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I t may not be strictly true that Oliver Cromwell banned Christmas. He was too busy 8ghting a civil war to bother himself with the anti-
Christmas legislation of 1644. But for his grim Puritan colleagues, the Romish associations of Christ’s Mass, and the boozed-up Yuletide

revelry associated with it, was incompatible with their serious-minded and sober approach to faith. Carol singing was forbidden. Festive
parties outlawed.

Unsurprisingly, this wasn’t a widely popular move. Which was why, when the monarchy was restored in 1660, and on into the 18th century,
Christmas came to be celebrated all the more vigorously, the Georgian period being one of the creative high points of Christmas’s continual
reinvention. 

This is my 8rst Christmas as a vicar in Kew, south-west London. My wonderful new church, St Anne’s, was built the very year that George I
came to the throne (1714) and could hardly be any more festive looking. Resembling a glori8ed jelly mould, it is set on an open green alongside
the Thames, surrounded by pubs selling mulled wine and Kew Gardens, with their spectacular light show. It feels like the perfect place for O
Come, All Ye Faithful.  

And today, at least, the faithful – or faithful-ish – will come in their numbers. This afternoon, children will dress up as donkeys, kings and
shepherds to be cast in the play of all plays, and later, at Midnight Mass, adults will 8ll the pews to hear about the light coming into the
darkness and the darkness not having overcome it. 
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Christianity is about so much more than Christmas

Whether you are a believer or not, Christian traditions run too deep for us to ever give them up

98

11



But for all the crowds that will gather at this time of year, all is not well with the Church of England, nor indeed with other denominations.
Still recovering from a modern ban on Christmas gathering by our godly overlords, the underlying trend is one of declining numbers. The
most recent census data, released last month, showed the proportion of people describing themselves as Christian had fallen below 50 per
cent for the 8rst time since census data collection began.

Covid isn’t the root cause, but it didn’t help. Increasingly, more and more people do not see the point of church. At best, they see it as one
Sunday option amongst others, something to be considered alongside children’s football, shopping, dog-walking and a host of other leisure
activities – just a bit less fun. Some churches re-invent themselves as entertainment in a needy desire to be popular. But they cheapen
themselves. Others remain de8antly serious, but often empty. 

So what, people may ask? Christianity has had its day. But, actually, Judeo-Christian assumptions have underpinned every aspect of life in the
West for roughly the past thousand years, shaping the way we think about everything – from art to law, morality to freedom. Our constitution
makes no sense without it; our intellectual traditions are incomprehensible without it; even the very idea of the secular is a Christian idea. 
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It doesn’t matter if you are a fully paid-up believer or not; it doesn’t even matter if you dislike religion and consider yourself an atheist – if you
are European, you probably still have a broadly Christian imagination. 

But, just like the 8sh who ask “What is water?” in David Foster Wallace’s famous commencement address at his old college in 2005, some
things can be so ubiquitous as to be almost invisible. We think in a Christian way even if we have abandoned any sort of speci8c belief. The
very idea of human rights, for instance, is a classic example of a Christian perspective that has been secularised. 

It would strike some cultures as incomprehensible that we have moral and legal obligations to all human beings simply on the basis of their
being human. Aristotle thought that human beings came in two kinds: slave and non-slave. And that this distinction was located in the nature
of things. Our very diferent idea, one that seems morally obvious to us, is originally rooted in the Jewish insistence from Genesis that all
human beings are made in the image and likeness of God. This universalism of moral obligation is underscored by St Paul’s claim that, in
Christ, there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male nor female. Ethnicity, social status, gender: all are irrelevant. It’s a
very short jump to add, neither gay nor straight. Our obligations are not to be found in other people being like us. There is a metaphysical
scafolding to human rights that sustains its applicability to all. This is water. And we draw from this well even as we decry it as superstitious. 

Which is how the current generation now feasts of the cultural capital of its forbears without adding to it. Indeed, the very act of cultural
self-criticism that drives secularism is itself a Christian speciality. There is no more robustly self-critical book than the New Testament. The
pious and priestly class are subjected to constant critique for their lack of understanding. The parable of the Good Samaritan is not just an
encouragement to look after the vulnerable and stranded, it is a subversive dig at the failure of those who should have been 8rst to help. The
Samaritan is the New Testament’s representative “other”, disliked for being culturally and theologically diferent. To make a Samaritan the
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Local Authority Christian Hindu Jewish Muslim No religion Main religion

Adur 43.1% 0.3% 0.4% 1.3% 47.9% No religion

Allerdale 59.8% 0.1% 0% 0.2% 33.3% Christian

Amber Valley 45.4% 0.2% 0% 0.3% 47.3% No religion

Arun 52.1% 0.2% 0.2% 0.7% 39.9% Christian

AshAeld 42% 0.3% 0% 0.6% 50.3% No religion

Ashford 47.6% 2% 0.1% 1.6% 40.7% Christian

Babergh 49.6% 0.2% 0.1% 0.5% 42.9% Christian

Barking and
Dagenham

45.4% 3% 0.1% 24.4% 18.8% Christian

Barnet 36.6% 5.7% 14.5% 12.2% 20.2% Christian

Barnsley 51.3% 0.2% 0% 0.6% 42.1% Christian

Barrow-in-Furness 53.1% 0.2% 0% 0.5% 39.7% Christian



hero of the story is a withering critique of the established religious order. 

The Reformation was a perfect example of this permanent revolution from below – a religious self-critique that, to its proponents, attacked
abuses of heteronomous power and relocated learning and authority to the people in the pews, spreading literacy to the ploughboy and 8ery
encouragement to the dispossessed.

Within education, family life, capitalism, pop music, the welfare state, no area of our common life has been untouched by these cycles of
Christian renewal. Christian inhuence on Western culture cannot be simply measured by the number of virgins on display in the National
Gallery, or the fact that you can’t even begin to understand European literature without having 8rst read the Bible.  

Nowhere will this be more evident than when King Charles is crowned next year. The Coronation is an inherently Christian ceremony. He
will be anointed with oil in the same way that King David from Bethlehem was a thousand years before the 8rst Christmas. Monarchy remains
a religious business or it is nothing. The birth of the new king of Bethlehem, the king of kings, rede8nes monarchy as stripped of its power
and glamour. Born in a shed with cattle as courtiers, this is authority without the armies. 

As the historian Tom Holland has argued in his brilliant exploration, Dominion, the story of the Christian engagement with the Roman
empire is one of a clash of diametrically opposed systems. What attracted the young Holland to the Romans was all their glamour and cruelty.
With Christianity, the weak triumph over the strong. The cross that was used by the Romans as an instrument of public humiliation turned
into a universal symbol of human liberation. Which is why it will be the king who was crowned with thorns that will preside over the
Coronation, not the history book king of the Roman eagle.

Since the 1960s, we have been playing Jenga with the foundations of our culture. Some believe Christianity is too deep in our historical
marrow to be afected by so small a thing as secularisation. Others think that we are a bit like the cartoon Road Runner, still going forward
after having run of the clif edge. For all this, I can only rehect that the story of God divesting himself of his celestial authority and coming
amongst us as a vulnerable child has proved remarkably resilient, despite being banned, dismissed and ignored. 

And as the church places a small plaster representation of the baby into a pile of straw, hope is renewed. It is not hope as optimism, but hope
as de8ance: at the darkest time of the year, the light comes into the dark and the dark does not overcome it. No, we are not done yet. 

To put it at its starkest: if it is true that God exists and loves the world, then all is well. God is not like the fairies who are kept alive by our
believing. And likewise, if it is not true, then it matters not that we have stopped believing. Christmas is not about our love for Him but His
love for us. And for that, Alleluia. Glory to the new born king. Happy Christmas.
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