
its demographic profile, which is disproportionately older than the national average. The 

age profile of 2011 ‘Census Christians’ (i.e. both nominals 
and practicing Christians) was older than that of all other 
religious and non-religious groups, with one in five (22%) 
aged 65 and over.18 That of practicing Christians is older 
still, with, for example, two thirds of Church of England 
worshippers being aged over 55.19

It may well be that this is a problem of institutionalisation 
rather than religiosity per se as it is worth noting that 
organised non-religion seems to suffer from the same 
ageing problem. According to a 2014-15 study of the 

British Humanist Association (BHA), nearly two-thirds (65%) of members were aged 50 
and over, compared to 38% in that age category from a similar study conducted 50 years 
earlier, and 35% of the national population.20 Perhaps churches, and secular societies, are 

Perhaps churches, and secular 
societies, are like newspapers: 

over a certain age people 
naturally join/purchase them; 

below that age they satisfy 
their curiosity and interest 

through other, more fluid and 
informal, channels.
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like newspapers: over a certain age people naturally join/purchase them; below that age 
they satisfy their curiosity and interest through other, more fluid and informal, channels.

Be that as it may, the age profile of practicing Christians in the UK is alarming and, to 
make matters worse, Christians seem to have far greater problems in ‘retaining’ their 
young people than non-religionists do. The National Centre for Social Research’s 28th 
British Social Attitudes survey, in 2011/12, reported that 49% of people brought up as 
Anglicans retain their Anglican ‘identity’ (whatever precisely that means) in adulthood. 
Other Christians (meaning, in effect, other Protestant Christians) report exactly the same 
figure. Catholics fare slightly better at 63% and non-Christian religions (which because of 
numbers essentially means Islam) do better still at 87%. But all religious groups are beaten 
by the retention rate of the non-religious: 94% of children brought up in a non-religious 
household remain in one.21

In one sense, this is simply a refinement of the 
‘nominalism’ data outlined above and is not quite as 
big a surprise as it may first seem: it merely confirms 
that Christian and especially Anglican nominalism has 
much less ‘stickiness’ in today’s culture.22 Nevertheless, 
it remains serious if only indicative, and it is easy to see 
how such data give foundation to the ‘extinct within a 
generation’ stories. Still, it does at least suggest that we 
might think about rewriting, or rather re-ascribing, the 
famous saying – “Give me the child for his first seven years, and I’ll give you the man” – 
from Jesuits to the non-religious.

plots and sub-plots
Beginning an essay on the future of Christianity in the UK in such lurid, apocalyptic colours 
will seem to some readers to be unnecessarily depressing or even at risk of being a self-
fulfilling prophecy. However, any essay that seeks to think seriously about the future of 
Christianity in the UK cannot avoid dealing with the facts, however challenging they may 
be. 

The trends outlined above are indeed challenging but they are not the whole story, 
and just as it is important to acknowledge difficulties, so it is important to acknowledge 
complexities. The narrative of Christian decline in the UK is so deeply entrenched that it 
can be hard to hear any other, and yet there are other stories or, perhaps more accurately, 
sub-plots which complicate an otherwise comfortably straightforward tale of decline. As 
David Goodhew has written:

We might think about 
rewriting, or rather  
re-ascribing, the famous 
saying – “Give me the child 
for his first seven years, and 
I’ll give you the man” – from 
Jesuits to the non-religious.
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As soon as the discussion moves to whether the British church is in ‘net’ decline’ 
or ‘net’ growth, all nuance is lost. The debate becomes a bare-knuckle fight with 
only two possible results—decline or growth. What if the history of modern British 
Christianity is much more complex?23

It is indeed more complex and the picture of universal, collective, linear decline is a 
misleading one. Several different sub-plots merit mention. The first is that of regional 
difference, particularly that of London. According to Peter Brierley’s report, Capital Growth: 
What the 2012 London Church Census shows, Sunday church attendance in Greater London 
rose from 623,000 in 2005 to 722,000 in 2012, while the number of churches in Greater 
London rose from 4,087 to 4,791 in the same period.24 London is the clearest example 
of regional church growth, although Goodhew notes that there are good examples of 
growth in much of the area within 70 miles of London and indeed in other notable urban 
areas, such as Birmingham, Edinburgh and Newcastle.25

Much of this growth is down to immigration, which offers a second, though closely 
related, sub-plot. Migrants are disproportionately religious; according to the Pew Forum, 
of recent migrants to the EU 56% describe themselves as ‘Christian,’ 27% as ‘Muslim,’ and 
10% as ‘non religious’.26 Not surprisingly, therefore, the growth in British Christianity over 
the last ten years has been among immigrant communities, there being around 500,000 
Christians in black majority churches in Britain and around a million black, Asian, and 
minority ethnic Christians in Britain.27 Some of that immigrant growth appears to have 
been within mainline denominations, Catholic and Anglican. However, much immigrant 
growth is among the Orthodox and non-mainline denominations, such as Pentecostal 
and ‘New’ churches.28

These three sub-plots are, in some ways, different perspectives on one major sub-plot, in 
which immigrants from more Catholic and Anglican countries set up churches in urban 
areas. In this regard, the judgement of the Economist newspaper in 2016 on the future of 
Christianity in Britain sounds judicious:

To see the future of Christianity in Britain, go on a Sunday morning to an old Welsh 
Congregational chapel off the Pentonville Road in Islington. The building has been 
bought by a Pentecostal Ethiopian church; the congregation raises its hands in a 
show of unEnglish ecstasy to praise God in Amharic.29

The same article goes on to point out, however, that there are other discernible plots. 

A few hours later [in the same chapel], something unexpected happens. A 
congregation of mainly white members of the Church of England start their 
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service. This group, known as King’s Cross Church, or KXC, has grown from a 
handful in 2010 to 500 now.

The point is that it is not simply urban, non-white, immigrant churches that are growing. 
Indeed, according to data from research conducted by Prof. David Voas for the Church of 
England, although 27% of Church of England parishes are declining, 55% are stable and 
18% are actually growing.30 Similarly, research from the Baptist Union of Britain in 2015 
showed that 26% of Baptist churches are growing, and 25% are holding steady.31 The overall 
narrative does indeed occlude a significant number of surprisingly different sub-plots.

One final, albeit small, sub-plot is worth mentioning. In 2011/12 Theos and the Grubb 
Institute conducted a project for the Association of English Cathedrals, looking at the 
present and future of (Anglican) Cathedrals in England. This was commissioned because 
it had become clear that cathedral congregations had been on the rise over the previous 
decade. According to one study on Cathedrals, Greater Churches and the Growth of the 
Church, from October 2013, Anglican cathedrals in England saw overall weekly attendance 
grow by 35% between 2002 and 2012, while attendance at weekday services more than 
doubled – from 5,600 to 12,400.32

None of these sub-plots change the basic theme of declining affiliation and attendance, 
but they do suggest that that story is complex as well as challenging. 

bigger picture: religion in the UK
If the picture concerning the Christian presence in contemporary Britain is not a 
monochrome one, the wider ‘religious’ context – using that term broadly – complicates 
matters still further. For all that the UK may be becoming less nominally (and committedly) 
Christian, it is becoming no less interested in religion; quite the opposite in fact. 

When Theos was launched in 2006, the inaugural report quoted an article by the 
Guardian’s then Readers’ Editor, Ian Mayes, who was responding to various irate readers 
who had complained that the paper was covering too much religion. Mayes had gone 
back through the records and was able to confirm their suspicions that

there is… more discussion of religion in the pages of the paper… A crude measure 
is the number of stories in the Guardian that mention the word Christian: in 1985, 
770; in 1995, 1,221; and in 2005, 2,341. A search for the word Muslim showed: 1985, 
408; 1995, 1,106; and in 2005, 2,114.33
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The trend has continued. In their book, Media Portrayals of Religion and the Secular Sacred, 
Kim Knott, Elizabeth Poole, and Teemu Taira showed that the number of articles in the 
Guardian mentioning “atheism”, “secularism”, “religion”, and “faith” increased between 
2005 and 2009 from 57 to 152, 76 to 113, 1,796 to 2,327, and 2,981 to 3,975 respectively. 
Nor was this increase limited to the Guardian, or indeed to recent years. Between 1982 
and 2008-2009, they measured, “there was a rise in the number of references [to religion] 
overall, though with arguably less in-depth treatment, and an increase in media coverage 
of both religious diversity and the secular sacred.”34

Some of this increase was about Christianity (though the uplift on account of Pope Francis 
lay some way ahead) but the majority of it was down to the clerical sex abuse scandal, the 
on-going tensions within the Anglican communion, the emergence of political Islam, and 
the explosion of aggressive atheism.

The growth of Islam was already clear in 2006. The 
increase in the size of the UK Muslim population has 
been noted, but this, of course, is merely the stage for 
the more dramatic public concerns about the number of 
British Muslims and their alleged threat to British culture 
and security. Thus, according to a YouGov poll conducted 
for the Huffington Post on the tenth anniversary of the 
7/7 bombings, a majority of people (56%) considered 

Islam (as distinct from Islamic fundamentalist groups) to pose a threat to Western liberal 
democracy (a proportion that had increased since 9/11 and 7/7). In addition to this, the 
survey reported that 15% agreed that “a large proportion of British Muslims feel no sense 
of loyalty to this country and are prepared to condone or even carry out acts of terrorism” 
(again an increase since 7/7), while only a fifth said that practically all British Muslims are 
“peaceful and law-abiding and deplore terror attacks carried out in the name of Islam.”35 
The point of quoting these data (others might have been cited36) is not to claim that the 
figures describing the British public’s attitude to Muslims are an accurate representation 
of Muslims’ attitude to the British public: some claim they are, some claim they are nothing 
more than Islamophobia, and have no more grounding in reality than the public view of 
the number of Muslims in Britain. It is rather to say that domestic and international politics 
will ensure that the issue of religion in British public life, albeit driven by one particular 
incarnation of one particular religion, will remain centre stage for the foreseeable future.

The growth of the second trend – aggressive atheism – was not so evident in 2006. 
Although Sam Harris’ book The End of Faith was published in 2004, the movement was yet 
to gather steam and the term ‘New Atheism’ was itself only coined in 2006.37 By some quirk 
of divine humour, Theos was founded a month after The God Delusion was published, and 

Theos was founded a month 
after The God Delusion was 

published, and it is fair to  
say that the waters into which 

we were launched were  
fairly choppy.
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it is fair to say that the waters into which we were launched were fairly choppy. For some 
years it seemed the height of wit to declare that religious people worshipped Bronze 
Age sky pixies, believed the universe was manufactured in six days, and would unleash 
a murderous crusade or Inquisition given half the chance. Some still feel it is. The year 
2006 also saw the launch of Twitter which became a useful soapbox for such views, even if 
some of the more prominent atheists subsequently proved themselves a little injudicious 
in their choice of tweets. The movement, and the reactions it spawned, was another 
example of religion elbowing its way centre stage, perhaps most famously when, in 2008, 
a group of atheists crowd-funded a bus-advert which told people “There’s probably no 
God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your life”, a campaign to which Theos contributed.38

Although the clerical sex abuse scandal, the Anglican Communion, Islam (and the rise of 
Islamophobic violence), and atheism have dominated the religion media headlines over 
the last decade, another UK contextual religious story is worth mentioning, namely the 
persistent presence (and apparent growth39) of anti-Semitism. On the one hand, Britain 
has one of the lowest rates of anti-Semitism in the world, according to Anti-Defamation 
League’s (ADL) Global 100: An Index of Anti-Semitism, published in May 2014.40 On the other, 
research from the Campaign Against Antisemitism (CAA) found that a sizeable minority of 
Britons agreed with two or more “stereotypical statements deemed by the CAA to be 
anti-Semitic in nature”. “Whilst antisemitism in Britain is not yet at the levels seen in most 
of Europe,” the CSS warned, “the results of our survey should be a wakeup call. Britain is 
at a tipping point.”41

One final contextual religious narrative is also worth noting, if only in passing, namely 
the global growth in religion. The last decade saw greater evidence (although hard data 
remain elusive) for the significant growth of Christianity in the world’s fastest growing 
major economy, China. China appears more typical, at least in terms of the future of the 
world, than the UK. According to a 2015 Pew Forum study into The Future of World Religions, 
over the next four decades Christianity will remain the world’s largest religious group, 
although the number of Muslims will come nearly to equal the number of Christians,42 
and will account for a tenth of Europe’s population, while “atheists, agnostics and other 
people who do not affiliate with any religion will make up a declining share of the world’s 
total population.”43

Such long-term, large-scale forecasts are always open to challenge, being based on 
certain semi-predictable trends – such as demography and conversion rates – and 
being by definition blind to most others (politics, events, revolutions, shifts in migration 
patterns, etc.). The combination of migration, the visit of Pope Benedict, the election of 
Pope Francis, and the full revelations of clerical sex abuse scandals all shaping the public 
presence of the Catholic Church in Britain, and all wholly unpredictable four decades ago, 
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suggest that we should treat such long-range forecasts with some reservations. Moreover, 
even were such global religious forecasts to be more certain, quite how they might affect 
the course of Christianity in the UK is open to even greater doubt. Nevertheless, one can at 
least say with some confidence that whatever the future holds for Christianity in the UK, 
religion will remain an issue of interest and importance for the human species.

conclusion
One broader trend relating to the well-documented emergence of the ‘spiritual but not 
religious’ category has been omitted from this opening chapter and will be dealt with in 
the next, for reasons that should become obvious. In the meantime, the objective of this 
chapter bears repeating by way of a conclusion. The intention has not been to depress 
those concerned about the future of Christianity in the UK, although some of the statistics 
are depressing. Rather, it has been to offer an honest perspective, both fine-detail and 
wide-angle on that future.

That perspective shows a main plot of the rapid decline of Christian nominalism and the 
slower decline of Christian commitment. It shows a number of sub-plots which suggest 
that the picture is not entirely straightforward or predictable. The very fact that the David 
Voas research showed that the key correlation for Church of England congregational 
growth is simply the serious desire to grow – “What’s needed to make churches grow 
is that they should want to, and that the congregation should take the task seriously”44 

– should serve as an animating counterbalance to some of the more sobering statistics 
outlined. And it shows a range of contextual stories that illustrate that, whatever the 
future holds for Christianity in the UK, the broader questions of religion and faith are liable 
to remain somewhere near the centre of the radar for many years to come.

The consequence is that Christianity is now one religion in a variegated and confusing 
landscape. Christianity has contributed an incomparable amount to the formation of 
British, European, and Western civilisation (a theme of several Theos publications45) – 
indeed it has arguably been the foundation for the aforementioned civilisation – and for 
that reason at least, merits a distinct and (to adopt a word used by its critics) ‘privileged’ 
position at the heart of our national culture. That recognised, if the trends highlighted 
above point to anything, it is that the common Christian culture into which virtually every 
English, Scottish, Welsh and Northern/Irish person has been born for the last millennium 
is passing, to be replaced by a confusing plural patchwork, haunted by strong Christian 
associations. For a nation that has been comparably sure of its foundations for a very long 
time this leads us to unchartered and disconcerting territory.
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chapter 1 – references
1 The precise figures are, of course, highly tentative, as uncertainties abound as to the level and 

spread of church attendance at any one time, and even to the total UK population size. Indeed, 
it is astonishing quite how hard it is to get accurate and reliable data on a topic, like church 
attendance, about which everyone seems to know what is going on. I am very grateful to David 
Voas, Peter Brierley, Grace Davie, and David Goodhew for their feedback on these figures and 
how they have been calculated. For those interested in the details, this figure is calculated from 
the following sources:

 According to British Religion in Numbers (BRIN), Religious affiliation and church attendance 
in Britain, 1983-2008, (http://www.brin.ac.uk/figures/#ChurchesandChurchgoers) 15.3% of 
the population of Britain said they attended church once a month or more in 2006. With a UK 
population of approximately 60 million people in 2006, that translates into an approximate 
monthly attendance of 9.2 million people. It is not clear how this figure would translate into a 
reliable weekly figure, but one would be inclined to halve it in doing so. It is, incidentally, quite 
possible that reported church attendance is also exaggerated church attendance, as it is in 
the US, although it is doubtful whether British respondents feel any pressure to say they go to 
church when they don’t, and there is plenty of anecdotal evidence of pressures other way (cf. 
the amusing opening pages to Francis Spufford’s Apologetic (Faber, 2015)).

 According to a 2007 Tearfund study into churchgoing in the UK (http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/
shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/03_04_07_tearfundchurch.pdf), 7.6 million UK adults (15%) attend at least 
monthly and 4.9 million (10% of UK adults) attend at least weekly. The Tearfund study adds that, 
including fringe and occasional churchgoers would bring the figure up by a further 5 million. 
The issue of fringe and occasional churchgoers is an important one, to which we will return in 
the text, although this seems to be an excessive figure. 

 The 2005 English Church Census reported that 6.3% of the population attended church on 
Census Sunday (8 May 2005), translating into 3,166,200 people (adults and children). This figure 
pertains to England and not to the UK. The population of England was approximately 51 million 
in 2006, that of Scotland about 5 million, Wales about 3 million, and Northern Ireland about 1.7 
million. Assuming roughly a similar church attendance rates in Wales and Scotland to that of 
England, and a weekly church attendance rate of 45% for the Northern Ireland (as recorded by 
the 2007 Tearfund survey, although an improbably high figure), this adds respectively 315,000, 
189,000, and 765,000 churchgoers, bringing the total to 4.48 million.

 The final figure chosen is much closer to the English census figure for 2005 than the others, 
partly because of the constituent data from different denominations (see below) and partly 
because the Tearfund and BRIN surveys are based on respondent recall and therefore liable to 
some overclaim.

2 According to BSA 26 (2009/10) 10% of people in Great Britain said they attended a religious 
service “at least weekly”. (A further 8% said they attended at least monthly.) That figure drops 
to about 8% for attending a church service weekly. Of the BSA figure, 20% were Anglican, 24% 
Catholic, and 37% other Christian denomination. These figures translate to weekly attendance 
rates of 1.25 million, 1.48 million, and 2.35 million for the three traditions respectively. This 
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seems slightly on the high side (about 300,000 higher than the figure quoted above). In 
particular, given that the Latin Mass Society measures Mass attendance in 2005 as 0.94 
million (http://faithsurvey.co.uk/catholics-england-and-wales.html) the Catholic figure seems 
particularly high. If we can at least assume that the percentages within the BSA data are about 
right they would translate to roughly 1.15, 1.35, and 2.15 million Anglicans, Catholics and other 
Christians respectively. This first figure broadly concurs with those of the Church of England 
itself for 2006, c. 1.1 million. See Statistics for Mission 2014, Research and Statistics Department 
Archbishops’ Council.

3 For Anglican figures see Statistics for Mission 2014, Research and Statistics Department 
Archbishops’ Council. For the Catholic figure: according to the Latin Mass Society, 0.89 million 
Catholics attended weekly Mass in 2010 (http://faithsurvey.co.uk/catholics-england-and-wales.
html). According to the Pastoral Research Trust Centre, the figure was 0.85 million in 2012 
(http://www.prct.org.uk/downloads/20-population-statistics-2011-2012-6th-edition/file). The 
other figure is based on the widely recognised fact that levels of immigration have increased 
churchgoing in the UK, especially in the non-mainline denominations, and will have offset any 
decrease similar to that experienced among Anglicans and Catholics. 

 Peter Brierley, in personal correspondence, calculated a figure of 4.15 million in 2015 based on 
the actual English attendance of English membership (as given in UK Church Statistics No 2) 
and applied to the other three nations. 

 It should be noted that these figures, like the ones for 2006, may be at the lower end of the 
spectrum. For example, according to BSA2014, 18% of Anglicans, 40% of Catholics, and 34% 
of Other Christians attend church once a month or more often. Given that BSA 2014 gives the 
respective proportions of these groups in Britain as 18%, 8% and 17%, this works out as nearly 7.5 
million church attendees (2 million Anglicans, 2 million Catholics, 3.5 million other) once a month 
or more, which seems improbably high even given the monthly as opposed to weekly timeframe. 

 It is also worth noting that it is possible that there is substantial undercounting of ‘new 
churches’, particularly BME and immigrant churches. For more on why this might be so see 
Being Built Together: A Story of New Black Majority Churches in the London Borough of Southwark 
(http://www.roehampton.ac.uk/uploadedFiles/Page_Content/Courses/Humanities/Being_
Built_Together/Being%20Built%20Together(SB)%203-7-13.pdf) and New Churches in the North 
East (http://community.dur.ac.uk/churchgrowth.research/research/new-churches-in-the-north-
east).

 Overall, as the amount of approximation in these various figures shows, this remains a subject 
very much more written about than genuinely understood.

4 It is worth noting that this is not a view shared by all commentators. See for example Bob 
Jackson, whose 2015 book What Makes Churches Grow? Vision and Practice in Effective Mission 
(London: Church House Publishing, 2015) says “the balance of the evidence suggests that the 
Church of England has probably stopped shrinking numerically and, on some measures, may 
even be growing overall” (p. xiv).

5 My own experience, rooted in conducting qualitative research into religious identity and belief 
over ten years ago, is that as long as one doesn’t confuse affiliation with belief, behaviour or 
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attendance, it can mean a great deal. I interviewed a series of groups that, broadly speaking, 
believed the same thing (i.e. they weren’t Christian believers though some believed in God 
and some didn’t) and did the same thing (i.e. not attend church) but affiliated in different ways 
(some were 2001 census ‘Christians’, some were ‘Nones’). The differences in attitude between 
the groups could be severe.

6 It is worth recognising that the census records higher levels of Christian affiliation than do 
everyday polls, and there is an animated debate over which is the better reflection of reality. It 
is also worth noting that this is the only optional question on the Census, which is one of the 
reasons why the figures do not add up to 100% here.

7 This total of 47% underlines the fact that the census tends to return disproportionately high 
figures; critics say it ‘inflates’ them.

8 http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jan/20/no-religion-britons-atheism-
christianity 

9 Cf. Andrew Brown’s comment, “[Nominal Anglicans] are now being replaced by children 
and grandchildren who are unfervent nonbelievers.” http://www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2016/jan/20/no-religion-britons-atheism-christianity 

10 See, Gareth Longden, ‘A Profile of the Members of the British Humanist Association’ [BHA], 
Science, Religion & Culture, Vol. 2, No. 3, June 2015, pp. 86-95; http://smithandfranklin.com/
journal-details/Science-Religion-and-Culture/9/archive/2015/June

11 See David Voas and Siobhan McAndrew, ‘Three Puzzles of Non-religion in Britain’, Journal of 
Contemporary Religion, 27 (1): 29-48. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13537903.2012.642725

12 http://www.theosthinktank.co.uk/comment/2007/12/08/only-1-in-8-people-know-the-
christmas-story-well 

13 http://www.biblesociety.org.uk/press/uploads/final-copy-of-Pass-it-On-research-
report_02070706.pdf 

14 Clive Field, ‘Is the Bible Becoming a Closed Book? British Opinion Poll Evidence’, Journal of 
Contemporary Religion, 2014, Vol. 29, No. 3, 503–528; http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/
10.1080/13537903.2014.945735 Interestingly, the article also concluded that people do not 
necessarily view the diminished status of the Bible as incompatible with, or undermining, the 
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In his 2007 intellectual blockbuster, A Secular Age, Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor 
charts the story of how, in 1500, it was “virtually impossible not to believe in God”, whereas 
500 years later “faith, even for the staunchest believer, is one human possibility among 
others.”1

It is a complex and absorbing tale, a deliberate counter-story to the received wisdom of 
what he calls the ‘subtraction narrative’, in which secularisation has been a slow process 

of divesting ourselves of religious beliefs and practices 
until we find our true, naked, secular selves underneath. 
This Taylor, points out, is a woefully inadequate story 
and he spends many of his 800 pages explaining not 
only how we acquired secular selves that could conceive 
of living satisfactorily within a wholly ‘immanent frame’, 
but then explaining what we did when we got them. 

The ancient human fascination with the divine or transcendent did not come to an end 
when we arrived at an ‘immanent frame’, but, instead, found its expression in what Taylor 
calls the nova effect, “an ever-widening variety of moral/spiritual options”. This in turn 
spawned a supernova effect in which “the fractured culture of the nova…becomes 
generalised to whole societies.”2 Ultimately, he writes towards the end of the book:

Our world is ideologically fragmented, and the range of positions are growing… 
There are strong incentives to remain within the bounds of the human domain, 
or at least not to bother exploring beyond it. The level of understanding of some 
of the great languages of transcendence is declining… The individual pursuit 
of happiness as defined by consumer culture still absorbs much of our time and 
energy… All this is true, and yet the sense that there is something more presses 
in. Great numbers of people feel it: in moments of reflection about their life; in 
moments of relaxation in nature; in moments of bereavement and loss… Our age 
is very far from settling into a comfortable unbelief.3 

comfortable unbelief?

2

The ancient human 
fascination with the divine 

 or transcendent did not come 
to an end when we arrived at 

an ‘immanent frame’.



31

comfortable unbelief?

This is a point of great importance for the future of Christianity in the UK (and beyond). Were 
it to be the case that the decline of Christian belief and commitment and what Taylor calls 
the ‘social imaginary’ that goes with it had left the modern world completely indifferent to 
questions of belief and entirely comfortable with life today – as many predicted it would 
– the future for Christianity would look bleak indeed. How do you talk a language of the 
spirit to a people for whom it is literally incomprehensible or meaningless? 

It is important to recognise at this juncture that there is a stratum within society, 
especially concentrated in Western European and coastal American society, which is 
largely indifferent to belief and comfortable with life. Indeed, Taylor himself proceeds 
to recognise that “many individuals do [settle into comfortable unbelief], and more still 
seem to on the outside.”4 No essay on the future of Christianity should ignore this group 
or the wider fact that in any age, especially a ‘secular age’, there will be people who simply 
would not get it. 

What is equally important to recognise, however, is that for all that such people are 
disproportionately significant in their shaping of the West’s self-understanding, they 
are neither ubiquitous nor representative of the wider public.5 Just because there is 
an educated and highly articulate and influential stratum in society for whom matters 
spiritual are incomprehensible or irrelevant, that doesn’t mean that they speak for 
everyone. As Taylor puts it, “the unrest continues to surface.”

This chapter begins by looking at that continually-surfacing ‘unrest’. Any future for 
Christianity in 21st century Britain needs to take account not only of the state of 
Christianity (as we did in chapter one) but also of the state of Britain. Understanding our 
broader spiritual landscape is critical to this and comprises the first part of this chapter.

The second part then looks at another landscape – or, perhaps, another aspect of the same 
broader landscape – in which 21st century Christianity operates. For all that Christianity is 
about ‘life after death’, in popular parlance, it is at least as much about life before it.6 So it 
is that to think creatively about the future of Christianity involves not only understanding 
what people believe about ‘life eternal’ but how they live ‘life temporal’. Section two thus 
draws on a wide range of data (mostly confined to footnotes for the sake of readability) 
to analyse how we live today. As with chapter one, this can make for sobering reading 
and, without getting any more apocalyptic than we did there, it is clear that, for all our 
wealth and comparative luxury, we have reason to be concerned about many aspects of 
contemporary life.
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life eternal 
Belief in the traditional Christian creeds has fallen over recent decades. According to a 
2015 YouGov poll, 30% of people believed that Jesus was the son of God, 37% that he was 
a “real historical figure but not the Son of God”, and 14% that he did not exist. Similarly, 
29% of people said they believed he was resurrected, compared with 50% who said he did 
not come back to life after the crucifixion. Similar stories could be told about the levels and 
trends of belief in the Christmas story,7 which have been declining over recent decades.8 
In much the same way, belief in God has also fallen over recent years. According to the 
same YouGov poll, 32% of adults in Britain believe in God and a further 20% in “a spiritual 
higher power”, compared to 33% who said they don’t believe in God.9

For all that such studies reveal a mixed public opinion, neither homogenously believing 
nor atheistic, it is nonetheless true that figures for belief in God have been on the same 
trajectory as those for affiliation and attendance over recent years. Thus, while the relevant 
surveys (of belief in God or a life force) collated by the British Religion in Numbers resource 
average out at 67% of people believing in the 1990s, those in the 2000s average out at 
57%.10 It appears that belief in God has been declining, albeit not at the rate of nominal 
Christian affiliation. 

There is, however, more nuance to this narrative than the headline graph reveals, and 
it is important to recognise that not believing in God does not mean not retaining any 
spiritual beliefs or settling into Charles Taylor’s “comfortable unbelief”. While there may 
have been a rejection of organised religious belief in the later 20th century and early 21st, 
there has also been a turning towards looser, more amorphous, personalised, and often 
consumerised ‘spiritual’ beliefs (and practices). According to a 2016 YouGov study, over a 
fifth of the general public (and sometimes rather more) claimed to believe in an afterlife, 
fate, heaven, an everlasting soul, angels, ghosts, telepathy, karma, and reincarnation.11

Such data have been confirmed by various studies Theos has commissioned over the 
last ten years. In one 2012 study over a third (35%) of ‘Nevers’ (i.e. people who answered 
‘never’ in response to the question “How often do you participate in a religious service as 
a worshipper?”) expressed a belief in God or a Higher Power.12 Around a third of people 
who belong to no-religion, over a quarter of ‘Nevers’, and 15% of atheists said that they 
believed in life after death. One in five ‘Nevers’ said they believed in angels. Just over a 
quarter of the general population said they believed in reincarnation, whilst just over a 
fifth of ‘Nevers’ agreed, and one in seven atheists. More than two in five ‘Nevers’ believed 
in a human soul, as did almost a quarter of atheists. Around one in six people who said 
they had ‘no religion’ considered themselves to be very or moderately spiritual. A quarter 
of the non-religious believed in heaven and 15% in hell. A fifth of non-religious people 
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believed in the supernatural powers of deceased ancestors, compared to 23% of the total 
sample. While it is difficult to discern any clear or detailed picture from this blizzard of 
statistics, the data do reveal an extensive hinterland of spiritual beliefs and, conversely, a 
very low proportion of people (9%) who were consistent, thorough and coherent in their 
‘unbelief’.13

Such findings were confirmed by subsequent Theos research14 and by other studies. 
According to a 2015 YouGov study, 68% of people said that death scared them “a lot” or 
“a little”, while 36% said they definitely or probably believed in an afterlife.15 According to 
another, a fifth of Britons believe that star signs “can tell you something about yourself 
or another person”.16 According to research by OnePoll conducted in 2014, although 76% 
of people in the UK do not regard themselves as “religious” (a seemingly dirty word in 
today’s lexicon), over a third of these believe in God, over a quarter “ever attend religious 
services”, nearly a third want a religious funeral, over two in five pray, and, remarkably, 6% 
say grace at mealtimes.17 Further studies confirm the picture.18

Such data have been analysed in various ways, such as the emergence of a ‘fuzzy faith’, or of 
personalised, or individualised, or consumerised spirituality, or even of an apophatic faith, 
in which the unknown is given priority. However it is interpreted, the result is to confirm 
with various pinpricks of empirical evidence Taylor’s thesis about the supernova effect. 
There are certainly trends downwards in orthodox and institutionalised and traditional 
Christian beliefs, but it would be a mistake to take this as a smooth and predictable 
journey towards “comfortable unbelief”. Instead there are “cross-pressures” and cross-
fertilisations, different and unpredictable trajectories, a mix of social imaginaries, tensions, 
and dilemmas which result in a variegated and complex plural landscape in which neither 
belief nor unbelief ‘wins out’.

A neat, if very specific, illustration of this can be glimpsed in David Voas’ paper The mysteries 
of religion and the lifecourse which drew on the 1970 British Cohort Study, which, in its 2012 
wave, asked questions on belief in God and life after death as well as religious affiliation 
and practice, in such a way as to allow us to get a snap shot of the complexity of religiosity 
among one particular cohort.19 The paper points out that gender differences in religious 
belief are very substantial20 (an important point that is beyond the scope of this essay), and 
puts forward a seven-fold religious ‘typology’ to cover the various different combinations 
and permutations generated by the data of this cohort alone. This comprises

• the “non-religious”, who do not have a religion and believe in neither God nor life 
after death, and comprise 28% of the cohort;

• the “nominally religious”, who identify with a religion, but believe in neither God 
nor life after death, and comprise 7% of the cohort;
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• the “unorthodox non-religious”, who do not have a religion or attend services, but 
believe in God or life after death, but not both. These comprise 21% of the cohort;

• the “unorthodox religious”, who have a religion and attend services at least 
occasionally, believe in God but not life after death (or in a few cases, vice versa).
These comprise 5% of the cohort;

• the “non-identifying believers”, who do not have a religion, but believe in God and 
life after death, and comprise about 10% of the cohort;

• the “non-practising religious”, who have a religion and believe in God and life after 
death, but do not attend services. These comprise 14% of the cohort;

• the “actively religious” who have a religion and believe in God and life after death, 
and attend services, and comprise about 15% of the of the cohort.

This study draws on a certain limited number of questions pertaining to religious belief, 
affiliation and practice (i.e. not the full range of broader spiritual belief, affiliation and 
practices touched on above) and is based solely on those who were 42 years old in 2012. 
In other words, the true picture of spiritual complexity in the UK is liable to be even more 
complex than this, already detailed, segmentation. 

However one interprets this complexity, the overall 
picture we have is very clearly not one of a settled 
“comfortable unbelief” but a lively, fermenting, complex 
storm of spiritual ideas, practices and commitments. 
This may not be a sea on which British Christians have 
much experience sailing, or one that they instinctively 
feel comfortable on, but it is the truest picture of belief 
in contemporary Britain that we have. 

life temporal
Twin dangers attend any analysis of life in contemporary Britain. The first is to believe the 
media headlines are typical of national life, a position that encourages the view that Britain 
is crawling with racists, paedophiles, ASBOs, bogus asylum seekers, and Islamic terrorists. 
To some extent that is precisely what we do. Thus, according to MORI, on average we think 
teenage pregnancy is 25 times higher than official estimates put it at; nearly a third of us 
(29%) think we spend more on Job Seekers Allowance than on pensions (in fact we spend 
around 15 times more on pensions); over a quarter (26%) of people think foreign aid is one 

The overall picture we have is 
very clearly not one of  
a settled “comfortable 

unbelief” but a lively, 
fermenting, complex storm  
of spiritual ideas, practices 

and commitments.
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of the top two or three items of government expenditure (it actually comprises around 
1.1% of expenditure); and we think that 31% of the population are immigrants, when 
the official figure is 13%.21 If one is going to look at the state of contemporary Britain, 
it is important to look at the hard data, in as far as it is available, rather than just public 
perception.22

This resolution, however, leads to the second danger, namely: which hard data? The 
temporal well-being of a country is a vast and complex subject, unlikely to be described 
fully by single trends or data lines. So it is that those hard data you deem of greatest 
descriptive significance invariably reflect your own priorities. 

For example, there are many ‘hard data’ describing our material well-being, which show 
unequivocally that, 2008 crash and subsequent recession notwithstanding, Britain has 
been growing steadily richer and more materially comfortable for over 50 years now. 
Life is undoubtedly better than it ever was, if you judge better to mean richer and more 
comfortable.

In a more mixed vein, the hard data on subjective personal well-being23 are ambiguous, 
the average adult rating of life satisfaction in the UK in 2013 being 6.8 out of 10, 
marginally higher than the OECD average of 6.6 out of 10, and placing the UK 18th of 36 
OECD countries.24 If subjective well-being – how I feel about my life – is the keystone, we 
are doing moderately well.

By contrast, hard data, such as the figures amassed by Thomas Piketty in his blockbuster 
Capital in the 21st Century, show that for all that we have grown wealthier, material 
inequality has also grown steadily and, seemingly, inexorably. Given that such inequality 
has been linked with a wide range of social ills – Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett’s 
The Spirit Level connects inequality with poorer life expectancy, mental illness, violence, 
and illiteracy, among many other things – the hard data therefore tell a somewhat more 
sobering story about contemporary life. 

The data of choice are indicative of the worldview one assumes, and even of what 
understanding of the human and the good one has, whether that is primarily grounded in 
material comfort, or social equality, or personal liberty, or whatever else. There is no view 
from nowhere. 

An analysis of contemporary life grounded in a Christian worldview should pay heed to 
each of these factors but, I would argue, pay still greater attention to the quality of our 
relationships that comprise our common life. If “God is love”25 and humans creatures 
made to reflect that love, it follows that the best litmus test of a society is the extent to 
which love is embodied and sustained in the relationships that make up society.
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At first glance, the data here are encouraging. According to the Office for National  
Statistics,26 two-thirds of people in the UK, in 2011/12, thought people in their 
neighbourhood could be trusted.27 Around four in ten (41%) exchange favours with 
neighbours,28 whilst nearly three-quarters felt people in their neighbourhood get along 
with each other29 and the same proportion are willing to help each other.30

That recognised, if we scratch beyond the surface of these data, a more worrying picture 
emerges. One example of this is loneliness, which has become a topic of significant 
concern over recent years. While the proportion of people who say they have someone 
they could call on for support if they needed advice about a serious personal or family 
matter is high, at over 88%, this also means that more than one in ten people do not 
have such relationships.31 In 2015, there were 7.7 million people in UK households who 
were living alone.32 According to ONS data, around a tenth of people feel lonely most of 
the time.33 Professor Keith Willett, the NHS’s most senior acute care doctor, has warned 
that the consequences of loneliness “are increasing, unremitting demand on healthcare, 
which will ultimately cripple the NHS.”34 Thus the Local Government Association has 
claimed that loneliness is a “major public health issue”, and the charity Age UK said that 
the issue “blights the lives” of over a million older people.35

Another area of concern is family breakdown. Although the number and rate of divorces 
has fallen over recent years, partly, it is assumed, on account of prior cohabitation, 42% 
of all marriages are still expected to end in divorce, more than half of them before their 
tenth anniversary.36 If one adds to this the fact that cohabitation is less stable still,37 it is 
clear that relationship breakdown is problematic. Around one in four children now grow 
up without a mother or, more usually, a father (of whom an estimated one million have 
no meaningful contact with their fathers), with single-parent households 2.5 times more 
likely to be in poverty than couple families.38

There are innumerable reasons for these relational problems. To identify that there is a 
problem is not to identify its source or cause. Relational breakdown is often the result 
of severe debt or financial vulnerability (for all the relative material wealth in the UK,39 
levels of income and capital inequality are returning to historic levels,40 levels of in-work 
poverty are growing,41 as is debt,42 with nearly one in five households reporting a heavy 
financial debt burden, rising to one in three in the lowest income decile.43 The Citizen’s 
Advice Bureau claims that 21 million British citizens do not have a £500 cushion in case of 
a financial emergency44). It is sometimes as a result of alcohol and drug abuse.45 There is 
no silver bullet here because there is no single source of relational problems. The point 
being made, however, is that there is a problem.

Moreover, and importantly, one does not have to adhere to a Christian worldview framed 
by ‘right relationships’ to recognise that this is so. The sheer rise and level in the use of 
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antidepressants – around one in 11 British adults now take antidepressants, according to 
the British Journal of Psychiatry46 – is worrying. Calculations of Adult Psychiatric Morbidity 
in England 2007 estimated that one in four people in England will experience a mental 
health problem in any given year.47 According to the ONS, in 2009/10, more than one in 
ten adults (11%) in England were diagnosed with depression.48 According to the Journal 
of Psychopharmacology, there were 8.2 million cases of anxiety in the UK in 2013, with 
women are almost twice as likely to be diagnosed with anxiety disorders as men.49 
Whatever the changes in attitudes to and stigmas around medicalisation, the level of 
personal metal illness, depression, and anxiety in the UK is not healthy. Whether one’s 
entry point into this debate is through social trust, or personal relationships, or individual 
psychological health, there is room for concern.

Perhaps the most worrying thing in all this is the disproportionate way it is affecting 
children and young people in the UK today. However well or otherwise British adults 
may be doing in terms of self-reported well-being, research shows that British teenagers 
are among the least contented in western world.50 A 2016 report by the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) into the health, well-being, social environment and health behaviour 
of 11-, 13- and 15-year-old boys and girls across 42 countries found that British teenagers 
felt pressured at school, and worried by health, appearance and weight issues.51 Many 
other studies confirm and fill out these findings.52 According to another study, on the 
mental health of children and young people in Great Britain, one in ten of those aged 
5-16 had a clinically diagnosable mental health problem. According to ONS, there were 
one in eight children aged 10 to 15 who reported symptoms of mental ill-health in 2011 
to 2012.53 Perhaps not surprisingly, antidepressant use by children is alarmingly high: a 
widely-reported study published in the European Journal of Neuropsychopharmacology in 
2016, showed that between 2005 and 2012 there was a 54% increase in the number of 
young people prescribed them in the UK.54 To proceed further would be to labour the 
point: however one looks at it, children growing up in Britain are not getting the best deal.

conclusion
There are two wrong ways of reading the data and implicit argument in this chapter, and 
one right way.

The first wrong one is to assume that contemporary Britain is a bad place to live, or that 
people there are, as a rule, miserable. It isn’t and they aren’t. It is perfectly possible to live 
a contented, secure and socially-engaged life in Britain today, and not to feel isolated, 
depressed, anxious, indebted or otherwise uneasy. By historic standards and by many 
contemporary ones, the UK today is very good place to live. What the data, in a wide 
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range of areas, do show is that the general sense of relative well-being can easily disguise 
deeper problems, particularly those related to our relational (and attendant emotional 
and mental) health. Material comfort and broadly positive levels of self-reported well-
being should not blind us to real and sometimes surprisingly widespread pain.

This leads to the second misunderstanding, namely that Christianity is some kind of magic 
wand that we simply have to wave across the land to solve all these problems. It isn’t 
and it wouldn’t. Anyone with a cursory knowledge of social history will know that, for all 
the herculean efforts made by campaigning Christians in the 19th century against drink, 
debt, ill-health, prostitution and squalor, Victorian Britain was still scarred by all of these. 
Christianity can, does and should speak into these social needs, but to imagine it simply 
solves problems of obesity or debt is to live in fantasy land. Faith doesn’t work like that.

If these are the wrong ways of understanding the argument of this chapter, what is the 
right way? To answer this it is necessary to return to the framing concept of this chapter. 
Too often, the present and future of Christianity in the UK is treated in an unsatisfactorily 
isolated way, a belief system that is divorced from the lived context – eternal and temporal 
– in which it exists.  Bringing that context into focus underlines how the UK has not settled 
into the kind of comfortable unbelief of which Charles Taylor writes.

Moreover, doing this also helps bring into focus what Christianity might have to offer 21st 
century Britain. Christianity as belief and Christianity as belonging within a congregation 
are both important, indeed essential, but while apologetics and invitation services will 
continue to play key roles in the future, it is the contention of this essay that the first point 
of engagement will be in what the following chapter calls ‘social liturgy’.
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Were the data of decline, whether gentle or precipitous, outlined in the first chapter 
to be taken to their logical conclusion, we would expect to see not only fewer nominal 
and worshipping Christians, but also fewer active ones – fewer people serving, helping, 
pastoring, volunteering in their community. After all, heavily declining affiliation and 
slightly declining congregations leave a smaller pool from which such resources can be 
drawn.

It is, striking, therefore that, in as far as we are in a position to judge1 this is not what we see. 
There may be fewer Christians but they are doing more. This is central to the argument of 
this chapter, and indeed this essay. Not only is the size of British Christianity changing, but 
so is its shape, the way in which it lives out its faith.

This chapter begins by looking at what the figures say about this ‘Doing Good’, before 
explaining why broader social and political trends suggest there is going to be an ever 
greater need for such action. It then moves on to one central and very important objection 
to this kind of action, in the process introducing the idea of social liturgy and offering a 
few examples of what it looks like. It concludes by arguing that the development of social 
liturgy also addresses a number of neuralgic issues that hover around the question of 
Christian presence in the public life of an increasingly plural society such as our own.

the strange rise of Christian ‘social action’

the rise in provision
According to research from New Philanthropy Capital, there are nearly 50,000 faith-based 
charities in the UK, out of a total of nearly 188,000 registered charities. These charities 
receive 23%, or £16 billion, of the charity sector’s income in England and Wales.2

Over the last decade, the number of ‘faith-based’ charities has grown, both in terms of the 
total and as a proportion of all charities, and there are around 15,000 more today than there 
were in 2006. Moreover, a higher proportion of faith-based charities (34%) were registered 

social liturgy

3
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People of all religious faiths, 
and especially Christians, are 
disproportionately getting 
involved in social action in 
contemporary Britain.

with the Charity Commission in the last ten years than 
non-faith ones (25%), the figure for Christian charities 
being 38%.3 In other words, people of all religious faiths, 
and especially Christians, are disproportionately getting 
involved in social action in contemporary Britain. Such 
findings have been repeatedly confirmed by research 
conducted by Theos and other organisations over the 
last ten years. 

Over 2013-14, Theos conducted research for the Church Urban Fund in which we set out 
to understand the impact of local churches in deprived communities in England.4 This 
involved some detailed case studies and also included a ComRes quantitative study which 
asked a national representative sample of the population whether they, or an immediate 
family member, had accessed community (non-statutory) services in the last 12 months 
and whether they had been provided by churches or church groups. Around half (48%) 
of adults had accessed community services, with around half (51%) of these accessing 
services provided by churches or church groups.5 Using ONS population figures for 
England, this equated to just over 10 million adults using church ‘services’, using the word 
explicitly to exclude the traditionally ‘religious’ services of Sunday, Christmas, Easter, and 
Harvest services, and baptisms, weddings, and funerals.

The services listed included foodbanks, community events (e.g. lunch clubs or cafes), 
healthy living activities (e.g. community nursing, exercise classes, healthy eating courses), 
relationship support, financial education and advice, access to computers/the internet, 
and providing opportunities for volunteering. The most frequently used community 
services were children and youth services, cultural events, and activities for older people, 
but churches also provided support for asylum seekers, for people with addictions, 
counselling and ‘street pastoring’. In other words, the level of community activity among 
the churches was huge.

These CUF/ComRes findings have been amply repeated by other studies. Cinnamon 
Network emerged in 2010 as a response to growing recognition of the importance of faith-
based organisations in the provision of social and community services. Five years later, it 
attempted to measure faith-based social action across the country, which it has published 
in its Cinnamon Faith Action Audit National Report.6 The audit approached 4,440 local 
churches and other faith groups, about half of which responded saying that they were 
actively working to support their local community. Between them, these 2,110 groups 
(94% of which were church groups) had 9,177 paid staff, mobilised 139,600 volunteers 
and supported an estimated 3.5 million beneficiaries each year. The study calculated that 
the time alone given by churches and other faith groups surveyed was worth over £200 
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million, which nationally put the time given by churches and other faith groups into their 
communities through social action projects at over £3 billion a year.7

In the same year, Jubilee+, an organisation set up by Newfrontiers churches in the UK 
to encourage churches (of all denominations) in their community activity, published the 
results of the third biennial National Church and Social Action Survey.8 This reported 
that somewhere between 1.1 and 1.4 million volunteers participated in church-based 
social action in the UK in 2014, the top ten initiatives being food distribution, parents 
and toddlers’ groups, school assemblies/RE work, festivals/fun days, children’s clubs,9 
caring for the elderly,10 debt counselling, youth work,11 café open to public, and marriage 
counselling/courses.12 The particular value of this survey was that, being the third, it was 
able to give some indication of how such initiatives have changed over recent years. 

The pattern was one of increase. The report found that churches had increased the 
average number of staff hours on social action by nearly a fifth in two years; increased 
the average number of volunteer hours on social action by nearly a sixth to 114.8 million 
hours per annum over the same two year period;13 increased their spending on social 
action by nearly a seventh to approximately £393 million over the same two years;14 and 
increased the average number of social action initiatives undertaken by a fifth from 7.4 to 
8.9 during this period. Moreover, the study found that over half (58%) of churches planned 
to increase social initiatives in the next 12 months.15

Longitudinal trends need more than two or four years to be reliable, so these precise 
figures need to be treated with caution, in much the same way as the Cinnamon Audit’s 
aggregated figures do, but this again constitutes a minor caveat. Jubilee+ showed what 
the Cinnamon Audit and the Theos/CUF/ComRes research implied: namely that the level 
of Christian social action is vast and growing.

the rise in need
These various surveys repeatedly show how Christian social action is growing, how it 
is answering many of the real needs, such as those outlined in chapter two, and how it 
provides a powerful counter-narrative to those we heard in chapter one. More broadly, 
contextual trends suggest that this is not simply an anomaly of the moment but the 
direction of travel.

One of the major publications of recent years, Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the 21st Century 
spends much time in analysing the golden age of state welfare, Les Trente Glorieuses, the 
‘Glorious Thirty’ years after the war in which many Western countries experienced the 
happy combination of significant economic growth, enabling vastly expanded welfare 
provision, without exacerbating the (historically very low) levels of capital and income 
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inequality with which they started. “When incomes are increasing five per cent a year,” 
Piketty observed, “it is not too difficult to get people to agree to devote an increasing 
share of that growth to social spending.”16 Economists and politicians came to assume 
that this combination of economic growth, increased public spending and low and stable 
levels of inequality was the natural and inevitable direction of travel for modern societies. 
It wasn’t.

All this began to change in the later 1970s, as a cash-strapped government placed 
spending limits on state welfare provision, the welfare state faced mounting criticism 
for its bureaucratic inefficiency (and, ironically, for patronising and infantilising welfare 
recipients: the same criticism that had been levelled so powerfully at the charitable sector), 
and the New Right reverted to the language of freedom, choice, independence, voluntary 
endeavour, and personal virtues, sometimes wrapping them up in colourful Victoriana.17

The extent to which this change in the weather was down to economic necessity or 
political opportunism remains much debated. Piketty himself sheds an interesting, and 
well-balanced, light on this. On the one hand, he credits the politics of Thatcherism and 
Reaganomics with much, including “the gradual privatization and transfer of public 
wealth into private hands”,18 and the determined financialisation of the global economy, 
allowing for the total amount of financial assets and liabilities held by various sectors 
(including households) to increase more rapidly (in some instances considerably more 
rapidly) than net wealth. 

On the other, he is clear that while Les Trente Glorieuses did witness significant growth, 
longer term data show these were anomalous decades, years in which countries were 
effectively playing catch up after the destruction of the less than glorious thirty years that 
preceded them. (A similar logic of catch up is dictating the rapid growth of China and India 
in our own time.) When there is no catching up to be done, growth is naturally much lower, 
which means public spending becomes more difficult. “There is no historical example of a 
country at the world technological frontier whose growth in per capita output exceeded 
1.5 percent over a lengthy period of time.”19 In other words, Les Trente Glorieuses would not 
have remained glorious even without Thatcher and Reagan.

Whether economic necessity or political opportunism or, rather, what combination of the 
two changed the weather, the opening years of the 21st century felt very different to the 
world of two generations earlier, and the need for voluntary social action was intense and 
growing.20 Parties of every colour recognise the need for and encourage the engagement 
of faith-based voluntary activity in a wide range of contexts. This brings with it a number 
of tensions and challenges, some of which we touch on below, but these notwithstanding 
the overall message is clear: the need for and opportunity to demonstrate Christian love 
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and commitment through concrete social action is greater today than it has been for 
generations. 

from social action to social liturgy
At this point, alarm bells may start ringing in many minds. Have we not been here 
before? Nice as it may be to be wanted, is the church really just a social service provider, 
a “compassionate NGO”, in Pope Francis’ words?21 The short answer to these questions is 
‘Yes, we have’ and ‘No, it isn’t’.

The idea of the Christian gospel as social action is most 
often associated with the so-called Social Gospel, a 
movement that flourished among mainline Protestants 
around the turn of the 19th to 20th centuries in the US. 
Thoroughly committed to addressing the social and 
economic injustices that plagued rapidly industrialising 
America, the movement faded in the early decades of 
the 20th century and although there is no consensus as 
to why (the First World War, and the ensuing turmoil of 
the 20s and 30s, undermined its progressive optimism; 
Roosevelt’s New Deal made some of it ambitions and 

activity redundant), there is also a sense that the movement began to detach its mission 
from its theological core, becoming, in effect, indistinguishable from any other social 
action. For wholly admirably if ultimately misguided reasons, love of neighbour eclipsed 
love of God.

There is a real and present danger in grounding the future of Doing God in the UK in the 
practice of Doing Good. If you are not careful, God becomes little more than Good or, 
even worse, feel-good. That is why this essay proposes a small but important conceptual 
shift, away from understanding the phenomenon as ‘social action’ to understanding it as 
‘social liturgy’. 

Liturgy is popularly understood today to mean a form of corporate, public worship, saying 
the right things, with the right people, at the right time, in the right place, and very often 
wearing the right clothes. This, however, whilst being the popular understanding of the 
English word fails to do justice to the origins of the term. 

‘Liturgy’ derives from the New Testament Greek word, leitourgia. Like all words, not least 
complex ones from historically distant cultures, leitourgia was used in different ways and 
can be understood to have meant different things (something that is further compounded 
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by the fact that the word, although not uncommon in the ancient world, is used only six 
times in the New Testament).

In the first instance, the word was clearly used to mean a service that was obviously 
“religious” or sacrificial – a priestly or Levitical service that was conducted, more likely 
than not, within the Temple. Thus when Luke’s gospel talks about priest named Zechariah, 
“who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah” and was husband of Elizabeth and father 
of John the Baptist, completing his “time of service in the Temple before returning home”, 
it uses the word leitourgia.22 Similarly, when the writer of the letter to the Hebrews speaks 
of the gifts and sacrifices offered by the high priest in the Temple, and then claims that the 
“ministry” of Jesus was superior to that of these high priests, he uses the word leitourgia.23

The word could also be used, however, in a less overtly “religious” sense to refer to the kind 
of charitable activity or gift or benefaction such as was central to the life of the earliest 
Christian communities. Thus, when Paul writes in his second letter to the church in Corinth 
praising them for their readiness to give and their enthusiasm for action, and commending 
their “service” in supplying the needs of the Lord’s people, he uses leitourgia.24 Similarly, 
when writing to the Philippians about his co-workers Timothy and Epaphroditus, he says 
of the latter that he risked his life “to make up for the help [or service] you yourselves could 
not give me”, again using the word leitourgia.25

Sometimes, the word hovers between these two meanings, in such a way to as suggest 
the coherence of the term. Thus, a little earlier on in his letter to the Philippians, Paul 
writes how he is being “poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming 
from your faith”, thereby framing discussion of his own pastoral efforts in a sacrificial 
understanding.26

All language is somehow indeterminate and polysemous, resounding with echoes – some 
faint, some loud – of subtly different meanings. Leitourgia is certainly no different. What 
we can get from the term is that it captures the idea of generous, even selfless service, 
which could be directed at both the human and the divine other, and while the English 
word ‘service’ might itself be used to capture this dual-directed love, that word may fail 
to describe the God-directed nature of the action. Hence liturgy, obviously derived from 
leitourgia, and social liturgy, a self-consciously awkward term intended to capture the 
idea of charitable public action – working for and ‘being with’ the other – that is also 
deliberately God-conscious, or priestly. 

I would suggest that this is precisely the kind of dual-focused mindset that needs to frame 
the kind of social action we are discussing; not simply social action that is devoid of any 
serious theological formation, nor Christian ‘worship’ that loves God and ignores one’s 
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neighbour, but social liturgy – the practice of public commitment to the other that is 
explicitly rooted in and shaped by love of God. 

That love should serve to remind us that ‘social action’ or ‘service’ of this kind is not a 
matter of those who are OK dispensing largesse, however generous, to those who are 
not. It is a fundamental tenet of the Christian faith that all are in need of healing, all are 
disciples or ‘learners’, and that charity is not to be confused with ‘fixing’ things, but rather 
with compassion, literally suffering with, those who, like us, are in need. By this reckoning, 
theologically-informed ‘social liturgy’ becomes much more about the church’s ability to 
welcome people into transformative relationships than simply addressing their needs or 
performing acts of charitable service.27

The way in which such social liturgy is incarnated will differ from one activity and one 
situation to another, but in order to avoid slipping into ‘mere’ social action, it will need to 
think carefully about how it is different. A few criteria for this ‘framing’ are discussed in the 
next section.

framing social liturgy

the authenticity of social liturgy
Christians do not have the monopoly on social action, as they themselves are usually the 
first to admit. Innumerable other groups within contemporary society are engaged in 
healing and helping, advising and instructing. 

The reasons for such action are complex and various. 
Some people get engaged through a sense of duty, 
some through an experience of loss, some through a 
stake in the local community, some through a surfeit of 
spare time, some for more explicitly religious reasons. 
Recognising the legitimacy of such a wide range of 

motivations is essential as it helps guard against the deadening idea that all social action 
is, or at least should be, inspired by depersonalised and disinterested motivations, and 
which sees a ‘hidden agenda’ in anything that appears to deviate from this supposed 
norm. 

Such an understanding is perilous. It would be crass to accuse the mother who was 
involved in local community action of really doing so because she wanted to make life 
in their neighbourhood better for her children. It would be worse to accuse the father 
who lost a child to mental illness of setting up a mental health charity only to enable him 
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to cope with the grief. People engage in social action for any number, or combination, 
of reasons: duty, enlightened self-interest, personal need, undiluted selflessness, and 
religious conviction. So it is that we should hope and expect Christians to get engaged 
simply because they are Christians. All social action should ideally be authentic, true to its 
own motivations, and that is no less the case for social liturgy.

The reason this matters is well articulated in Catholic Social Thought. In his 1967 encyclical 
Populorum progressio (‘The Development of Peoples’), Pope Paul VI observed that “every 
form of social action involves some doctrine.”28 In other words, what organisations do and 
how they do it almost invariably embodies some imprint 
of why they are acting. The authenticity of social action 
is important not simply because it offers the respect due 
to those engaged in such action, but because it enables 
a rich variety of different approaches to different social 
needs, recognising that just as one size needn’t fit all, nor 
does one motivation. 

Paul VI went on to explain that “the Christian rejects that which is based on a materialistic 
and atheistic philosophy, namely one which shows no respect for a religious outlook on 
life, for freedom or human dignity”,29 the implication being that a purely materialistic 
conception of the human good is in danger of ignoring less tangible goods (e.g. spiritual, 
relational or emotional ones) and constricting intellectual and religious freedom (in much 
the same way as an unduly ‘spiritual’ one could downplay material goods). Social liturgy 
should be Christian because that element brings with it particular ideas, commitments 
and nuances that will contribute to the good they are seeking to achieve.30

Paul VI’s statement on social action and doctrine was picked up by Benedict XVI, who 
quoted it in his 2009 encyclical Caritas in Veritate (‘Charity in Truth’), which revisited Paul 
VI’s earlier work. In the same vein, Benedict also wrote, in his earlier encyclical Deus caritas 
est (‘God is love’), that “it is very important that the Church’s charitable activity maintains 
all of its splendour and does not become just another form of social assistance”.31

This encyclical proceeded to outline the “distinctiveness” of the church’s charitable 
activity, remarking that those who work in such activity “must be distinguished by the fact 
that they do not merely meet the needs of the moment, but they dedicate themselves to 
others with heartfelt concern, enabling them to experience the richness of their humanity.” 
Social liturgy should, in other words, bear the visible mark of love of the gospel: 

In addition to their necessary professional training, these charity workers need 
a “formation of the heart”: they need to be led to that encounter with God in 
Christ which awakens their love and opens their spirits to others. As a result, love 
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of neighbour will no longer be for them a commandment imposed, so to speak, 
from without, but a consequence deriving from their faith, a faith which becomes 
active through love (cf. Gal 5:6).32

Social liturgy should be authentically Christian, marked, among other things, by 
commitment, love and recognition of the personal nature of all social encounters.

Is it? In one respect this question is unanswerable. 
Motivations are not always obvious and hardly ever 
single or exclusive. That said, we have already cited 
a few examples of Christian organisations that seem 
to illustrate this kind of “liturgical” authenticity. The 

work of Christians Against Poverty is profoundly pastoral as well as being practical and 
professional. The remarkable story of the L’Arche community embodies a view of the 
world marked by dignity and mutuality. Each person is understood as a unrepeatable 
gift33 and this involves not only the idea that people are a gift from God and that their 
dignity should be recognised and affirmed irrespective of their cognitive capacity, but 
also that people with diminished cognitive capacity have themselves something to give 
to others; hence the principle of those with profoundly different levels of cognitive ability 
living together.34

The Street Pastors/City Angels initiatives deal with people in very different states of 
need and are noteworthy in many ways, such as their practical responses35 and their 
evangelistic sensitivity.36 However, perhaps most remarkable is the manner in which 
some very unlikely people find themselves in situations of menace and even potential 
violence in the nightlife of many cities, their presence diffusing tension and aggression in 
a way that the police find very difficult to do. In effect, this is an example of ‘peacemaking’ 
in a creative if unfamiliar way.

Other examples multiply. The Archbishop of Canterbury’s own initiative, the Community 
of St Anselm, based in Lambeth, is a classic example of social liturgy, “follow[ing] the 
Franciscan insight that becoming more like Jesus is inseparable from serving others.”37 A 
number of the organisations studied in the Plater Trust/Theos report on Catholic charities 
in the UK today, such as the Saint Vincent de Paul Society or Father Hudson’s Care, the 
social care agency for the Archdiocese of Birmingham, embodied key principles from 
Catholic Social Teaching, like ‘the option for the poor’, ‘solidarity’, and ‘personalism’ in 
their activities, in the process transforming social action into social liturgy. The parish 
churches studied as part of the Theos research for the Church Urban Fund were marked 
by an emphasis on relationality (people could not thrive outside of caring and secure 
relationships), hospitality (constantly emphasising the welcome of the other in community 
buildings, in church services or relationships), hopefulness and incarnation (offering an 
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ongoing presence in communities spanning generations, even when circumstances were 
not auspicious). The work of Sanctus St Mark’s in Stoke on Trent is another example, in 
the way it supports asylum seekers and refugees as “a reflection of the self giving love of 
Jesus Christ [with a welcome which] aims to be open, non-judgemental and generous, 
treating all people with equality and dignity, regardless of their economic or social 
circumstances.”38 All of these in their own way reflect and embody deep theological 
commitments and values in their activities, demonstrating authentically Christian ways 
of “Doing Good”.

It is through examples such as these, and many others, that the Christian response to the 
social challenges articulated in chapter two is to be found; not in the finger-pointing, Bible-
bashing, puritanical (and often hypocritical) moralizing of the popular imagination but 
through authentic Christian social liturgy. A significant range of such activities are already 
operated by, through and in churches, often focussing on the key relational building 
blocks of people’s lives through, for example, marriage preparation and “enrichment” 
courses, ‘New Beginnings’ courses (helping people recover and move on from divorce 
and separation), bereavement counselling, and family, children and youth services. These 
are long-standing church interests. More recently, more churches and Christian charities 
are getting engaged in issues of happiness,39 anxiety and depression,40 mental health,41 
disabilities,42 alcohol and drug addiction,43 and many of the other problems briefly 
outlined in chapter two. 

We should not exaggerate how ‘recent’ this activity is. Mutatis mutandis, as already pointed 
out earlier in this essay, churches and Christian charities were doing precisely this work, 
to a herculean extent, in the Victorian period; and indeed organisations like the Salvation 
Army never stopped. Nor should we imagine that authentic Christian social liturgy will 
always look, sound or feel the same. The Theos report The Problem of Proselytism pointed 
out that faith-based agencies could and did adopt different ‘levels’ of faith-identity.44 

Rather, the point is that figures appear to show a growing engagement in precisely 
the social and relational issues that vex contemporary Britain, which is motivated and 
informed by open and authentic Christian commitments. 

the practice of social liturgy
Pope Paul VI’s statement, quoted above, that “every form of social action involves some 
doctrine” gestures towards a second, linked consideration. Just as it is important to think 
through the why of social liturgy, it is essential to think through the how. 

The case study research we conducted for the Church Urban Fund showed that it wasn’t 
simply how many people the churches came into contact with that was noteworthy, or 
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even the range of ‘services’ provided, but the persistent, relational and localised way such 
contact was pursued.

Churches and key staff were commonly trusted by local elected representatives, by 
community partners, and by those who worked with them – but they were trusted 
because the institution was there for the long haul. One interviewee, for example, 
recalled the lukewarm response her Community Project first received from local people, 
not because they didn’t want or even appreciate the services offered, but because they 
said they had seen similar projects (though not, in those instances, church projects) 
come and go with depressing regularity. Funding cycles were short, grants were not 
renewed, projects ended abruptly, and community workers left the area. This time, they 
felt, would be no different. Twenty-years later, this particular interviewee, who still led 
the community project (despite, as it happens, now suffering from terminal cancer) could 
testify to the difference such persistence had made. Persistence of this kind spoke not 
simply of a well-meaning professional delivering goods to those in need, but of fellow 
humans living, working and forming deep personal relationships with other people. Trust, 
often spoken about but less often embodied, was no easy sentiment, but a virtue born of 
hard persistence, and social liturgy has to establish legitimacy to speak of it, by remaining 
with the people they serve, rather than being vulnerable to the vicissitudes of short-term 
funding cycles.

Second, this persistence was a persistence of relationships. Churches promoted and 
embodied ‘neighbourliness’, the physical edifice of the church and the regular worshipping 
community that met in it enabling those in the wider community to build relationships 
of mutual support that helped people, families and communities develop resilience in 
the face of social and economic challenges. Interviewees in the Catholic Charities project 
spoke of “do[ing] compassion, as in the real meaning of the word compassion – suffering 
with”. “It’s not enough to give money,” another interviewee, from the Saint Vincent de Paul 
Society (SVP), explained. “Real charity is befriending and getting alongside people.” This, 
however, could be costly. “It hurts more,” a third interviewee claimed. “That’s the truth. 
When someone dies or goes off the rails it hurts that much more because you actually 
knew them.”45 Relationality, like trust, was hard won, but a key characteristic of Christian 
social activity. 

Third was the local knowledge. Churches ran a range of community projects, many of 
which were developed and adapted as a bespoke response to a particular local need, 
such as a children’s clothing exchange, English language courses, debt counselling and 
access to credit unions, or lunch clubs for older people. Catholic charities frequently 
interacted with parish structures to draw on local volunteers and expertise as a means of 
accessing and responding to the community’s needs, and although ‘subsidiarity’ was not 
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well understood as a term, there was a strong theme of the importance of finding local 
solutions to local problems. 

Such ‘localism’ didn’t mean that projects would necessarily be different. In the words of 
one interviewee, “many of the local problems are the same and the solutions are often 
obvious – food, clothing, shelter and friendship. Not every project has to be incredibly 
exciting to be what’s needed.” Nonetheless, the localised and embodied nature of the 
social action often meant that nuances and particularities of a context could be grasped 
and engaged if needed.

Persistence, relationality and localised engagement: these were just three ways in which 
the authentically Christian nature of these forms of social engagement could (not, 
of course, always did) manifest itself. Others – such as an emphasis on hospitality, or 
hopefulness, or unconditional acceptance – might also apply. 

This is not a template for social liturgy.46 Indeed, there is no possible template for it: 
different incarnations of this kind of social action will differ in various ways. The point 
being made here is that just as those Christians and churches motivated to serve their 
communities will do so for authentic theological motivations, they will also do so in ways 
that embody – that really live out – those motivations.

the account of social liturgy
Knowing the logic the underpins social liturgy and enabling that to inform what and how 
it is done, leads us to a third, key consideration: honesty. The questions ‘why are you doing 
this?’ and ‘why are you doing this in this way?’ merit answers, and they are ones that are 
easier to get wrong than to get right. Two pitfalls stand out.

The first is denial. For fear of provoking secular wrath, or for reasons of old-fashioned British 
embarrassment and reticence when it comes to talking about religion, or simply because 
one doesn’t have a well-thought through explanation, the temptation is to deny there 
are any particular motivations to be explained or to mumble something noncommittal, 
vague and studiously inoffensive. While there is nothing culpable in doing this, it remains 
an inadequate and ultimately dishonest response. If Christians are doing this because of 
their Christian faith, they owe it others to say so.

That, however, can easily send them across the spectrum into the other pitfall which is 
seeing the curious question as an invitation to deliver a sermon or apologetic lecture. Just 
because someone is interested to find out more, that doesn’t necessarily mean that they 
are that interested, and the ham-fisted answer is undoubtedly worse than the vague and 
noncommittal one.
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Ultimately, it is incumbent upon those engaged in social liturgy always to be prepared to 
give an answer to everyone who asks for the reason for the hope they are trying to bring 
to a person’s, family’s or community’s life. The echo of 1 Peter 3:15 is obvious here, and 
intentional, as the idea of living in such a way as would provoke curiosity among others 
runs straight back into the New Testament.47 If the reason and practice of social liturgy is 
authentically Christian it should provoke questions. 

This is not the place to outline the answer to be given, 
except to say that there will be no such thing as the 
answer: different activities by different people with 
different people in different places will have different 
‘theological’ explanations. That recognised, the very 
idea of Christian social liturgy (as opposed to the Social 
Gospel) is that any account offered will sidestep the fault 
line that there has sometimes been between the ‘Social’ 
(feeding, clothing, helping, visiting, etc.) and ‘Gospel’ 
(praying, singing, hoping for heaven, etc.). Christian 
social liturgy is love of God in love of neighbour, worship 

as service. Indeed, it is not too much of an exaggeration to say that it is precisely being 
able to locate and articulate the theological heartbeat of such social activity – of keeping 
it tethered to the good news of the kingdom of God – that will prevent it from going the 
same way as the old Social Gospel.

So it is that an account of social liturgy may dwell on the Sermon on the Mount, or the 
parables, or the self-giving of the crucifixion, or the hope of the resurrection, or the moral 
exhortation of the apostles, or the communal life of a worshipping community, or a sense 
of obedience and duty to God, or a response to the love experienced from God, or some 
combination of these, or something else altogether. But whatever it is, it must recognise 
a vision of the human good in which material and spiritual are thoroughly intertwined.

answering concerns
If there is real potential in the idea of social liturgy, there are also problems – or at least 
potential problems. As religious groups have come to play an ever greater role in the 
provision of ‘services’ which, in the recent past (though not, of course, in the longer 
view) have been deemed the provenance of the (supposedly neutral, ‘secular’) state, a 
number voices have raised concerns. These come in a variety of ways (and in a variety of 
tones, from the acute and considered to the ignorant and hysterical). In the remainder of 
this chapter, I will look at four common ones – concerning the problems of proselytism, 
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pluralism, public legitimacy and public reasoning – and explore how the idea of social 
liturgy speaks to each of them.

the problem of proselytism 
The very idea that social liturgy is central to the future of Christianity in the UK will raise 
the eyebrows, or indeed the hackles, of some secularists. Is this not a plain admission, 
the cry comes back, that so-called social liturgy is not an end in itself but merely a means 
of growing the church, a Trojan Horse wheeled into unsuspecting communities out of 
which creep dozens of heavily-armed evangelists at nightfall? Isn’t social liturgy merely 
proselytism by another name?

This accusation may be compounded by the (little) research done in this area which 
suggests that churches do in fact grow as a consequence of social action. Analysis of 
the 2012 and 2014 National Church and Social Action Surveys, undertaken by Jubilee+, 
suggests that “church-based social action initiatives are perceived to have a positive 
impact on church growth, in terms of people being added to local congregations, as 
well as being a social good.”48 The extent of that impact is far from uniform and varies 
“according to factors such as the type and duration of social action and church size and 
location.” However, this does not change the basic conclusion and effectively intensifies 
the problem, for if there is one thing worse than proselytism that is dressed up as social 
liturgy, it is successful proselytism that is dressed up as social liturgy.49

The first thing to say about this concern is that it is not illegitimate. The idea of social action 
as an exchange for or, worse, disguised compulsion to, piety is not simply the creation of 
the secularist’s over-fertile imagination. That acknowledged, there are two oft-cited and 
substantial responses to this accusation that bear careful repeating. The first is that such 
an approach is explicitly and repeatedly censured in Christian teaching. In the Sermon 
on the Mount, Christ is about as clear on the dynamics of gift and service as it is possible 
to be. Those who claim to follow him should not give with strings attached. Generosity 
should be generosity, not a covert exchange, whether for favours, social approval or 
converts. Those who give to the needy should not even let their left hand know what 
their right hand is doing (Matt 6:1-4). “Freely you have received; freely give,” he tells them 
later.50 The New Testament epistles strike a similar note. Giving, even giving generously, is 
not enough if not marked by love, Paul tells the church in Corinth (1 Cor. 13:3). “Each of you 
should use whatever gift you have received to serve others,” Peter writes in 1 Peter 4:10. 

Such instructions are made still more explicit in contemporary church teaching. In a similar 
vein, but more closely focused on contemporary concerns, Benedict XVI was quite explicit 
that charity work cannot be used for “what is nowadays called proselytism”.51 “Love is free; 
it is not practised as a way of achieving other ends.”52 There may well be Christians who 
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engage in social action for the sake of bums on seats, but in doing so they are directly 
contravening church teaching.

The fact is, however, that there don’t appear to be many such Christians. This leads us to 
our second response. What empirical evidence there is suggests that these principles are 
largely obeyed in practice. A detailed study into ‘The difference that “faith” makes: faith-
based organisations and the provision of services for homeless people’, part of AHRC/
ESRC’s Religion and Society programme found that, in contradiction to presumptions that 
Faith Based Organisations “try to convert service users or make moralistic demands of 
them”, “FBOs did not ‘force’ religion onto homeless people, and very rarely demanded 
particular behavioural changes.” The study concluded that:

the common distrust of FBOs which endures in the sector is misplaced and 
founded on outdated views of faith-based provision[;] there was no evidence 
that FBOs used such funds to propagate religion, or excluded potential users on 
grounds such as religious belief or sexual orientation [and that] these findings 
should allay concerns about the propriety of using public funds to support faith-
based services.53

Similar findings were confirmed by the Theos research project The Problem of Proselytism.54 

Neither of these arguments, of course, indicates that there could never be a problem 
with proselytism but they strongly suggest that it is far less of a problem than some 
imagine. If anything, as The Problem of Proselytism argues, social liturgy groups tend more 
to “experience pressures which can prevent them from maintaining a strong religious 
ethos and offering services which give due regard to spiritual care.”55 As we shall note 
below, such a suppression of religious identity would be not only problematic itself, but 
ultimately counter-productive.

Should those engaged in social liturgy seek, then, to make ‘disciples’? The answer to this 
is less fraught than is sometimes assumed. It is that such action should aim to do what it is 
there to do – help, heal, counsel, feed, clothe, etc. – and to be open about the theological 
reason behind it. If that intrigues and engages people who then proceed to ask questions 
and enquire about Christianity – good: that is the right moment to respond intelligently 
and sensitively to any questions asked. If, conversely, it does not intrigue and engage 
people, who move on without ever wondering about Christianity – good: a genuine 
human need has still been served and a public good achieved. Social liturgy should not be 
shy of conversations about Christianity, which often plant seeds that may grow disciples 
and congregations – but it should remember that in the context of their action these are 
‘supplementary’ goods, commendable results but never the objective of such action.56
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the problem of pluralism
This leads to a second concern often voiced about social liturgy. The UK is now a more 
plural nation than it was a generation or two ago, not least religiously plural. Does not 
having specifically religiously-inspired projects, so the rhetorical question goes, risk 
destabilising that pluralism and fracturing the (fragile?) concord that underpins any 
society that is criss-crossed by substantive differences?

The original “Doing God” report highlighted this concern, in a subsection on the potential 
‘sectarianism’ of public religiosity, and cited theoretical and practical examples of how this 
fear was either exaggerated or, if not exaggerated, could be circumvented. As an example, 
it quoted a 2006 House of Lords debate on the role of the churches in the civic life of towns 
and cities, in which the Muslim peer Lord Ahmed said of his experience working with the 
church when he was a councillor in Rotherham, that it was 

one of the most wonderful experiences, for a Church leader, a local councillor 
and the local mayor all to be seen going together when there was tension to visit 
communities where we were able to give the impression that we can all work 
together to bring harmony and equality for our communities.57 

In this instance, the particular religious affiliations involved in the social action were not 
threats to the cultural pluralism of Rotherham, but reflections of it, and recognising them 
“helped to empower the local community and to deal with deprivation.”58 

Since then there have been many examples of how Christian public action has worked 
to calm, rather than provoke, community tensions, with the 2013 Theos report, Making 
Multiculturalism Work putting further empirical evidence on the theoretical bones. This 
study examined two live initiatives – community organising and Near Neighbours – as 
examples of how ‘political friendships’ are formed and sustained within communities 
that are marked by ‘deep diversity’. Rather than relying on complex theories of multi- or 
inter-culturalism, the report argued that it was “ordinary relationships” forged by people 
who were on different sides of various religious and cultural divides, but who worked 
together for local common goods that best built secure community cohesion. ‘Side-by-
side’ activity was often more productive than ‘face-to-face’ discussion.

Crucially, this was not ‘side-by-side’ activity that had first been shorn of its religious or 
cultural particularities and compelled to satisfy some ‘progressive test’, whereby groups 
were required to show that they are sufficiently politically progressive in order to merit a 
‘place at the table’. Such an approach was found to be not only illiberal but also counter-
productive, killing off the potential for friendship across difference and encouraging 
retrenchment rather than transformation. Rather, the study commended a ‘relational test’, 
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whereby “the central criterion for participation is that an organisation must show that it is 
willing and able to work with people from different backgrounds and perspectives”. 

Making Multiculturalism Work argued that what it termed ‘political friendships’ – 
relationships of genuine trust and mutuality forged in a plural public square – not only 
could be but needed to be open and honest about people’s motivations and objectives. 
Friendships that were deaf to people’s core identity, values and motivations were destined 
to be superficial or insincere.

This would not necessarily be easy. Indeed, on the contrary, it is arguably easier to 
circumvent or bury difference at the outset, so as to avoid awkward or problematic 
differences from intruding into common tasks. Such is the logic of secularism, at least in 
its more palatable forms.59 However, just as many theorists have come to the conclusion 
that, in Richard Rorty’s words, “attempts to find rules that are neutral between the two 
sides [religious and secular] are pretty hopeless [as is] the attempt to say that one or 
another contribution to political discourse is illegitimate,”60 so our research suggests it is 
potentially counterproductive.

The implication of this for social liturgy, any ideologically-
motivated social action, is significant, and in line with 
that outlined in the previous section on proselytism. 
Just because social liturgy should be able to be secure 
in its identity, without fear of secular accusations of 
divisiveness or sectarianism, it doesn’t mean that it 
has to wear its heart on its sleeve. The Theos report on 

proselytism offered a typology of faith-based organisations (full-, half-, and low-fat) to 
clarify their different ‘levels’ or intensities of religious ethos. The typology applies just as 
well here, as some forms of social liturgy will, for whatever reason, wish to sit very loosely 
to their Christian identity, whereas others will want it to be deep and pervasive. The point 
here is not to adjudicate between different types of action and decide which is more 
authentic and which less. Rather it is to answer the basic concern pertaining to religiously-
inspired social action in a plural society and suggest that the answer is not secularism, 
which falls short on so many levels, but appropriately watchful and cautious honesty and 
authenticity. 

The Brexit referendum and result exposed some deep and alarming tensions and 
antagonisms within British society (most of which, it might be noted as an aside, have little 
to do with ‘religion’). We dismiss worries about the fragility of a plural society at some risk. 
Yet the proper response to this is not to bury difference, or to force it onto some secular 
Procrustean bed, or to deny it entry into public life altogether, but to acknowledge, admit 
and avail ourselves of it, all the time attending to the challenges that come with it.

The answer is not secularism, 
which falls short on so many 

levels, but appropriately 
watchful and cautious 

honesty and authenticity. 
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the problem of public legitimacy
Advocating social liturgy as central to the future of Christianity in Britain has the 
advantage of speaking into a third vexed debate around the role of ‘religion’ in public 
life. If ‘proselytism’ deals with concerns over illegitimate social action, and ‘pluralism’ with 
concerns of the potentially harmful side-effects of such action, the problem of public 
legitimacy deals with the wider concern over who has a ‘right’ to speak into public debate 
at all.

On the theoretical surface, this is not a concern at all. Indeed, it is precisely one of the key 
characteristics of a liberal society that everyone has a right to speak up and put forth their 
point of view. In reality, however, the question of who has the right to be heard, the right 
actually to inform and shape our common life, is a genuine, live and rather more vexed 
one. 

This is a particular issue for the church or, more precisely, the established church, simply 
by dint of its establishment. Although possibly not quite the unadulterated privilege that 
its critics think it is, the very fact that the establishment of a church that attracts around 
two per cent of the population each Sunday attracts so much criticism is testimony to the 
fact that there is an issue here.

The error of this debate, however, is that it too readily gravitates to the other pole which 
says that because the established church, or Christians in general, only comprise a minority 
of the population now, they have obviously forfeited their right to seriously shape our 
common life, which should properly be the right of the other 90%. 

The problem with this argument is that there is no “other 90%”. For one thing, one cannot 
discard Christian nominalism quite as readily as that. The fact that somewhere around 15 
million adults call themselves Christians even if many rarely darken the door of a church 
is not immaterial and if it denotes anything it is surely that they have some kind of loose 
sympathy with the Christian worldview. 

More importantly, however, the other 90%, or the other 60%, does not comprise a 
homogenous whole, whose view is coherent and consistent. This is not simply a question 
of the many millions of religious minorities living in Britain (who, in any case, don’t 
necessarily agree with one another), but the obvious (but all-too-often ignored) point 
that the non-religious group is not homogenous. Given that the membership levels of the 
various anti-religious societies in the UK – secularist, humanist, atheist – number in their 
thousands, it would be brave to claim that they spoke for the 25 million people who don’t 
call themselves religious.
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The 2014 Theos report Voting and Values illustrated how complex and diverse is not only 
British public opinion and values, on so many issues, but also how complexly that mapped 
out onto concepts of religiosity.61 It showed that Christians, people of other faiths, and the 
non-religious could be found clustered in different ways on the various different axes – 
left-right, libertarian-authoritarian, welfarist-individualist – that describe contemporary 
public opinion. There was little sense that Christian public opinion was somehow out-of-
step with that of the rest of public opinion: there was no such thing as ‘Christian public 
opinion’ and certainly no such thing as non-Christian or non-religious public opinion.

The result of all this is a degree of confusion about which we instinctively feel 
uncomfortable. If we shouldn’t particularly ‘listen’ to Christian (or religious) views because 
they are a minority (and hardly a unanimous one at that), nor should we ‘listen’ to ‘the 
rest of public opinion’ because that simply invites the question: which part of ‘the rest of 
public opinion’ should we attend to? Is the only fair option a straightforward aggregation 
of individual opinions, a kind of democratic populism, government by referendum? Is 
there any public legitimacy beyond having more people who have voted for you than for 
others?

The answer proposed by this essay is yes, and that such 
public legitimacy is grounded in active, tangible and 
(ideally) measurable contribution to the wider public 
good. For all that people formed by different cultural and 
ideological commitments will disagree about the nature 
(and even the existence) of a common good, the practical 
reality tends to be different. Few people actively think 
that it is wrong to visit the lonely, look after children, 

provide lunch clubs for the elderly, offer support to the bereaved, provide rehabilitation 
for addicts, steer drunks from the gutter, give up space for community ventures, support 
asylum seekers, and host foodbanks, jobs clubs, and debt advice centres. Such activities 
show a concrete commitment to the public good that you have to try very hard to deny. 

On this logic, public legitimacy is, if not formally predicated on, at least informed by 
concrete commitment to a palpable public good. The answer to the question ‘why should 
we pay any (special) attention to what you say?’ lies not in the fact of establishment per 
se, nor in the fiction that the non-religious view is homogenous and represented by vocal 
secular groups, but rather in the demonstrable fact of contributing to the public good. It is 
those who are doing good – irrespective of whether they are also doing God – who merit 
most attention in a plural public square such as ours. 

It is those who are doing  
good – irrespective of  

whether they are also doing 
God – who merit most 

attention in a plural public 
square such as ours. 
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the problem of public reasoning
The problem of public reasoning is naturally closely linked to that of public legitimacy; 
indeed, in one sense it is a subset of it. However, it is different enough to merit a separate 
point, not least seeing as the question of ‘inaccessibility’ was raised in the original “Doing 
God” essay, as one of the more coherent reasons against the presence of religion in public 
life.

This pointed out that there was a legitimate concern about the kind of religious reasoning 
in public life that draws explicitly on authorities – textual (e.g. the Bible) or institutional 
(e.g. papal) – that are not shared by other people. However, it also pointed out that such 
reasoning tends to be unsupported by the evidence. As the Theos report Coming off the 
Bench62 showed, bishops in the Lords may have been more active in the Blair years than in 
the Thatcher ones, but only rarely drew on the Bible or explicit (and allegedly alienating) 
theological reasoning when doing so. The ‘because the Bible/the Pope/the Holy Spirit 
says so’ argument is something of a straw man.

More importantly, however, the idea that there is some neutral and universally acceptable 
reasoning – Rawls’ “proper political reasons” to be deployed instead of or alongside the 
unacceptable “comprehensive doctrines” – is a myth. “Doing God” quoted Julian Baggini, 
one of the acutest and most generous atheist critics writing in Britain today, making 
the Rawlsian point that for all that a devout Catholic will be strongly influenced by her 
religious beliefs on a subject like abortion, and for all that such belief will naturally and 
legitimately come through when speaking in a civic forum such as Parliament, “vitally, 
she must find some way of expressing them in terms that everyone can understand and 
appreciate.” The problem with this position, reasonable as it sounds, however, is what 
makes us think that there will be significant agreement between different parties on 
major political or moral issues, let alone contentious ones like abortion? The fear that has 
sometimes been voiced about this is that the idea that X must express herself in terms 
that ‘everyone’ can understand and appreciate, actually means X must express herself 
in terms that secular liberals can understand. And that is to try and win the argument 
without actually arguing it.

Building on these ideas, Jonathan Chaplin’s carefully-argued report, Talking God: The 
legitimacy of religious public reasoning,63 rightly recognised that we should expect 
dissensus rather than consensus, not least about debateable issues (the clue is in the name) 
in the public square. There is no ‘everyone’ from whom we should expect principled 
agreement concerning the foundations, logic and language of our argument. In this way, 
liberal secularism, while priding itself on making space for pluralism, in fact “contains 
unacknowledged exclusivist tendencies that work to close down legitimate diversity.”64 
Moreover, there are good reasons to believe that it is perfectly legitimate to offer explicitly 
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religious reasons in presenting public justifications for laws or public policies (although 
legitimate does not necessarily mean sensible or advisable). Chaplin outlines the 
circumstances in which such reasoning might be more or less acceptable, but the overall 
thrust is that public reasoning must pay due attention to the genuinely plural conceptual 
nature of the public square.

There is a danger here, which some critics raise, that this threatens to dissolve public 
debate into mutually-incomprehensible silos, ‘public discourses of the deaf’ as it were. 
While this may be something of a counsel of despair, it is nonetheless true that not only 
should we not expect agreement on key issues (start and end of life being the most 
obvious today), but nor should we expect agreement on how to talk about them. Our 
differences go all the way down.

That duly noted, an important but largely overlooked element in the discussion of public 
reasoning is how such discussions are embedded in actual practices and modes of life. 
Put another way, while it is inevitable that people will argue for and against different 
positions on these contentious issues, if all they are doing is arguing about them, they risk 
missing the reality of the lives and situations involved. Arguments need to be grounded 
in practices.

One way of looking at this is to say it is one thing to be pro-life and quite another to be 
pro-life and simultaneously to provide counselling, parenting, and if necessary adoption 

services. It is one thing to make principled arguments 
against assisted dying, and other to make the same 
arguments in the context of extensive end-of-life care 
and the Hospice Movement. It is one thing to make 
arguments about policing and urban security, another 
to make the same arguments in the context of the Street 
Pastor movement; one thing to make arguments about 
cuts and taxation, another to do so in the context of debt 
advice and foodbanks. 

To be clear: just because an institution (and in his instance it doesn’t matter whether 
that institution is Christian, Muslim, or secular) is delivering a palpable good through 
society, that doesn’t mean that its theoretical arguments on that particular topic should 
win through. ‘Doing Good’ is no substitute for serious arguments and clashing of ideas 
in the public square. Rather, it is to emphasise that arguments are not just arguments 
but are about people and problems, and that those arguments that are clearly built on 
concrete responses to genuine needs should have a particular legitimacy in public debate. 
Ultimately, in a public discourse in which different people with different ideologies will 

In a public discourse in 
which different people with 

different ideologies will often 
be talking past one another, 
concrete social action is the 

closest thing we may have to 
a lingua franca.
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often be talking past one another, concrete social action is the closest thing we may have 
to a lingua franca.

conclusion: doing God by doing good
This essay has argued that, for all the challenges facing Christianity in contemporary 
Britain, there are reasons to be encouraged. The powerful growth of Christian social liturgy 
over recent years, in response to the real, deep, sometimes widespread and seemingly 
growing social problems explored in chapter two, is not only encouraging in itself, but 
a healthy redirection from understanding Christianity as simply a system of belief or 
narrowly-conceived worship to understanding it as a full enactment of the Kingdom of 
God that Jesus came announcing. 

The potential is enormous, but so are the challenges. 

Work is needed to encourage churches and Christian groups to see social liturgy as central 
to their common life and worship, to understand how the church community might live 
and work alongside those with particular needs and concerns that may not be visible on a 
Sunday morning. Research is needed to help them identify and understand the dynamics 
of their areas, and to enable them to develop and sustain viable models of social action; 
ideally every church should be known by those in their community as the place where 
their true humanity is recognised and affirmed. Work is 
also needed to encourage people to tithe their time and 
talents as well as (or perhaps instead of) their money to 
such activities, which are as much in need of IT, legal, and 
administrative support as they are of more obviously 
pastoral roles – ideally every believer, no matter how 
‘irrelevant’ they judge their personal and professional 
talents, should have a role in their church’s social liturgy.

Beyond these practical considerations, work is needed to theoretically – or theologically – 
ground them. We need to think carefully about how to help ensure that social liturgy does 
not slide into becoming social action; to help churches root their activities in their faith, to 
shape it accordingly, to equip them to explain what they are doing, and to prevent them 
from diluting or ignoring that basic theological DNA if they meet with incomprehension 
or hostility. Ideally every church should be conscious of how their social liturgy is an 
intentional and careful worship of God.

What this looks like in practice is hard to say and hard to generalise about, though the 
William Temple Foundation has fruitfully explored what that which it calls ‘social capital’ 

ideally every believer, no 
matter how ‘irrelevant’ they 
judge their personal and 
professional talents, should 
have a role in their church’s 
social liturgy.
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might look like in reality. Their list includes wanting to transform people personally and 
spiritually, as well as materially or physically; consciously accepting people who have 
been rejected elsewhere; valuing personal stories about how personal and corporate 
regeneration occurs; introducing values of self-emptying, forgiveness, transformation, 
and openness to learning into the experience; acknowledging and respecting the fact 
that strong and negative personal emotions are part of the experience of transformation; 
valuing (indeed expecting) people’s own inner resources and their capacity to create their 
own solutions to problems; and believing, implicitly or explicitly, that God is already at 
work within these examples of regeneration and transformation.

Finally, work is needed to make political and public space for such social liturgy. Better 
religious literacy is needed to calm secular nerves and to show the genuine public good 
that is served by such social liturgy. Careful legal and jurisprudential work is needed 
to ensure that the deadening hand of (the more muscular kinds of) secularism doesn’t 
squeeze the authentic Christian motivations out of such action. We need to dismantle 
fears around bogey words like proselytism and show how, in reality, social liturgy as 
discussed in this essay is not a threat to a liberal order, but a reflection of it, and one that 
helps us navigate such vexed issues as public legitimacy and public reasoning.

It is, in short, a big ask. But to do it would not only help change the script about Christianity 
in contemporary Britain but also, perhaps, bring the life of churches close to that of the 
earliest church – operating in a plural, often incomprehending, and sometimes hostile 
environment, which it managed, ultimately, to tame and change through its determination 
to believe in and live out a story of forgiveness, generosity and love. 
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rolling up their sleeves, struggling on behalf 
of human dignity, pursuing the common 
good – and doing it all in the name of Jesus 
Christ.

In 2006, our predecessors as Archbishops of 
Canterbury and Westminster, Rowan Williams 
 and Cormac Murphy O’Connor, welcomed 
  the launch of the think tank Theos. We  
   have watched closely and admired its 
       rigorous and thoughtful work over the 
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last ten years, and are delighted to commend 
this ten year anniversary report.

In it, Nick Spencer charts a view of the future 
for Christianity in the UK, drawing on the 
wealth of data and evidence that Theos has 
accumulated in its years of research. 

That view is one in which service is central, 
but it is service-as-witness, service that is 
firmly rooted in, shaped by and unashamed 
of its faith in Jesus Christ. 

The report’s idea of “Christian social liturgy” 
expresses how Christians can combine their 
fidelity to the two greatest commandments 
– loving God and loving their neighbour – in 
a way that is simultaneously distinctive and 
inclusive.

From the foreword by 
The Most Revd Justin Welby, Archbishop of 
Canterbury  
Cardinal Vincent Nichols, Archbishop of 
Westminster
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