Is This a Christian Country?

How many times have you heard the claim made that this is a Christian country? Loads of times, I’m sure, for it is often trotted out by a wide range of people, whether believers or not, whether Churchgoers or not.

Is it actually true? Or perhaps that should be phrased: how Christian is this country?

A European Example.

At the IMD AGM, one former chaplain declared that in Austria the chaplains have a ready-made access to workplaces, simply because Austria is 95% Roman Catholic. This means that chaplain and workers alike share a common bond right from the start.

I must admit that I couldn’t quite see 95% of Austrians being in Church on Sunday mornings! But I did see the claim being made: namely that Austria is a Roman Catholic country.

Christians Persecuted.

A lot of countries around the world are reckoned and generally acknowledged within and without to be Muslim countries. Many are proud of that fact and zealously strive to maintain it. The recent presidential election in Iran (was it rigged? Will we ever know?) was a reminder that Iranian democracy only extends to those who are sufficiently Islamic to be able to stand for election at all. [image: image1.png]



Many of the world’s Muslim countries have adopted Sharia Law (and even autonomous Muslim-majority provinces in places such as Nigeria) which is intended to apply to all citizens of whatever faith. Christian minorities are persecuted in so many places on this earth that we all share.
There are various Christian organisations working on behalf of persecuted Christians around the world. See, for example, Open Doors www.opendoorsuk.org or Release International www.christiantoday.co.uk/index/listing/release-international for more information on these issues.

The Establishment of Christianity in These Islands.

Great Britain, along with a number of other countries, has long been historically Christian. When we put the word ‘historically’ in there, I doubt if there any many dissenters to that assessment.
The Christian faith came to these shores in various ways at various times, starting with the traders from the Roman Empire prior to the Claudian conquest of Britain, and continued in the hands of the ancient Britons assisted by the later Roman Empire, through to the competing strands of Celtic Christianity and St Augustine’s arrival as the Pope’s emissary. 
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The faith has taken other twists and turns, notably at the time of the Reformation and then in the growth of Dissenting Churches and the return of Roman Catholicism. Many conflicts and persecutions took place across the ‘denominational’ divides, followed by the times of political discriminations and the battles to gain equal access to Parliament and education.
The Dark Times and the Coming of Light.
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The Crusades are now generally accepted to have been a particularly dark episode in the history of Christianity, times when other human beings were regarded as Infidels and thought to be eligible for every form of judgement humans could devise rather the supremely Christ-like quality of mercy. 
But gradually, and it does look very gradual even in the pages of history let alone for anyone living in such times, the Christian message of love, tolerance, forgiveness, came through in the end. Never perfectly, of course, but then it never can be perfectly where human beings are involved. But, thankfully, there is much less persecution and discrimination done by Christians today than in former times.

The Bible helps, of course! When everyone can read it, that is. In the days when the priest alone interpreted the Word to you, distortions could be got away with. But since the population started to read the Bible directly, leaders could be held to account and progress of a real Christian-based society became possible.
So it is Christianity on the part of our forebears that has brought Britain and other lands to the point where there is much freedom and fairness compared to former times and other parts of the world today.

Christianity and Multi-Culturalism.

Which brings us to the present time, and back to the original question of whether we can still say we are a Christian country.
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If we start with our laws and the ethos of our communities, we can argue it both ways. Much of what takes place around us is still in the Christian values brought in along the way. On the other hand, we can point to laws and the secularisation of society, and claim that we have turned away from God. 
A supposedly much stronger claim made for our communities nowadays is that of being multi-cultural. This is particularly claimed for the public institutions such as schools and hospitals and employment, where discrimination is rightly banned, and sometimes pushes on into the more dubious practice of actively aiming for equalisation, with instances of positive discrimination (still discrimination) along the way.

Christianity Within Public Places such as Schools.

I have been a school governor since 1999. The school does not make any claims to be Christian, and is very proud of being multi-cultural. The ethos when I was at school in the Middle Ages, was that Christianity was the primary faith. Schools promoting that stance today are generally either independent or academies sponsored by Christian bodies.
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Religious education in most schools is definitively multi-cultural, with Christianity put more or less on an equal footing with other faiths. This is done deliberately so that people of all faiths will feel equally treated and respected, a good thing in itself. What is taken out at this point, and therefore intrinsically denied, is the notion that the Christian faith has any claim, either historically or among the present population, to have a special place in our land and public institutions. 
Well, when did you last see a Christian assembly in a school, despite the currently applicable Act of Parliament still saying that “the majority of such acts” (assemblies that is) “shall be broadly Christian”?

Much of the Christian input into schools is carried out by dedicated teams of local Christians, often co-ordinated by a schools worker. Some schools make access easy and others difficult. The difference often to comes down to headteachers perspectives on the place of Christianity in our land.

And in Hospitals, Parliament, Football, etc.
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There was a battle royal (excuse the pun) over the distribution of Gideon Bibles in the new Royal Derby Hospital, before they were eventually allowed. The chaplaincy work there, as well as in other places, is still predominantly Christian-based.

The Mother of Parliaments still has daily prayers before the start of each day’s session. It is a wonder that this still continues to this very day. The Acts of Remembrance in November are still Christian in practice. Even the National Anthem ask for God to save the Queen, albeit that many faiths can happily use this wording.

Amazingly, the Church of England is still legally Established in Britain. That has it’s advantages and disadvantages, and there are fine Christians on both sides of that particular debate. I give nothing away on my own view, except my amazement that it has stood the test of challenge for so long. 
I love football and the FA Cup final is one of the highlights for me, as it the oldest competition in the world, and there is still no occasion like it. Some get irritated by a crowd of 80,000 singing ‘Abide With Me’, but I love it. It’s got to be something that people will actually sing those words; and that beefy rugby players will sing the Christmas carols with as much gusto as anyone.

Church Attendance, Doing Good, Prayer.
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Then what of active Christian activity such as Church attendance? I don’t know the current figures for attendance, but there seems little doubt that when we go to Sunday worship, that we are in a fairly small minority among a population doing Sunday morning activities, or getting the paper, or going into the countryside, or visiting family, or just plain taking the chance for a lie-in, and may well be outnumbered by those who are working on Sunday.

Many people say that you don’t have to go to Church to be a Christian. True, you don’t; but it’s always going to help if you want to find out what Jesus really did do for you, and if you want to live a life according to His way. 
The concept of doing good is still prevalent among the population at large, and manifests itself in things like charitable giving and voluntary activity as well simply being kind to others. Leading a ‘good life’ is in itself a hangover from the Christian ethos. Is it enough when we come before the Lord? The Bible and Christian witness casts doubt on that idea, although no-one can gainsay His mercy towards any of us.

But let us not forget also, that many people have a latent belief in God that comes out at certain times, often times of trouble. So many times, you can watch a news bulletin where someone will say “I pray to God that he gets better” or some other phrase like it. We are most definitely not a nation of atheists!

The 2001 UK Census.

So, do those who don’t attend Church from one week to another, and aim to live good lives, and have a latent faith in God, have also a claim to be known as Christians? From the Biblical perspective, it may not easily stand the test. But here’s the rub: for the majority of the population does still make this claim!
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The UK census figures for 2001 showed that 71% of people put ‘Christian’ on the form. This source and this figure is the central authority for the claim that Britain is still a Christian country. In a democracy like ours, then it is undeniably a Christian country if a majority of people say it is! 
There is, of course, a world of difference from saying that a majority claim to be Christians, and saying that the whole country is Christian. The latter claim cannot be made, for it would be like saying that the country is white just because a majority of its people are that racial background.

Indeed this is getting to another issue: that of confusing religion and race. Do you think that 71% of British people put ‘Christian’ on the census form simply as acknowledgement of a cultural identity? That people think they belong to the ‘Christian’ part of Britain rather than the Muslim or the Jewish bit or anything else?
The Authority Given by that Census Figure.

Have we answered the original question? It will be always be subject of debate. Christianity can never be imposed like it was in former times, and like other faiths are in some places in the world. But if 71% of British people will claim to be Christian on an official form, then surely the claim does stand a reasonable amount of scrutiny.

If you are ever challenged on whether Christianity is entitled to any special regard or treatment, then go straight away to that census figure. It is there; it cannot be denied; and it stands as testimony to a people who, whilst not actively attending worship, will still defend Christianity pretty strongly. They have a voice that demands to be heard and acted upon.
I have heard various of my friends at various times, defending Christianity as the faith of the land, even they don’t go to Church themselves. Whenever some incident or policy looks like it could promote other faiths in some way, many people, including those friends, will rush to defend the Christian position.

Christian Service on the Ground.

Then, again and finally, we must return to chaplaincy work, a principal part of IMD activity, and a vital contribution made to so many people and places by so many good servants of the Lord. Wherever you look, hospitals, schools, armed forces, shops, businesses, industry, etc., the chaplains are very largely predominantly Christians.

Chaplaincy work has historically been an arm of the Church from the days when the Christian country claim had greater force than it resonates with nowadays. In more recent times the Christian Churches have been taking chaplaincy work more seriously as an arm of ‘outreach’, perhaps in response to the evidence that “we have to go the people as they won’t come to us.” [image: image9.jpg]



Although proselytizing is considered off-limits in chaplaincy work, it is nonetheless true that many chaplains welcome the opportunities to speak of their faith.

It is probably also true that many people will assume that the chaplain is Christian unless otherwise stated. And, I would hazard a guess, that most people would prefer chaplains to be those who currently operate on behalf of Christian Churches and organisations, than any of other faiths.

The Multi-Faith Battles.

Chaplains of other faiths are few and between. Christianity has a long lead in this field that is still maintained. It shows little signs of being challenged, except from those whose job it may be to champion the multi-cultural status of their organisations. Even where the chaplaincy is officially called a multi-faith centre, it remains true that the chaplains and the work is hugely Christian dominated.
When someone tries to insist on the multi-faith issues, then you can not only reach for that census figure, but you can also point out that it is the Christians who are actually willing to give their time for no reward in serving the people.

Is this a Christian country? I think that to a large extent it still is, although it needs constant monitoring and protecting and there are always battles to be fought. But remember that census figure and the practice on the ground and then as written in Ephesians “you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand.”

