Census, Christian country, and sharing the message
Last week (25th February) the IMD website published an article by Miles Mitson, chaplain at Rolls-Royce in Derby, in which he quoted from a sermon of Rev. Ron Dunn. It was good stuff, essentially covering 3 important aspects of Christian faith:
1) The Devil’s main interest is in counterfeiting Christianity, as illustrated in The Parable of the Weeds (Matthew 6v24-30).

2) That no-one who claims to have been Christian all their life can actually be a Christian, for salvation brings a great change in our life, as shown in, eg 2 Corinthians 5,17.

3) No-one has ever been free in this life or master of our own destiny. Rather we are slaves to sin or righteousness – always one or the other never both. Scripture backs this up, but no examples are quoted here. (Serving God and Mammon probably fits the bill as well as anything.)

These are all good stuff and worthy of commendation for reading Miles letter and taking the observations there to heart.
That figure that Miles quoted.
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The item that struck me forcibly (because it is a statistic I have often quoted) is where Miles states:  “A recent survey claimed that 71% of people in the UK said that in one way or another they were Christian.” He goes on say that a lot of the reasons people cite for their description of themselves as ‘Christian’ are not actually valid.
Without knowing the ‘recent survey’ that Miles is referring to, or that Ron was referring to (‘recent’ may not necessarily mean anywhere close to 2011 in this context), I did recognise the figure quoted as being exactly that which came out of the last Census in 2001.

It was surprising (to me, maybe everyone else expected it) that the proportion of British people claiming allegiance to Christianity was that high. I suppose my own tendencies and thoughts on what it means to be a Christian are probably nearer to Miles Mitson and Ron Dunn than to most of those questioned in that Census!
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Yes, Christianity is the major faith of British people!
It was, for all the issues about what actually does make someone a Christian, a very pleasing statistic. For it is the greatest single authoritative evidence that we can offer to the world and say, “Christianity is the major religion of this country. You know all those debates we’ve had about multi-culturalism and how we’ve got be even handed and treat all religions as equals and mustn’t risk upsetting anybody. Well, hang on, clearly all religions are NOT equal in Great Britain!”
The UK 2001 Census clearly tells us that all religions are not equal in this country, at least not numerically. It also tells us that on the basis of democratic tendency (and we do live in a democratic society, after all), Britain is still a ‘Christian country’. A very tolerant country, where all faiths and none can be freely practised to a large extent, but nevertheless, by majority adherence this is a Christian country.
So is Britain a Christian country?
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The ‘Christian country’ principle, which also applies, of course, to many other lands around the world, is the mirror’s reflection of the lands we know as ‘Muslim countries’ (or those of other faiths), although in many of those countries the majority faith is far more rigidly imposed upon the people.

For a fuller discussion of the question, “Is Britain still a Christian country?”, see the article on this very issue on the ‘DISCUSSION TOPICS’ page of the IMD web site. Yes, the 2001 UK Census figure is used in that paper also. The answer to that question has a direct bearing on how Christian people relate to the people and world around us. It profoundly affects the work of our wonderful chaplains in going among the people of their workplaces.
Having referred to that paper, there is no need to again go deep into the question of whether Britain is still Christian. Here, we wish to look into how it affects the dealings of Christian people with the world around us.

The non-Church attenders view of the world.
I would guess (and think that Miles would agree with me?) that most of that 71% who claimed Christian allegiance in 2001, go about the business of their lives and deal with other people, on a perfectly ordinary human level, without ever worrying or wondering how this might affect the Christian Kingdom of which they have expressed allegiance.
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In this sense, being Christian is kind of being of that descent or upbringing, rather than that of any other faith. From that standpoint, in our insistence (and rightly so) of the need to respect our fellow human beings for who they are and what they believe and not to discriminate in anything remotely official at least, the Christian majority of this land is foremost in wishing for mutual toleration and understanding.
Now it is fairly obvious that not all of that 71% attend Church on any sort of regular basis. I don’t pretend to know what Church attendance levels are these days, but it is clearly nowhere near 71% of the population in Church on Sunday morning! This makes us wonder how the remainder (of the 71%) can claim to be Christian when they never go to the place where Christians meet!
They will say, of course and with some justification, that it is not necessary to go to Church; that doesn’t make you a Christian. Well, that’s true, it doesn’t. It’s Christ who makes us Christians! We would have to say, though, that non-Church attenders are unlikely to be paying God much attention in their life let alone how He would have them share His love and sovereignty with others.
…..and that of Church attenders (or even Evangelicals).

What of Church attenders? Do we live for God and want to share Him with others? Here again, we would have to say that there is a great variety in this respect. Some Church attenders are happy just to attend, perhaps worship Him once a week, and go on their way in betwee[image: image5.jpg]


n; while others are keen and eager and desperate to get ‘out there’ with the Gospel message of Christ.

So we can say that at least a small-ish part of that 71% does care and does have concern for the outworking of the Christian Kingdom in our own lives, and in the lives of the others, and in our communities,  and in the British Kingdom as a national society. This is the part of the spectrum of Christian allegiance who are generally thought of as the ‘Evangelicals’.

That is not necessarily a description that everyone welcomes, for it carries certain connotations and expectations, perhaps even targets and pressures. But it will do as a useful term for purposes of this discussion.
Getting outside the walls.

Among the ‘Evangelicals’ (I’ll stop using quotation marks after this) there is a belief, held again with varying degrees of passion, that the love of the Lord is for everyone around us and that ways must be found of getting ‘out there’ with the Gospel message of hope and love.
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The ‘Church getting outside its walls’ is often the defining mantra for missions, street activity, doing acts of service in communities, putting on things at Church to which others may join in with, Church doing community summer fayres, having coffee bars in Churches, leafleting about Church activity, knocking doors or checking on the well-being of neighbours. Add your own items to that collection!
It is usually accepted, in our times, that straight preaching won’t wash and that people outside the Church need to see something that attracts them before they can be told about what Jesus has done for them. So we bend over backwards to help people, talk to people, serve people, etc., with the love of the Lord. We aim to love them simply because He loves them, but always the agenda of presenting Christ to people is the background and underpinning of the activity.
IMD chaplains do this!

This makes IMD and our chaplains to be clearly Evangelical, involving, as it does, Christian people getting into workplaces, showing care and concern in that impartia[image: image7.jpg]


l but always available way of theirs. They give freely of their time (mostly, a few are paid or released for it) and energy, offering themselves as the one who can be there in their lives at times when a caring human face and ear and smile and sympathy is most needed. All power to them – I couldn’t do what they do!
The chaplains and their work represents a case in point of Evangelicals getting out there with the faith, taking God to people who won’t go to Church to look for Him there. But always, as with every form of what may be loosely called ‘outreach’, there is the underlying agenda that we are looking to promote Christ as the answer for anyone and everyone who will accept Him into their lives.
More examples of ‘outside Church’ activity.
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Other well-known local Evangelical activity has exactly this same outgoing practice and underlying aims. Derby City Mission has been active for a long number of years, seeking to channel much needed material items to people who have great need of them. They and their ‘Basics Bank’ are a long-standing demonstration of the love of God in action, outside the Church walls.
More recently, the Street Pastors and Healing On The Streets initiatives have come to Derby City Centre. They are out and about where the crowds are on Friday and Saturday evenings (SP) and on Saturday daytimes (HOTS), being the face of Christianity, often meeting people whose idea of Christianity is very different from that being offered to them then. But always, always, the underlying and shared aim is not just to see Derby become a better place, but that it may be a more Christian place.

For love or just ‘Project’?

My son once said that his friend, who I know to be a fine Christian young man, has 2 types of friends: his Christian friends and his non-Christian friends - the latter being ‘Project’ as my son put it! We must always be careful of how we see those who we want to serve. The service is the ‘project’, but the people can never become or be thought of in those terms. Th[image: image9.jpg]JESLS
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ey are, after all, people and if we don’t serve them and love them for who they are, we don’t often get anywhere very fast.
If God answered the prayers of local Christians to see Kingdom fruit in Derby from all that is done in His Name, we would truly have a Christian city by now. Multiply that across the land and you would have the country by now delivered up by God Himself!

Why doesn’t He answer in those terms? Probably because he wants us to be close to Him in our lives and to be dependent on Him, and that probably means not having it all sorted by God just because He can. He wants, above all else, to have us draw close to Him, and to put that above all desires to ‘succeed’ in our projects and initiatives, however much they may appear to be in line with what we think He wants for others. (Not forgetting the free will of those we meet!)
Inreach and why it matters.

This is an important consideration for all of us who long for family, relatives and friends to come to know Him. That it is only when we love and seek God above all else, and only when we love and share our lives with others that we can pray most earnestly for them, and be there for them at that moment in their lives when they are ready to accept God for themselves.
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To push it and to try and make things happen is counterproductive, as many of us can testify well enough. Even the sort of encounters that the good folk and organisations mentioned above have with many people, cannot have the same benefit as sharing lives with people.

By this, we mean, sharing in the sense of giving part of ourselves in whatever way that means on an ongoing basis. We already do this with family and friends, and may do so in the places and organisations where we mix with others. This is what we may call ‘Inreach’, the idea that we don’t ‘reach out’ from Church or home, but rather we go into places where others are, and relate with them in shared activity and experience.
Public prayers and Christian suppression.

All that has been said here, flows from consideration of that 71% figure in the 2001 Census. Nothing said above alters the fact that, by claimed allegiance, Christianity is the major faith of this land. This should have, but sadly does not have, a major bearing on the place of Christianity in public life and activity.

[image: image11.jpg]


Parliament does daily prayers to this day, the FA Cup Final sings Abide with Me, the Queen refers to Christ in many Christmas Broadcasts, and so on. But in schools and hospitals and Councils and firms and wherever else, the idea that Christianity is the major faith is subjugated to a desire to not risk doing anything at all that might upset anybody else, regardless of whether they have any cause to be upset.

Often it is the secular authorities who are most guilty of restraining Christian expression in situations that wouldn’t offend people of other faiths in the slightest. The case of the BA lady with the Cross is perhaps the most iconic case of such repression.
It is this same mantra that makes secular bodies, such as schools and hospitals and Councils, insist that any ‘centre’ has to be multi-faith, even though, in many cases, chaplaincy work being the most dearest to us, by far the great majority of such activity is done by Christian people.

The 2011 and why that figure is even more important.
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Where now from here with considerations of whether Britain is Christian and how this affects the way Christians operate in it? The 2011 Census is upon us. The big question (in my mind, perhaps others too) is whether that 71% figure will be upheld in any shape or form hold up this time.
If after this Census, however you view the need or intrusiveness of it, there is still anything close to 71% saying they are Christian will be a mild surprise. We have moved on from 10 years ago, and I suspect people will be somewhat less likely to make the claim.
However, if the figure holds up fairly well, then we will have a renewed mandate for the insistence that Christianity is still the major faith in Britain and should be treated as such in the times ahead. The last 10 years look a bit like a lost opportunity in respect of making the place of Christianity in Britain really stick in our public spheres. But if we get a new mandate of similar proportions then we will have a new opportunity good the lost ground.
So do you agree/disagree? What do you think?

This argument may not sit easily with those who wish to make a clear distinction of what it means to be a Christian? But, then, we still have our individual and Church-based channels for getting that message across to people around us. The Census figure won’t alter that, but it could (and should have done previously) have a radical bearing on getting the message of the faith into public and corporate.

So I am praying that people will once more make the claim to be Christian when filling in the Census, even though still agreeing with Miles and Ron that very much fewer people are actually Christian in the sense of how God wants to relate to us through the salvation offered in Jesus.

Do you agree or disagree with this perspective on the matter?

Happy Census filling!

