Why Spirituality and Religion are still important
Some background

The European values survey (2000) reveals a generalised belief in a vague God in 71.8% of the population. At the same time it recognises that the more dogmatic aspects of religion are in decline and along with it the regular practice of attending church on Sundays.  Almost half those surveyed did take some moments for prayer and meditation.  The growing awareness of a spiritual dimension to experience is accompanied by a decline in membership or practice (eg: 42% decline in attendance in catholic churches from 1979-1998- Brierley P The Tide is Running Out 2000 ). It is important to notice that this is a trend that has been working quietly since the first world war. Perhaps that experience of suffering and loss triggered a disenchantment with the easy answers of organised religion. The second world war, the holocaust, the tsunami and other disasters all tend to undermine the more simplistic explanations of faith and demand a more personal rather than tribal faith based in a church community. 
The same values survey reported that religious conviction was not seen as necessary in political leaders (70%) and that religious leaders should not try to influence government decisions (65.2%). At the same time 67.9% of those surveyed upheld the right of religious people not to act against their conscience. Confidence in the church as an institution was seen as low (34.4%) and the number of people exploring alternative and privatised spiritualities is increasing. Most writers recognise the complexity of the issue and, whilst there is a great interest in spirituality, the role of religion remains the major question. What is religion for anyway?
The Purpose of Religion
The secular argument assumes that religion will become increasingly marginalised within the public realm as its  views are seen as increasingly implausible in the face of rational argument in the material and psychological world. The secular thinker sees this as a liberation of the individual from the oppressiveness of paternalistic religious control.  If this process of secularisation has been going on for so long, why has religion survived at all? Peter Berger writes
“The assumption that we live in a secular world is false. The world today, with some exceptions, is as furiously religious as it ever was, and in some places more so than ever” (The Desecularisation of The West . page 2 Washington 1999)
Berger reminds us that, whether we like it or not, we have religious meanings wired into us from birth. We are more than rational and we know more than we can ever say or explain. That inner world of meaning is a powerful motivator for action, relationships and for cohesion in society. In some ways it is the glue that hold us all together. It is unlikely that a merely rational set of values could maintain the kind of ethical order and meaning world that society needs to function properly. If you look at secular values     ( individual freedom, objectivity, rationality, privacy) there is little there that would lead to the self sacrifice and empathy involved in serving others, in volunteering or even in fighting for one’s country. If society is to hold together then spirituality needs to be valued not only in private but in the public domain. 
One of the roles of religion is to give spirituality a public face and also to limit its excesses in society.  The word religion means “to tie down” to define or limit interpretations. It is religion rather than secularism that will defeat terrorism because terrorism is spirituality without the balance and wisdom of a religious tradition to challenge its misinterpretations. While religion is slow to change and finds it hard to let go of old concepts and language, it does create tradition, enshrines common values and connects the public and private aspects of spirituality. As G K Chesterton put it, when people stop believing in God they don’t believe in nothing, they believe in just about anything. In this view of religion the secular state needs to challenge religious institutions to wake up to the spiritual needs of its citizens and begin to meet those needs in more appropriate ways. The way ahead is partnership rather than separation of religion and state. If religion chooses to remain a dead language, enclosed in its own world, then society will be the loser in that its cohesion, meaning, generosity, self sacrifice and identity will be eroded away.
The Individual Spiritual Life 
One of the conclusions of recent research is that most people have a rich and significant spiritual life. They may discount it and ignore it but it remains as a sense that there is “something there”. Whilst it remains in this private form it is seen as subjective, quirky and of no value. It is not given space to influence actions and is often seen as a taboo subject, never to be spoken of except in late night drinking sessions to be regretted the day after. Yet research has discovered that these intuitions of “something there” are universal, they begin early (about 4 years old) and they can have a huge and positive impact on the energy, motivation, idealism and relationships of ordinary people.  Similar research has also discovered that our society is expert at suppressing and marginalising this spiritual sense in people.
The adult world into which our children are inducted is more often than not destructive of their spirituality……Children emerge from infancy with a simplicity that is richly open to experience, only to close off their awareness as they become street-wise….. The ‘blotting out’ of spirituality is a socially constructed phenomenon.

(Hay and Nye 1998 21-22)

To some extent this situation is the fault of a church that has not moved and stood still particularly in a paternalistic language and allowing the more extreme elements of its membership to grab the headlines in collusion with a media that enjoys pitting one extreme position against another. It is also the fault of a secularised culture that refuses to give reality to anything that cannot be proved or tested. In limiting reality to what can be measured and tested it discounts some of the most human of experiences such as love, pain and compassion none of which can be measured. The outcome is that people in general discount their interior lives, become disconnected from themselves and live out roles that mean little to them. Alienated from themselves they end up full of anger, unable to relate to others and adrift in a secular society without the support of a church that talks an old language about issues that are no longer relevant to contemporary life.
A recent survey by Leslie Francis, a leading researcher in this area identified the benefits of affiliation to a religious group. He said that young people who felt an identity:
· Worried less and showed less stress

· Were ready to talk to parents for guidance

· Were less isolated

· Saw the local community positively

· Less likely to be depressed

· Stronger social concern

· Felt happier about themselves
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The quality of this research work is well established and it reminds us, whether we are religious or secular in our views, that spirituality has to connect and be shared. The results of this survey should make the churches sit up and recognise the challenge to engage anew with the reality of people’s spiritual lives. The survey should make the secular thinkers reflect that there is a tangible, measurable and motivational role for religion that needs to be recognised and respected even if it is not fully understood. Perhaps those secular thinkers should reflect on the words of Emile Durkheim, sometimes called the father of sociology and an atheist himself when he says:
The believer who has communicated with his God is not merely a man who has seen new truths of which the unbeliever is ignorant; he is a man who is stronger. He feels within him more force to endure the trials of existence or to conquer them.

(Elementary forms of Religious Life, George and Allen 1915 p 416)

Christianity and a conclusion
There is a need to recognise that the spirituality we have built our society upon is almost entirely Christian. Christianity is bedded into our language and into our values, relationships and history. Christianity has shaped our awareness of morality and family in ways that we are still only dimly aware of. Such spiritual structures cannot be discarded easily or replaced like a component in society. The Gospel has roots deep into the consciousness that need to be revived and reinterpreted. The Our Father has a always had a political agenda about individual dignity, sharing, honesty, service and forgiveness that add deeper motivation to individuals and to society at one and the same time. Whether we like it or not we do not have a value neutral or secular society and we are all living religious lives at one level or another. Do the secular thinkers recognise this inheritance and do the churches recognise their responsibility to renew it?

