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Introduction: A World Without God?

When faced with the disastrous consequences of a particular course of action, we must retrace our steps and restore, as much as possible, the conditions that existed prior to our setting out on this course.

Yoram Hazony, Conservatism: A Rediscovery

The Argument and Some Objections

This is a book about Christianity and the post-Christian or secular West.FN1 It argues that if we want to rescue our civilisation from a bleak, nihilistic, totalitarian future then we must return to individual and collective belief in Christianity. Indeed, it argues that it may already be too late.

The quotation above from the Jewish political philosopher Yoram Hazony suggests that we in the West have embarked upon an ambitious and momentous experiment: the attempt to recreate both ourselves and our environment using the power of autonomous rationality. This experiment is failing, and we have an opportunity, as we stand upon this precipice, to decide if we want to turn around and retrieve that which has been spurned or to keep on walking in the same direction and fall off the edge.

Readers may think that I am being melodramatic. Everything is essentially okay, they may say, and they will reframe the ostensible problems we face as either positive developments or temporary glitches in an otherwise progressive system.

But the problems we face are, at least in theory, extremely serious: the collapse of domestic infrastructure and cultural coherence because of the low birth rate and the scale of mass immigration; the breakdown of international supply chains because of the failure of diplomacy between nations leading to food shortages and power outages; nuclear war between the great powers of West and East. We cannot dismiss these, and a myriad of other, very serious issues. To do so would be naive.

These crises are indicative not simply of bad luck or a few poor strategic political decisions but of an ideological and ethical incoherence (or set of incoherences) that lie at the very heart of our civilisation.

Surely, though, we do not need Christianity to solve any of this. We haven’t needed it for some time, and we certainly don’t need it now. Our civilisation has been built on technological, scientific and political progress that has freed us from the darkness, ignorance and backwardness of the Christian past. We go forward to solve our problems, not backwards.

Yet this objection relies on a questionable assumption about the Christian past. For how long have we been living in a truly post-Christian society? Depending on how you measure it, you could say as recently as the 1960s. The Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor, for example, offers the decline of belief and observance as one of the definitions of secularism.FN2 In Britain, it was only in the 1960s that this downturn really kicked in. In that decade all the normal indicators of Christian belief and observance began to decline sharply: church attendance, confirmations, infant baptisms, communicants on Easter Sunday, and the like.FN3 This was also the decade in which traditional Christian social morality in various areas began to be rejected and replaced with a form of post-Christian liberalism that prized freedom and equality, and their apparent ethical implications, as its central values.1 In other words, the decline of Christianity in Britain at least has only really taken place in the last sixty years. It has not been very long in the making.

So whether we say that we have become properly post- Christian since the 1960s or that it started much earlier, the fact remains the same: even though the West has at various points proclaimed its independence from its Christian past, it has never fully rejected the values and assumptions that were bequeathed to it by Christianity. It has striven with all its might to justify some of these values using secular reason, not because secular reason leads to these conclusions but because the secular proponents of the assumptions prefer to live in such a world. A historical example of this is the American Declaration of Independence, significantly influenced by the Enlightenment rationalism of Thomas Jefferson, which claims in its first sentence that it is a ‘self-evident’ truth that all men are created equal. In other words, the equality of all men (meaning, of course, men and women) is something that is simply obvious and can be obtained by rational enquiry. But many cultures and societies have not found this to be a self-evident truth at all. Aristotle, for example, saw a natural hierarchy that consisted of men at the top and women and slaves far below. And even in the society in which the Declaration of Independence was framed it was not considered self-evident that black people were equal to free white men. Indeed, there was a significant question over whether slaves were even human at all. Since there are exceptions such as these – even within the society that made this claim – in what sense can we believe in the ‘self-evident’ equality of all men? The argument of this book is that this claim and others like it are not arrived at through the observation of self-evident realities, nor are they the product of logical deduction from first principles, but they are founded in the historical Christian past.

Nevertheless the West has continued to propagate Christian ideas and has rebadged them claiming that it discovered them using autonomous reason. The idea of the equal value of all people is perhaps the central and most important among them.FN4 When we take a historical perspective, we see that the idea of human equality is transmitted to us from the Christian past and derives ultimately from the Judeo-Christian notion of men and women created in the image of God. There is little reason in nature to think that human beings are equal to one another and many reasons not to reach such a conclusion. Creatures are bequeathed with all sorts of strengths and weaknesses that place them in natural dominance hierarchies. Any alternative that stresses equality among people can only be the result of an overarching philosophy which is not derived from nature itself but imposed upon it. I am arguing that that philosophy is the Christian religion.

We might accept that some of our values come from Christianity but still object that the origin of these values is irrelevant and the fact that we prefer a value such as the equality of human beings is enough to justify its being kept. But I will argue that this is not enough because preference is a very weak basis for such values. After all, preferences change and the preferences of the most powerful may very well be that all people are not treated equally but are subjugated for the benefit of the elite.

Further to that, there may be many people who do not prefer Christian values at all. The thinker who is most often mentioned in this context is Friedrich Nietzsche, who articulated himself on this point most clearly in his work The Joyous Science, published for the first time in the 1880s. Nietzsche claimed that there was a need to take action given the so-called ‘death of God’: belief in God has become impossible, he urges, and therefore we must face up to the consequences, whether good or bad. For him, it is fair to say that the death of God was, on balance, desirable, but that there were also momentous consequences, which should not be trivialised. One of his aphorisms, ‘New Struggles’, captures something of this:

 

After the Buddha died, people showed his shadow for centuries afterwards in a cave – a monstrous and unEarthly shadow. God is dead; but given the ways of men, perhaps for millennia to come there will be caves in which His shadow will be shown. And we – we still have to subdue His shadow!2

 

In this aphorism, the Buddha and his shadow are a metaphor for God and the effects of Christianity respectively. God has died (that is, belief in God) but the effects of belief in God persist. This may go on for some time in some places. The aphorism ends with an imperative however: we must subdue his shadow! In other words, we must curtail the effects of belief in God in our world here and now. We have to wake up to the presence of the shadow of the Buddha and reject it completely. Only in this way can we truly banish the presence of the Christian God from our new world.

The aphorism ‘What Our Cheerfulness Means’ considers the enormity of the decline of Christianity:

 

The greatest event of recent times – the fact that ‘God is dead’, that the belief in the Christian God has become untenable – has already begun to cast its first shadows over Europe. For the few at least whose eyes, whose suspicious eyes, are strong enough and subtle enough for this drama, some sun seems to have set, some ancient and profound confidence has turned into doubt; to these eyes our old world must seem to be becoming more vespertine, distrustful, strange and ‘old’ with every passing day. In the main, however, we may say that the event itself is much too great, too remote, too far beyond most people’s capacity to understand, for us to imagine that even the tidings of it could have reached their ears, let alone that very many people would already know what its actual implications were, or what things would have to collapse, now that this belief has been undermined, because they were built upon it, leaned against it and had become intertwined with it: for example, our entire European morality.3

 

The imagery here is typically Nietzschean: a great sun has set and a confident and antique way of seeing the world has been thrown into doubt and confusion. However, as time goes on, we look back at that old world and see how very strange indeed it all was, how it was not actually that illuminating at all but was in fact gloomy and alien to our human sensibilities. Most people cannot understand this because of its significance: the fact that ‘our entire European morality’ has been bound up in the existence of this Christian God is precisely the reason that people’s eyes are blinded to his death.

Nietzsche is showing us that the death of Christianity inevitably leads to the death of Christian values. The persistence of those values is to some degree unavoidable but ultimately limited. Eventually these beliefs will have to ‘collapse’, as Nietzsche puts it, as people realise, albeit gradually, that the values they took for granted as a self-evident reality are nothing of the sort. They are, rather, radically contingent upon Christianity and the Christian God.

In his great novel The Brothers Karamazov, Fyodor Dostoyevsky explored a similar idea and famously put it into the mouth of the atheistic character Ivan Karamazov, who claims that, without God, anything is permitted. At one point in the story, Ivan’s brother, the voluptuary Dmitri, facing conviction for the murder of their father, says to his pious brother Alyosha:

 

‘I am tormented by the question of God. That alone torments me. For what if he does not exist? . . . Then, if he does not exist, man is the boss of the Earth, of creation. Magnificent! Only how will he be virtuous without God? That is the question. I think about it all the time.’4

Dostoyevsky provides here a penetrating insight: at first the non-existence of God seems wonderful because ‘man is the boss of the Earth’; however, it does raise the rather disconcerting question of how man can be virtuous under his own lights. And this is what Dmitri thinks about all the time.

Nietzsche and Dostoyevsky are inversions of one another. Dostoyevsky’s view of atheism is undeniably critical. Even in the mid-nineteenth century Dostoyevsky believed that the breakdown of Christian belief was causing catastrophic tears within the fabric of Russian civilisation. The plot of The Brothers Karamazov, for example, concerns the corruption of the institutions of the family and the Orthodox Church, and their terrible and far-ranging consequences.

Nietzsche, on the other hand, was more sanguine. Unlike Dostoyevsky, Nietzsche was an atheist and believed that the death of God was metaphysically justified. Yet, it is important to note that Nietzsche did not see the death of God in the somewhat complacent way of contemporary Western humanist intellectuals such as those of the New Atheist movement. Nietzsche knew that a complete re-evaluation of value was entailed by the end of Christianity and that those values clearly propagated by Christian belief could not persist:

 

In fact, we philosophers and ‘free spirits’ experience the news that the ‘old God is dead’ as if illuminated by a new dawn; our hearts are overflowing with gratitude, astonishment, presentiment and expectation – at last the horizon seems free again, even if it is not bright; at last our ships can set sail again, ready to face every danger; every venture of the knowledge-seeker is permitted again; the sea, our sea, lies open again before us; perhaps there has never been such an ‘open sea’.5

 

Nietzsche conjures here the imagery of a fleet of ships, bravely and adventurously setting out upon the empty water. However, the horizon is ‘not bright’ and there are dangers ahead.FN5

The most famous part of Nietzsche’s writing is the Parable of the Madman, which captures a far darker mood than those quoted so far. The story begins with the madman running into the centre of a marketplace and crying out that he seeks God but the people standing around mock him and laugh at him, complacently carrying out their transactions, oblivious to the prophetic significance of his actions. Thence follows an extremely powerful passage of literature:

 

‘Where did God go? I will tell you! We have killed Him – you and I! We are all His murderers! But how did we do this? How were we able to drink up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the whole horizon? What did we do when we unchained this Earth from its sun? Where is it heading? Where are we heading? Away from all suns? Are we not constantly falling? Backwards, sidewards, forwards, in all directions? Is there still an above and below? Are we not straying as through an infinite nothingness? Do we not feel the breath of empty space? Has it not become colder? Is night not falling evermore? Mustn’t lanterns be lit in the morning? Do we hear nothing yet of the noise of the gravediggers who are burying God? Do we smell nothing yet of the divine putrefaction? For even gods putrefy! God is dead! God remains dead! And we have killed Him! How shall we, the most murderous of all murderers, ever console ourselves? The holiest and mightiest thing that the world has ever known has bled to death under our knives – who will wash this blood clean from our hands? With what water might we be purified? What lustrations, what sacred games shall we have to invent? Is not the greatness of this deed too great for us? Must we not become gods ourselves, if only to appear worthy of it? There has never been a greater deed – and because of it, whoever is born after us belongs to a higher history than all history hitherto!’6

 

The sheer multiplication of images emphasises the point: the dried up sea, the horizon wiped away, the Earth unchained from its tether, the falling of a perpetual night, the coldness of the new world, the stench of the rotting corpse of God, the immense task that befalls humanity to replace God. Nietzsche wants the reader to understand the sheer vastness of this deed, so vast that it cannot be overstated: God is dead, and we are responsible.

The story continues with an epiphany: the people stare at the madman with blank incomprehension. His lantern falls to the ground and breaks into pieces. ‘I have come too early,’ he says. The people cannot possibly understand and yet ‘they have done it themselves’.7 Here we have Nietzsche as the unappreciated prophet, one who has arrived, like John the Baptist, as a forerunner to the age to come, too early to be understood. In this he was not wrong for, although he died a penniless and unknown lunatic, his predictions have nevertheless come to pass. He is the greatest prophet of the death of the Christian God. His analysis is far more compelling than the consensus of the modern liberal West, which imagines that it can kill God and yet not smell the stench of his putrefying corpse.

Progress or Degeneration?

I have already quoted the great analyst of secularism Charles Taylor and he remains a profound influence upon me personally. He is somebody for whom I have an immense amount of respect. But one aspect of his outlook I find unconvincing is his view of historical progress. I will quote from Taylor himself to explain what I mean:

 

I think that, morally speaking, humanity is evolving. Of course, this evolution is not linear, but if we look at things on the scale of centuries, the human conscience has gained in breadth and depth. Sometimes, it makes considerable leaps. For instance, I’m thinking of what we call the ‘first axial revolution’, triggered by Buddha, the prophets of Israel, and the Greek philosophers. At that moment, for the first time in the history of mankind, and more or less everywhere simultaneously across the planet, the purposes of existence and social organization changed: many became sensitive to a horizon of meaning that went beyond mere survival and the prosperity of the community. I’m referring to nirvana, eternal life, etc. Human conscience leaped out of tribal partitions and opened up to higher aspirations that were, at the same time, more universal and more personal. Jesus represents a decisive leap, and it’s the duty of the church to do what it takes for this leap to drive consciences as far as possible.8

 

Taylor here speaks as a Christian influenced by the philosophy of Hegel. He implies that there is a certain benign spirit animating the historical development of humanity. Taylor justifies this from an empirical perspective looking at the broad sweep of human moral development and saying that, on the whole, things are getting better. The first axial revolution constitutes the movement of humanity away from the status of the brute beasts, who only seek material survival and physical satisfaction, and towards a higher aspiration which includes the search for truth and the ultimate meaning of human life. He also includes the notion that ‘tribal partitions’ became ‘more universal and personal’. He is perhaps driving towards a perspective not dissimilar to that of Buddhism which teaches a universal brotherhood of mankind. The role of Jesus in this is to bring about ‘a decisive leap’ which the Church promotes to ‘drive consciences as far as possible’.9 This must mean that the emergence of Jesus is a positive step forward in this upward process. The Church is a spur to that process, which is ongoing because of the spirit that animates history and encourages the development of humanity. In a Hegelian understanding, it is this spirit – Geist is the proper term for it – which is a kind of divine presence in the world not inappropriately associated with the Holy Spirit.FN6

Taylor’s philosophy of history sits uneasily with his Roman Catholic profession. From most traditional Christian perspectives, it is not at all clear that the role of Jesus was to bring about a decisive leap forward within an ongoing moral development of humanity. And an important question is whether Taylor’s empirical claim can be taken seriously: is humanity evolving morally? There are many who would agree that it is and that perhaps the Western world is at the zenith of that process. They would say that we are more open, tolerant and equal than any society before us and that we are well on our way to developing a global consensus towards a unified humanity free from war, hunger and pestilence.

This position, however, is unconvincing. The Judeo-Christian tradition, and particularly the emergence of Jesus, was not part of a shared development in universal morality but a complete revolution in morality. The antique world into which Jesus was born was characterised by barbarism, the like of which we can hardly imagine: a world in which infants were routinely exposed (see p.182), children were raped and molested; in which slaves, Christians, and other outsiders were forced to hack each other to death or were torn apart by lions for the amusement of braying crowds. This was a world in which Roman men were the only dignified people in society, who could use almost anyone they chose as objects of their lusts according to their whims; a world in which those men were indeed the patriarchal god-like figures in their own households and to whom children, wives and slaves were beholden as though to a deity. This was a society in which warfare and enslavement were glorified above all and in which violence was the supreme religion. And none of this was particularly dissimilar to the other empires of the ancient world.

The cultural context was positively antithetical to the message Christ brought. If Jesus was simply providing a spur to an ongoing moral development within humanity, why was he eventually crucified by the Roman empire? Rome, the Greek city states, the Persian, Median, Macedonian, Assyrian and Babylonian empires were all typically brutal imperial powers of their times. There is no evidence that they were affected by a positive moral development beginning with the ‘axial revolution’. They were violent, savage, bloodthirsty empires built upon the ubiquitous human misery of conquest and slavery. The life and message of Jesus could not have been more revolutionary in such a context. The emergence of Jesus was an interruption within history and not a development of it.

The other implication of Taylor’s thought is that life will continue to develop positively even given the decline of Christianity. Presumably this will happen even if the Church fails in its task to ‘drive consciences as far as possible’. This raises the question of the uniqueness and importance of the Church and Christianity.

Additionally, it is hard for anyone who knows the history of the twentieth century to believe that humanity has been steadily evolving morally for thousands of years and that this particularly gruesome and nightmarish era of political mass-murder and genocide represents the zenith of that inevitable development. It is very difficult to think of these events as a mere flash of madness in an otherwise positive trajectory. One of the central assumptions of liberal political and moral thought is that humanity can improve itself through the operation of autonomous reason, independent of traditional authorities such as Christianity. But doesn’t the Holocaust and the various other genocides of the twentieth century call this into question in a decisive manner?

We do not live at the zenith of moral development but on the other side of the Christian revolution which bequeathed to the world a vision of humankind as made in the image of God and destined for transcendent glory. This vision brought about belief in a moral universe that was reflected in the great cultural, artistic and architectural achievements of medieval Europe. We warm ourselves now on the dying embers of that revolution and, as David Bentley Hart has pointed out, its decline has meant a diminishment of our greatness and an embrace of banality:

 

When one looks . . . at the crepuscular wasteland of modern Europe – with its aging millions milling among the glorious remnants of an artistic and architectural legacy that no modern people could hope to rival, acting out the hideously prolonged satyr play at the end of the tragic cycle of European history – it is hard to supress a feeling of morbid despair . . . When the aspiring ape ceases to think himself a fallen angel, perhaps he will inevitably resign himself to being an ape, and then become contented with his lot, and ultimately even rejoice that the universe demands little more from him than an ape’s contentment.10

 

So, I demur from Taylor’s optimism. The decline of Christianity means the decline of humanity as we know it. And this includes not only our moral sense but also our ability to make cognitive sense of the world and to act wisely within it, as our recent history has demonstrated only too well.

Covid-19: Time to Wake Up

I grew up in a Christian household, but I did not embrace the Christian faith until I was nineteen. I was baptised in a swimming pool and was for many years part of an evangelical movement of churches. Later on, in a turn of events that was surprising to me at the time, I returned to my public school roots and became an Anglican, eventually being ordained as a priest in the Church of England.

Some years before that time, I came across Richard Dawkins’ The God Delusion. I had taken A-Level philosophy and enjoyed engaging with the components involving religion. But I was largely ignorant of the tradition of debate between atheistic thinkers and Christians. Dawkins’ book was somewhat worrying. What would I find if I looked inside? Would it shake the newfound faith that I had acquired? Would I soon have to leave the church I loved and be distant from the friends I had made?

But Dawkins’ book did not bring about such a re-evaluation. I do not remember my response in detail, but it did not result in my renouncing the faith. In fact, I came across a literature of Christian responses to Dawkins which seemed to me adequate and intellectually robust. I now think that Dawkins struggles to engage well with the Christian tradition because he is not as familiar with it as he could be. He is quick to point out when people misrepresent aspects of evolution, but is not so quick to grasp diligently, for example, the Five Ways of Thomas Aquinas before critiquing them. Further, he is often not familiar with the tradition of thought that goes along with the points he is critiquing. In the case of Aquinas, for example, he shows no awareness of any of the medieval commentators, Neo-Thomists such as Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange, the proponents of Nouvelle Théologie, such as Henri de Lubac and those sympathetic to their views such as David Bentley Hart, or Anglican thinkers such as E.L. Mascall, Hans Boersma and John Milbank.

At the time of writing, it seems that the influence of Dawkins and the other ‘New Atheists’ is waning. But people like Dawkins do represent a modern example of a tradition of atheistic attacks upon Christianity. Before Dawkins, perhaps the most well-known atheist of this sort was the philosopher Bertrand Russell. Just as Dawkins is now, Russell was a convinced believer in the project of modernity and of the resources of contemporary thought to furnish humanity with answers to the deepest questions.

To the criticisms of modern atheists, Christians have often provided apologetic answers: that is, responses to direct attacks upon Christianity that demonstrate the fallaciousness of the criticisms. While apologetics are an important part of the Christian intellectual tradition, Christian thinkers need to do more than simply respond to the objections of atheists and formulate counter arguments as to the existence of God, the resurrection of Christ, and so on.

Moreover, I believe that we need something else: a conversation about what Christianity really means to our world and what the loss of it would truly entail. My aim is to demonstrate that Christianity largely created the world that we take for granted and that, as Christianity declines, significant parts of that world will change in ways that will be deeply undesirable and worse. It might be the case that the reader, like Nietzsche, will hope for a new world of opportunity and discovery while also recognising the significant loss of Christianity. Or it might be that the reader will, like me, see that the true implication of the loss of Christianity is the loss of our present world and all that we love about it.

This book is for everyone who is interested in the subject matter, but I address it specifically to the many who have felt in recent times a sense of encroaching darkness and even evil in our culture. For many years, as a believing and practising Christian, I was very keen to share my faith with other people. But I was aware that there was a hardness and indifference towards Christianity. I have lived in wealthy cities such as Canterbury, Winchester and Oxford, and perhaps this affluence can serve to exacerbate such a lack of interest and complacency. In general (and without trying to sound too much like Karl Marx) it seems that economic conditions do insulate us from the need for Christianity: comfort, wealth, luxury, distractions are all easily co-opted into a mindset which thinks of God and the Bible as so much unnecessary persiflage. These things can be dismissed as eccentric hobbies and mere community activities for the lonely. Churches are hard to grow because there are not many Christians, and not many people convert from secular indifference. And this is to some degree because they are materially comfortable.

But something changed. It began in March 2020 with the onset of Covid-19. From the beginning, I was very disturbed by the situation. It was not so much the existence of the virus that worried me but that it seemed to me from quite early on that the severity of the situation was being exaggerated. There was a reluctance at the level of national government and international governance to take a more optimistic outlook. It appeared that these bodies rushed to imprison hundreds of millions of people in their homes – that perhaps they even wanted to do it. And, even stranger, that many people desired to be locked away. This was done in the hope (for that is all it was) that these actions would prevent infection and death.FN7 And this was the most disturbing aspect: that we had all of a sudden arrived at an unquestionable consensus that the only thing that could possibly be done was to shut people away in their homes at the behest of the government and hope that fewer people would be infected with the virus. No consideration was given to all that would cease in order to do this: social life, sports, business, religious observances, hospital, hospice and care home visits, family get-togethers – the list could continue. We were told that the only hope we had was that the pharmaceutical companies would produce a vaccine eventually and that, until then, we had to live in this way, prioritising this particular virus and our war against it above literally everything else.

I sensed that something was badly wrong. And I was not alone. Across the nation and across the world millions of people began to believe that they were being manipulated and lied to, that faceless elements in the structure of national and international governance were twisting this situation for their own ends to the detriment of humanity as a whole. This was merely an instinct at first, but it became a much clearer reality as information became more available and the fallout from this disaster more apparent. If the aim of governments around the world was truly to promote the well-being of their citizens, then their actions made little sense. It seemed to many that our governments had chosen to attack their people, to isolate them, to control them, to take away their God-given liberty and to impoverish them financially and emotionally, perhaps so that they would be more docile and easily manipulated.

Whatever was really going on, a new mood prevailed. Such a turn of events was unimaginable beforehand. The Chinese Communist Party invented the concept of lockdowns, and we would not previously have thought possible the importation of such a draconian idea into Western countries. Indeed, this was even admitted to publicly by one of lockdown’s chief proponents, Professor Neil Ferguson.11 And yet that is exactly what happened. Millions of people were profoundly shaken, and they sensed not just a moral but a spiritual darkness.

At first, sceptics of the narrative seemed few in number. To take a snapshot of public opinion from social media or from the corporate news was to have this intuition confirmed. But I knew at least a few other people who had the same reaction as I did. I remember seeing one of them share a news item on social media to the effect that the Swedish government had not implemented a lockdown and that there were not bodies piled in the streets of that Scandinavian nation. As time went on, more people became sceptical, and sceptical people found each other, mostly it would seem, through the internet.

I was working as a curate at the time and had only been in post some seven or eight months. I did not live in the parish in which I worked and my young family and I were quite isolated. Like many people, I had a sense that I wanted to do something about the situation. So, along with a like-minded curate friend, I started a podcast. After a few abortive attempts, my friend Thomas Pelham and I released the first episode of ‘Irreverend: Faith and Current Affairs’. We really had no expectations as to what would happen next. But the first messages and emails started coming in from week one. As we became better known and the audience grew, we sensed that we were tapping into something significant.

The Church of England, along with every other major Christian denomination in Britain, had acquiesced to the Covid orthodoxy. It had even gone further in closing down all of its church buildings and the Archbishop of Canterbury had forbidden parish priests from going into their buildings alone in order to say prayers and celebrate Holy Communion (although they were allowed to go in to clean, flush the toilets and run food banks). We were told that we had to set a good example by staying at home like everyone else. This was the first time for 800 years that churches in England had been forcibly closed. Back at the beginning of the thirteenth century, it was the result of a squabble between King John and Pope Innocent III over the succession of Stephen Langton to the Archbishopric of Canterbury. But in 2020 the bells of the Church of England were silent on Easter morning for a quite different reason: because the government had told us that we were not to gather together to worship the risen Christ in case we infected each other with Covid-19.

The significance of the podcast dawned on us as we continued to receive similar feedback and registered the disappointment vast swathes of people felt with the Church. There were, and continue to be, different takes on what the Church should have done as a response to the situation. These takes range from total defiance and rejection of the dictates of the secular authorities to a sadness that the Church did not bring even the gentlest challenge to the power of the state and its narrative. But what all of these responses had in common was the view that the Church’s response was weak and lacking in something vital. To many, its response revealed something significant about the outlook of its leadership: a lack of genuine faith in the reality of the Christian religion. Whether or not this criticism is fair, it was certainly the perception. And even the perception has been very damaging.

One cannot remove the sense that the Church had a great opportunity at the time. Here was a nation – a world – shaken to its foundations by fear and uncertainty. For a moment the affluence and prosperity of our economy could not shield its citizens from the twin realities of suffering and death. In this context, we had an opportunity to have a voice, to be a real sign of hope, and to preach the message of the gospel to a perishing culture: Death is a fearsome thing, but God is real and he has redeemed those who will put their trust in him through the life, death and resurrection of his Son Jesus Christ.

But that is not what the Church said. Instead, what was said was in effect a parroting of the government’s messages: propagandist slogans, carefully constructed, alliterative rhetorical maxims designed for effective memorisation and repetition. In some videos, the Archbishop of Canterbury and other bishops were literally repeating these slogans verbatim, sighing as though exasperated at the need to remind their recalcitrant clergy of the simplicity and urgency of the message: stay home, protect the NHS, save lives.FN8

And this is why, I believe, our podcast found the audience that it did. Among other things, we were questioning the shutdown of the churches. There was a principle at stake, which was the right of the government forcibly to deny Christians the liberty to gather together to worship God and to celebrate the sacraments. But the whole response appeared to be dramatically unnecessary: an overreaction to the threat that was posed by the virus. Was it really necessary to forbid worship in this way? Why couldn’t the people who were especially vulnerable be informed of the risk and allowed to make their own decisions? Why were healthy people who were clearly not vulnerable banned from going to church? And there were many other questions beside these that simply were not being asked by any senior authority within the Church. People were desperate for leadership and they were not getting it. I believe that, in our grassroots podcast, they found a pale echo of what should have been.

Tom and I added a third sceptical vicar to our team, Daniel French, and we continued for some months, growing and hearing similar feedback all the time. In April 2021 we became, for the first time, the number one Christian podcast in the UK according to the chartable.com website. At the time of writing, every episode we release goes to the top of the episodes chart for Christian podcasts in Great Britain.

In addition to the Christians who were contacting us, we received correspondence from people who were either not Christians or who had some experience of Christianity – a lot of the time from childhood – but who were finding solace in listening. People were saying frequently that they were deeply disturbed by a tangible sense of evil, often for the first time, and that they were now seeking spiritual light and illumination. We heard from many, many people who became Christians during this time because they had trodden upon a similar path. They realised that the philosophical outlook and lifestyle they had followed was not equal to the darkness they were facing, and they knew they had to seek a spiritual light.

Thinking back to that time, it is as though people found themselves, all of a sudden, in a very different and disturbing world. Many were beset by an atmosphere of political hypocrisy and immorality and a desire on the part of the national and international elite to use this crisis to extend their powers over ordinary human lives. The beauty of life was crushed underneath the ugly weight of the so-called ‘measures’. Many found, for example, the mass adoption and imposition of facemasks extremely disturbing, not least women who had been raped, whose mouths had been covered as they had been assaulted, or autistic children, who rely upon face-to-face recognition for reassurance from their parents and those who care for them. Laura Dodsworth and others have now demonstrated the significant amount of evidence that exists to show that facemasks in the UK were imposed by law for political and psychological reasons and not because there was real belief that they provided protection against Covid-19 infection.FN9

Another source of concern was the growing sense that the public were being intentionally manipulated and gaslighted during the now notorious daily press conferences in which endless graphs were produced to prove that hundreds of thousands would die unless complete obedience to the regime was adhered to. These graphs were produced by computer modellers, and it was never explained that the outcome of a model is entirely dependent upon the data and assumptions that are put into it.FN10 The models were also conveniently forgotten when their predictions failed (which they always did) and the proponents simply continued to produce further models like Jehovah’s Witnesses tweaking their predictions for the end of the world. We were told that we were planning for the ‘reasonable worst-case scenario’ but what we were really doing was assuming the worst possible scenario and, crucially, not paying attention to the catastrophic damage that these measures were going to do to our world and the people in it.FN11

I am not saying that our podcast was a perfect riposte, or that it was even particularly good. But I think it brought a measure of comfort to some people and perhaps articulated a number of their concerns. The fact that we were clergymen – even junior clergymen in the case of Tom and me – was significant. The fact that we were among only a few public Christian voices calling any of this out was probably even more so. I believe that we were trying to do what the Church should have been doing all along. Perhaps we did not do it well or in the right way. But we were trying, and there were not many others.

This book presents me with an opportunity to expand on some of the themes that we have been exploring over the past few years. It also picks up many of the issues I have been thinking about personally and in the course of my academic work.

What became clear to many at the time of the Covid crisis was that the Church is not doing a great job of preaching an authentic Christian message. The problem underlying this appears to me to be that it has largely been colonised by a kind of atheistic, left-leaning secularism that is apparently invisible to bishops and clergy. Understanding this and taking steps to challenge it is, to my mind, the greatest and most important task that faces thinkers in the Church.

Covid was a manifestation of this ecclesial secularism: we should close the churches and ban worship in order to save people from dying of a virus, and this is because people’s physical health is important. But what about all the other aspects of Christianity that ought to have been considered? What about the supernatural components? Miracles, the preaching of the gospel, the grace of the sacraments, eternal life, and so on? If there existed a more robust and genuinely Christian outlook within the Church, surely we would really be wrestling with these sorts of questions.

Hence what I propose here: post-Christian secularism will result not only in the death of the West but in the death of the Church too. We have to realise that we cannot have traditional Western values and culture without Christianity, at least not for long. That change is already before our eyes in many ways. The Church cannot acquiesce to this – and it certainly should not allow itself to be infiltrated by it. It must call the prodigal culture home before it is too late.

The Great Return

This may sound somewhat vague so let me be clear: our civilisation is changing to its great detriment because it has abandoned collective and (largely speaking) individual belief in Christianity. If we want to avert a full-scale civilisational crisis then we must return to both. It is by no means evident to me that the crisis is avoidable at this point but the great return of which I speak is the only option. This theme can be applied to various important and broad topics such as history, science, aesthetics, ethics, and the Church.

On history: in the West we tell ourselves a self-congratulatory story about the origin of the modern world. This story has various permutations but is essentially a secularisation of the main historical idea of the Protestant Reformation: that the world was held in darkness until a great light emerged which brought illumination to humanity.FN12 In the Protestant Reformation story, that light was held to be the rediscovery of the gospel through a return to a faithful reading of the Bible. In the modern Western story, that light is the light of scientific discovery and political liberation from ecclesiastical domination. On this view, the modern world stands in almost total discontinuity from the Christian past. It is in antagonism to it and is its contrast. The modern Western story bears very little resemblance to the historical record, however, and is based upon a mythical view of the spontaneous emergence of the contemporary world. Something does not come from nothing, and the modern world did not invent itself but rather sprung directly out of the Christian medieval age that preceded it. Thus, we are not to be congratulated for inventing ideas which underpin our deepest political and intellectual convictions – such as the dignity of the individual or the basic presuppositions underlying the scientific worldview – because these came to us not from our intuitive faculty of reason but from Christianity.

Following on from this, belief in ‘science’ constitutes the intellectual justification for the modern secular outlook, a justification that is simply nonsensical when examined closely. The view that modern science can give us a comprehensive picture of reality is flawed in multiple ways. One of the most basic problems with it is that it relies upon Christianity for its metaphysical backdrop and cannot possibly justify its own assumption of an ordered and explicable universe. There is no point of total discontinuity between the medieval period and the early modern one. Empiricism was not invented in the seventeenth century; neither was the application of reason to scientific questions. The idea that it was is simply a myth. Thus, the whole notion of a ‘scientific revolution’ which began a brave new world of progress and discovery is highly questionable. The significance of the seventeenth century was the beginning of a shift in outlook from Christianity to atheistic materialism – that is, from a picture of the world that assumed the existence of God and the supernatural to one that did not. The development of the scientific method did not justify this move, although it is assumed to have done so. One of the most obvious problems with the resultant materialist scientific worldview is that its ethical implication is nihilism: there is no objectively existing ethical framework but only preference. Neither can a materialist view explain the fundamental problem of Being: why does anything exist at all? The answers that have been proposed to this conundrum range from unquestioning faith – ‘it just does’ – to the irrational – ‘nothing created something’. Because the modern atheistic and materialist scientific project is founded upon such assumptions and incoherent beliefs, it must guard itself by enforcing dogmatic presuppositions. These include the belief I have just alluded to: that everything that exists popped into existence out of nothing. Science will continue to recede into dogmatism so long as it rejects Christianity and cleaves to materialism. It will become less and less preoccupied with a disinterested quest for truth and will resemble any other institution that is captured by the politically and financially powerful. For science to address this it must have the humility to abandon its hubristic claim to be a comprehensive view of reality and take its proper place as one of many other disciplines within the range of human knowledge.

One of the great downfalls of the materialistic worldview is that it jettisons the aesthetic realm and denies people access to transcendence. There are at least two points of importance here. First, the materialist worldview cannot give an account of art or beauty that does not diminish them to the point of emptiness. Second, the materialist worldview denies the possibility that any sense of transcendence – whether through art, natural beauty, religion or human experience more generally – is necessarily illusory. And yet, in spite of the prevalence of this worldview, we continue to seek the transcendent in various artistic, aesthetic or sensuous pleasures, or we ally ourselves to secular political trends with quasi-religious sensibilities. But all this activity does not dispel the lingering sense that there is a tragic element to the secular life, which, without a horizon beyond this world, is ultimately powerless to contend with the terror of death.

Further, because science has been exalted to such heights, we are left with a serious problem in the domain of ethics. We assume that science can answer every question. And yet science provides no ethical principles at all. If we look to science for ethics, we will get nihilism; that is, a belief in no transcendent or objectively existing standards. Built upon these premises, modernity cannot justify its own dearly held assumptions such as belief in the dignity and equal value of individual human beings.

It is historically demonstrable that belief in inherent human dignity came from Christianity. This belief was outworked in political developments during the second millennium such as greater levels of democratic participation, human rights, protection of children from arbitrary death and exploitation, the abolition of slavery, and many other endeavours. These were all justified because of the Christian assumption that human beings are made in the image of God, possess dignity and equal value, and should be treated with respect and honour. If we abandon the Christian belief in humanity’s origin in God, then we will inevitably abandon the conclusion that was drawn from that belief. We will begin to treat people as though they are not human, and this because our whole concept of humanity will have been lost. I will demonstrate that various practices with which we have been, and are becoming, familiar have more in common with the pre-Christian forebears of the Greco-Roman world than with our more recent past.

Another example of the ethical drift arising from the decline of Christianity is the re-emergence of Marxism in the form of woke ideologies such as so-called ‘anti-racism’. These ideologies reject the notion that human beings are dignified individuals who have a significant capacity to live harmoniously with one another in spite of differences, and instead divide society into hermetically sealed and inherently antagonistic groups. The trans-humanist movement, promoted by organisations such as the World Economic Forum, constitutes yet another post-Christian power-crazed ideology that seeks to improve the human race through the fusion of men and women with machines. And the incipient transgender ideology that seeks to disrupt the binary between men and women is providing an opportunity for the emergence of a post-Christian patriarchy. The conclusion of this ethically disastrous descent into nihilism will be a Nietzschean reality in which the strong rule over the weak and use them for their own purposes. I will argue that we can only truly oppose these developments by returning to the bulwark that kept such forces at bay.

The principles of democracy, the rule of law and the liberty of the individual are part of our Christian inheritance, all of which are being jettisoned as alternative political ideologies replace them. Here we see two principal political concerns which are deeply connected to one another. The first is that of the post-democratic globalist technocracy which seeks to diminish and ultimately remove democratic, nation-based decision-making in favour of an increasingly centralised international body of apolitical experts who believe that they can implement an improved society based upon axiomatic principles and subject-specific knowledge. The co-opting of science into this globalist agenda is one of its most pernicious features and has served to deceive hundreds of millions that the globalist technocratic elite are simply proceeding according to neutral scientific principles when in reality they are cynically exploiting events such as the Covid-19 situation and ostensibly man-made climate change in order to further their command-and-control agenda.

The globalist agenda is closely tied to the neo-Marxist movement which is commonly referred to as ‘woke’. Far from being a novel political agenda with its own ideas, the woke movement is simply a revivification of various Marxist ideas such as the division of society into oppressors and oppressed, the false consciousness of the oppressors, the deconstruction of traditional society and rejection of tradition as a legitimate category, the delegitimisation of alternative viewpoints, the need for centralised redistribution based upon inequality, and other things of this sort. Its aggressive incursion into almost every sector of public life has caught many by surprise, but it is important to recognise that this is a symptom of the failure of post-Christian liberal democracy to make good on its promises.

Put simply, liberalism’s two central values are freedom and equality. And yet these values contradict one another because freedom necessarily entails inequality and equality necessarily entails restriction. If people are truly free to pursue their own goals, based upon their own desires, using their own talents and opportunities, there will be some winners and some losers. Some will be rich and some will be poor. There will be freedom but there will also be inequality. To have complete equality, therefore, the freedom of the privileged and the gifted will have to be curtailed so that they are not allowed to accrue more wealth and power than others. Advocates of a more classical form of liberalism might attempt to avoid this conundrum by insisting that equality does not mean so-called equality of outcome (where everybody ends up with the same amount of money or similar-quality housing, for example), but equality before the law and equality of opportunity. Yet it seems that the turn to neo-Marxist wokeism is because of a dissatisfaction with the failure of secular liberalism to produce what is considered to be a fair society. In this way, liberalism has given birth to neo-Marxism. We have moved from one set of post-Christian political ideas to another.

The disastrous political trends that we witness before us are therefore the direct result of our jettisoning of the Christian past. Although this book is not primarily about politics, it is nevertheless my conviction that the only way we can counter these trends is to revive a Christian political vision that was common prior to the turn to secular liberalism during the twentieth century. This would emphasise, among other things, empirical wisdom from the past, national religion including respect for and knowledge of the Bible, the nation state as the guardian of a particular land and culture, limited executive power, individual freedom, and equality before the law. The alternatives to this vision are being played out before our eyes. And the consequences are disastrous.

If this is the return that is to be sought in political life, then we must seek a similar one within the Church itself. The Church must rediscover its confidence in Christianity as the pervasive influence that has shaped our civilisation for millennia. We cannot allow ourselves to be dictated to by the forces of post-democratic globalist totalitarianism or divisive neo-Marxism, but we must instead rediscover our orthodox and intellectually robust theological tradition. We are witnessing a tragic attempt by the Church of England to imitate the very trends that seek to oppose and destroy Christianity while we scratch our heads and wonder why attendance and income are falling. We should take heart from enormously popular thinkers such as Jordan Peterson whose ethical outlook clearly owes so much to a fading Christian inheritance, but we must go beyond even this and insist that any such outlook ultimately finds its fulfilment in an objective and transcendent good to which all are called to orientate their lives.

Strange as it might seem, orthodox Christianity is the key to renewal: by placing science in its proper metaphysical context and purging it of both dogmatic materialism and pretensions to political power; by grounding ethics in both a vision of the transcendent good and a Christian anthropology that insists on the dignity of all human beings made in the image of God; and by grounding our political vision upon a similar Christian sensibility.

Perhaps this is all hopelessly ambitious. I do not pretend to have the academic expertise to engage adequately with all the subjects that follow. I hope I know enough to say at least something of interest though. And I hope, further, that people who are much more qualified than I am will take up these themes and work towards a vision of a renewed Church and society, of a great return to individual and collective Christianity, to head off the disaster that is quickly coming upon us.

I have believed in something like the central argument of this book for a long time. My doctoral thesis (later published as a book entitled Charles Taylor and Anglican Theology: Aesthetic Ecclesiology) closed with a plea to the Church to take seriously the beauty and the glory of Jesus Christ in its proclamation and witness to the world.12 I still trust in that message, but I am sad to say that, in the years since I wrote those words, I have come to believe that the world and the Church are in a far darker place. It has not been my intention to turn into a religious curmudgeon (and, indeed, I hope this is not what has happened), but the accelerating rush towards civilisational suicide is not something that can escape my notice without deep concern. The great return of which I speak is necessary to reverse the course of recent developments, and it holds out great hope: that we can recover, and that a new and better world can emerge as a result.
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