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Introduction

IT WOULD BE HARD to find a better cross-section of the “new China” than the people gathered in the sitting room of this comfortable apartment in one of Shanghai’s gated communities. The host for the day, Wang, is—right down to the BlackBerry on his belt—a prosperous, bespectacled management consultant, who once worked for Intel.1 The guests, sitting on sofas and chairs brought in from the kitchen, or perched on the floor, include a pair of biotechnologists, a Chinese American doctor from Los Angeles, a prominent academic, a manager from a state-owned business, two ballet dancers and several successful entrepreneurs. A laptop adorns the coffee table, BMWs are parked in front of the building and advertisements for jewelry decorate the elevator. These people may not be Shanghai’s super-rich, but they are well off and educated, men and women on their way up in life.

They are gathered in Wang’s sitting room to worship God and interpret His ways to man. The proceedings are informal—as with most house churches, there is no pastor, just a group of Christians gathered together to discuss the Bible. The service is introduced by a chic young woman in a Che Guevara T-shirt. She apologizes for the late start, asking with a giggle why there are always technical problems when it is her turn. (Her husband is fiddling with the laptop.) She says a spontaneous prayer and the group sings the first hymn. The accompanying music is downloaded from the Internet and the words are beamed up on the apartment wall from the laptop with the help of a projector that Wang normally uses for corporate presentations. True to this karaoke format, the hymns are jaunty in a slightly overwrought way: the lead singer on the downloaded track sounds like a Chinese Céline Dion. The young fashionista follows on with four unscripted prayers, interspersed with four hymns, one with a smattering of English words. Then Wang takes over.

He starts by asking everybody to introduce themselves. There are a few absentees, including the owner of the apartment, who is away finishing a deal in Shenzhen, but Wang welcomes back a pharmaceuticals executive who has just returned from a visit to New Jersey. There are handshakes and a few hugs. Most of the children are ushered into a bedroom and bribed, not altogether successfully, to stay quiet with an assortment of sweets, videos and toy guns. It is time for the real business: Romans 1:18–32. The congregation reads the text together from heavily annotated Bibles. Then the discussion, led by Wang, begins. It lasts for almost two and a half hours.

Every sentence in the scripture is examined, beginning with the idea that God is wrathful. What exactly does this mean? Wang explains that the Lord’s anger is triggered only by wickedness, which Wang defines as the opposite of righteousness (the topic of the previous week’s meeting). The wicked are people who knew the right path—God had revealed Himself to them—but ignored it. This is the prompt for a long discussion about different forms of revelation and their relation to nature. Various passages of scripture are scrutinized, with a striking number of corporate allusions: the meteorologist cites research by Enron into predicting the weather; Wang argues that Adam was the first chief executive—everybody flips back through their Bibles to read the passage—because he was given dominion over nature. But gradually, the discussion of revelation gives way to a passionate attack on Darwinism. Evolutionary theory, argues Wang, breaking into English to reiterate the words, is “the biggest lie,” because it pretends to be rigorous science. This is immediately confirmed by a biotechnologist who works on stem cells. Every day she looks at them, admiring their beauty and complexity: stem cells must be divine. If you trust evolution, you distrust God, rejoins the surgeon. Evolution is another false idol—not unlike Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism or any of the other mock religions that China’s Communists are trying to promote, now that they have discovered that they cannot kill God.

The second part of Romans 1:18–32 includes the New Testament’s denunciation of homosexuality and other “shameful passions.” (“Even the women pervert the natural use of their sex by unnatural acts. In the same way the men give up natural sexual relations with women and burn with passion for each other. Men do shameful things with each other, and as a result they bring upon themselves the punishment they deserve for their wrongdoing.”) At first, Wang does not want to go there: he would rather concentrate on revelation. But he gets drawn in by one of the scientists, who asks about transsexual operations. These are not natural, advises Wang; like euthanasia, they are invading God’s domain. As for homosexuality, it is plainly a sin—the text could not be clearer. But aren’t homosexual urges natural in some people? The doctor backs up this observation by citing a paper from the American Psychological Association, and the group agrees that homosexual sinners should not be punished any differently from heterosexual sinners. The real problem is general immorality, which is on the increase all over Shanghai. Somebody mentions Sodom and Gomorrah. The passage is read—and one of the English speakers, perhaps wanting to show his translation skills, explains at some length how the word “sodomization” was derived. There is some awkward shuffling, relieved only when somebody else condemns gambling, citing a Royal Caribbean Cruise as evidence.

The most remarkable part of the Bible study comes at the very end. In his summary, Wang brings many of the evening’s themes together— revelation, righteousness and false idols—and links them in a nationalist call to arms. Countries with lots of Christians become more powerful. America grew strong because it was Christian. The more Christian China becomes, the mightier it will be. If you want China to be a truly prosperous country, you must spread the Word to nonbelievers. If you are a patriotic Chinese, you have to be a Christian.

The service finishes with a couple of personal prayers. The worshippers wriggle out of the sofas and chairs. A few are going to a formal service that afternoon at one of Shanghai’s government-recognized churches (largely for the children’s sake, one person says). Most, however, seem to have something to do. There are meetings to attend, flights to catch, offices, hospitals and laboratories to run. They will once again be Chinese on the make—and now they have a patriotic duty to spread the Word as well.




ONWARD CHINESE SOLDIERS


The Chinese still regard the militantly atheist Mao Zedong as a national hero. Mao put religion second only to capitalism in his list of reactionary evils: he killed clergy, expelled foreign missionaries and destroyed temples and churches. Now China is rethinking.

The economic liberalization that followed Mao’s death brought the “Great Leap Forward” that Marxist orthodoxy had singularly failed to deliver. But it also brought a disorientating whirlwind of change. The pell-mell pace of economic progress—the Chinese economy has doubled in size every eight years since the 1970s—is supersizing cities and decanting millions of people from the countryside. China is building skyscrapers and highways, suburban subdivisions and gated communities, shopping centers and theme parks, on a scale unprecedented in human history. The construction industry employs a workforce the size of California’s population. And the advance of the new civilization inevitably means taking a wrecking ball to the old.2

This whirlwind is boosting demand for the consolations of religion. Wang’s house church is part of what may well be the biggest advance of Christianity ever. The Chinese government’s own figures show the number of Christians rising from fourteen million in 1997 to twenty-one million in 2006, with an estimated fifty-five thousand official Protestant churches and forty-six hundred Catholic churches.3 (The government made religious freedom part of the constitution in 1982, though it limited worship to five official religions—Buddhism, Taoism, Islam, Protestantism and Catholicism—each overseen by a “patriotic association.”4) But these figures exclude both house churches and the underground Catholic Church, which is bigger than the official one. A conservative guess is that there are at least sixty-five million Protestants in China and twelve million Catholics—more believers than there are members of the Communist Party. Some local Christians think the flock is well over one hundred million.5

Whatever the true numbers, the world’s major religions are currently engaged in a “scramble for China.” According to a survey by the Pew Global Attitudes Project in 2006, 31 percent of Chinese people regard religion as very or somewhat important in their lives, while only 11 percent toe the Maoist line that religion is not at all important. A poll in 2005, asking a slightly different question, put the proportion of people who deem religion important at 56 percent.6

That said, for most Chinese people religion is still a vague affair, mixing folklore with ancestor worship. Only about a fifth of Chinese name a particular religion as their creed, and most of them plump for some form of Buddhism, Taoism on Confucianism, plainly the varieties the state prefers.7 Xinhua, the distinctly secular state news agency recently proudly announced that there were approximately one hundred million Chinese Buddhists. The Olympics began at exactly 8 p.m. on the eighth day of the eighth month in 2008—because many Chinese people regard the number eight as lucky. It is no longer frowned on to wear prayer beads in the cities. In the countryside Buddhist temples are fast becoming part of the local economy. Every summer some two hundred thousand people visit the Black Dragon Temple in Yulin, a city in Guangxi Province, for its ten-day fair; local state officials and policemen are cut into the deal through taxes and gifts.8 Despite the clashes with Buddhist monks in Tibet, the government tolerates an ornate, private Tibetan shrine in the heart of Beijing, and a few members of China’s new commercial and political elite have followed the imperial tradition of seeking out confessor-gurus in Tibetan monasteries.9

Meanwhile, Islam is also surging, especially among the Hui and Uighur peoples in Ningxia and Xinjiang Provinces. Official numbers indicate that there are about twenty million Muslims. Again, that is probably an underestimate, but the Pew researchers point out that even using that number, China has almost as many Muslims as Saudi Arabia and nearly twice as many as the European Union’s twenty-seven countries. By 2050, China could well be the world’s biggest Muslim nation as well as its biggest Christian one.

The growth of Christianity is nevertheless the most startling religious development. Catholicism is vigorous in parts of Beijing and especially in poor rural areas. The Virgin Mary has a particular attraction: fishermen have started dedicating their boats to her, and every May thousands of Catholics descend on Donglu, a village in Hebei Province where the Virgin is said to have appeared in 1900 to rescue local Catholics during the Boxer Rebellion. A decade ago, the authorities imprisoned an underground Catholic bishop who led the festivities there—but he was quietly released in 2007. Nowadays police cordon off the village each May.10

Yet the core of Christianity in China is urban and Protestant. Evangelical churches took off at the same time as China itself did in the 1990s, drawing heavily on American and South Korean Protestantism. China has been a fixation for American missionaries since the nineteenth century. Nowadays the South Koreans, Asia’s most enthusiastic Christians (who were mostly converted by the Americans), are even more numerous. One ruse is to set up trading companies in China that are really missionary outposts. Close to the North Korean border, there is even a full-scale Protestant university, which has now wangled permission to operate in Pyongyang too.11

Still, most Chinese churches are homegrown. They come in all shapes and sizes. The Fengcheng Fellowship (of house churches), which is based in Henan Province and headed by Zhang Rongliang, China’s most prominent Protestant, claims to have ten million members.12 But most house churches are like Wang’s outfit: autonomous and reasonably small. Chinese Christians are inveterate downloaders. Many pastors find their stiffest competition not in the sermons of their local rivals around the corner, but in the weekly Web offerings from Asian megapreachers, such as Stephen Tong, who is based in Indonesia. Another notable characteristic, shared by both the South Koreans next door and the early Christians, is the importance of women as evangelizers: one Protestant jokes that the most popular silent prayer in house churches is for a husband, and the second most popular one is for a better husband.

House churches offer a remarkable formula for growth. They can be started by anybody: one prominent house church in Beijing was established by a foreign ministry official. Wang started his church in September 2006 with five or six friends. Now it has sprouted two offshoots: one is a specialist church for migrants; the other, which brings together a group similar to Wang’s, uses the local office of a well-known American multinational as its base (a popular strategy, since offices are closed on Sundays). Now that the three churches attract about a hundred people, the worshippers will soon have to start another one. The Chinese government has set an informal limit of twenty-five people for an unauthorized religious gathering. Nowadays, most local authorities enforce this rule sporadically (there were twenty-eight people at Wang’s Sunday service, not including the children) or not at all (in Wuhan, the capital city of Hubei Province, the congregation can run into the hundreds, reports one of Wang’s flock). The danger for most house churches is not a police raid, but the possibility that a neighbor will complain about the noisy singing or, more likely still in China’s overcrowded cities, about parking spaces being taken up. Yet as Wang’s fast-growing flock illustrates, the twenty-five-person rule is a formula for growth, uncommonly close to that enforced on early Christians by similar demands for secrecy. It is the same cell model pioneered by John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, and by South Korean Protestants. It is almost as if the government secretly wants us to take over, muses Wang.

In fact, the Chinese government seems to have mixed feelings about religion. Hardliners still associate religious faith, particularly Christianity, with insurrection. The famous Taiping Rebellion (of Great Peace) in the nineteenth century was led by a Christian who claimed to be Christ’s brother—and only put down at the cost of more than twenty million lives. The authorities think that John Paul II had an outsized role in bringing down the Soviet Union. Many of the student leaders at the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989 have become Christians. Zhang Rongliang, the head of the Fengcheng Fellowship, has been in and out of jail since the 1970s. China’s relentless persecution of the Falun Gong cult shows how nervous it is about independent thought and organization.

Such worries are exacerbated by the fact that the growing religious organizations are becoming political actors in their own right. House churches have begun to add pastors, schools, libraries, even a few unofficial seminaries. One enthusiast boasts that house churches “are already the largest NGO in the country.” Many churches teach the sanctity of life, a lively issue in a country where abortions have been routine. In Donglu, the Catholic nuns run a small clinic.13 At the Black Dragon Temple, there is a thriving boarding school. In Xinjiang Province, the mosques control so much that the state government is worried about Muslim separatism; a scatter of terrorist incidents before the 2008 Olympics provided an excuse for a clampdown, but the problem remains. Even ancestor worship is having an unsettling effect on politics in the countryside, making it more likely that the village leader will be elected to that role because of his position in the clan hierarchy, rather than his loyalty to the party.

Yet on the other hand the regime increasingly accepts that some kind of moral code is useful to build a “harmonious society.” Indeed, some of China’s younger technocrats now openly welcome Confucianism, which Mao condemned as “feudal,” as a form of social glue in their fast-changing country. The state has sponsored several Buddhist gatherings and is building Confucian institutes around the world. In October 2007 the Communist Party added an amendment to its constitution, with the personal imprimatur of President Hu, urging its members to “rally religious believers in making contributions to economic and social development.”14 At the local level, especially in the countryside, Buddhism and communism have fused: temple chiefs are often party bosses as well. The Chinese authorities are edging toward the conclusion that God and modernization can go hand in hand.

That case has been made most explicitly by a Chinese government economist, Zhao Xiao, in a widely read essay, “Market Economies with Churches and Market Economies Without Churches.” Based on his travels around America, the paper, published in 2002, argues that the key to America’s commercial success is not its natural resources, its financial system or its technology but its churches, “the very core that binds Americans together.” The market economy, argues Zhao, is efficient because it discourages idleness, but it can also encourage people to lie and injure others. It thus needs a moral underpinning. At the end of the essay, as he travels from Boston to Indiana, “through North America’s vast lands, the serene sounds of church bells ringing in every church,” Zhao recalls an angry poem:






Be in awe of the invincible might,

Be in awe of the lightning,

And be in awe of the thunder in the sky.





Without that awe, argues Zhao, China will not succeed. “Only through awe can we be saved. Only through faith can the market economy have a soul.”

The people in Wang’s church share Zhao’s belief that worshipping God is the go-ahead thing to do. Asked why people become Christians, one man describes it as the sense of having joined the winner’s circle. Every city has some form of club or network for Christian businesspeople. As he sips a cup of water after the service, Wang puts it simply. “In Europe the church is old. Here it is modern. Religion is a sign of higher ideals and progress. Spiritual wealth and material wealth go together. That is why we will win.”






THE BATTLE FOR MODERNITY


Ever since the Enlightenment there has been a schism in Western thought over the relationship between religion and modernity. Europeans, on the whole, have assumed that modernity would marginalize religion; Americans, in the main, have assumed that the two things can thrive together.

This schism goes back to the modern world’s two founding revolutions. The French and American Revolutions were both the offspring of the Enlightenment, but with very different views of the role that religion should play in reason’s glorious republic. In France the révolutionnaires despised religion as a tool of the ancien régime. By contrast, America’s Founding Fathers took a more benign view of religion. They divided church from state not least to protect the former from the latter.

These two versions of modernity have marched in different directions ever since. In Europe established churches sided with the old regime against the new world of democracy and liberty. In America, where there was no national established church, faiths embraced both democracy and the market: the only way they could survive was to attract customers. In Europe, “religion” meant war or oppression, Edmund Burke once observed; in America, it turned out to be a source of freedom.15

For most of the past two hundred years the European view of modernity has been in the ascendant. Europe gave birth to a succession of sages who explained, in compelling detail, why God was doomed. Karl Marx denounced religion as the “opium of the masses.” Émile Durkheim and Max Weber argued that an iron law of history was leading to “secularization” (or “the disenchantment of the world,” in Weber’s rather more poetic phrase). Friedrich Nietzsche remarked, “I find it necessary to wash my hands after I have come into contact with religious people.”16 Sigmund Freud dismissed religion as a neurosis that was designed to divert attention from man’s real interest, sex. A few intellectuals deplored God’s disappearance, worrying that a godless world would also be a barbaric one. “When people stop believing in God,” G. K. Chesterton argued, “they don’t believe in nothing, they believe in anything.” “If you will not have God (and He is a jealous God)”, T. S. Eliot warned, “you should pay your respects to Hitler or Stalin.”17 Others welcomed the disappearance of an instrument of oppression and bigotry. A few tried to have it both ways: Jean-Paul Sartre railed against God’s absence (“God doesn’t exist—the bastard!”), yet celebrated the freedom that His departure provided. “Lord I disbelieve,” E. M. Forster confessed, “help thou my unbelief.”18 Still, everyone who was anyone in European public life agreed that religion was dying—and that its effect on politics was ebbing.

The European idea, that you cannot become modern without throwing off religion’s yoke, had a massive influence all around the world. It is hardly surprising that Marxist dictators such as Lenin and Mao tried to impose atheism by force. But a striking number of less dogmatic leaders in the developing world were also bent on enforcing secularization. In Turkey, Kemal Atatürk imposed a strict separation between mosque and state. (“The fez,” he once complained, “sat upon our heads as a sign of ignorance, fanaticism, an obstacle to progress and to attaining a contemporary level of civilization.”) In India, Jawaharlal Nehru tried to make “a clean sweep” of organized religion: “Almost always it seems to stand for blind belief and reaction, dogma and bigotry, superstition and exploitation and the preservation of vested interests.” In the Middle East, Gamal Abdel Nasser and the Pahlavi shahs of Iran argued that their countries faced a choice between the mosque and mechanization; superstition and fanaticism had to be left behind.

America has always posed a problem for progressive secularists. Here was the quintessentially modern country. In his “Second Treatise” John Locke famously observed that “in the beginning all the world was America.” The new republic was conceived as a “novus ordo seculorum,” as every dollar bill reminds us, a conscious antithesis to the European world of feudalism, the divine right of kings and state religion.

Still, as long as Europe remained the cultural arbiter of the world, America could be dismissed as an oddity. Perhaps America was nothing more than an evolutionary freak—the sociological equivalent of the duckbilled platypus. Americans might continue to worship God, but the rest of the world, as it modernized, would follow the European rather than the American example. Or perhaps the young country was just a little slow growing up: give it a bit more time and it would become as secular as Europe. The people you met on the cocktail circuit in New York and San Francisco seemed like sensible sorts. Surely the rubes would eventually catch up?

There were indeed signs that this was happening in the mid-twentieth century. American Evangelicals had retreated from the public square, embarrassed by the combination of Prohibition and the Scopes Monkey Trial, in 1925, where their views on evolution were mocked. Meanwhile, a growing army of American intellectuals argued that their country was becoming less exceptional. In 1959 C. Wright Mills, an influential sociologist at Columbia University, penned a self-confident summary of the modernization thesis in The Sociological Imagination: “After the Reformation and the Renaissance, the forces of modernization swept across the globe and secularization, a corollary historical process, loosened the dominance of the sacred. In due course, the sacred shall disappear altogether, except, possibly, in the private realm.” In 1960, the same year that Jack Kennedy reassured worried Americans that his Catholic faith would not affect his politics, Daniel Bell argued in The End of Ideology that modern politics was no longer about the meaning of life but about who gets what—about how you distribute the largesse of an affluent society among various interest groups. In 1966, in its Easter issue, Time magazine asked “Is God Dead?” on its cover, and in the same year Thomas Altizer, a theologian, published to much acclaim The Gospel of Christian Atheism.19 In 1968 Gallup found that sixty-seven percent of Americans believed that religion was losing its impact on society. A year later, an American reached the moon, metaphorically conquering the heavens.

By the end of the twentieth century the intelligentsia had little doubt that modern man had outgrown God. Most trend-setting books in the 1990s saw the world through secular lenses.20 Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man predicted the triumph of secularization as well as liberalism. The word “religion” does not appear in the index of Diplomacy, Henry Kissinger’s nine-hundred-page masterpiece on statesmanship, published in 1994. In 1980–99 only half a dozen of the articles in America’s four main international-relations journals dealt with religion.21 The Economist was so confident of the Almighty’s demise that we published His obituary in our millennium issue.

Today an unsettling worry nags at Western liberals: what if secular Europe (and for that matter secular Harvard and secular Manhattan) is the odd one out? They are right to be worried. It now seems that it is the American model that is spreading around the world: religion and modernity are going hand in hand, not just in China but throughout much of Asia, Africa, Arabia and Latin America. It is not just that religion is thriving in many modernizing countries; it is also that religion is succeeding in harnessing the tools of modernity to propagate its message. The very things that were supposed to destroy religion—democracy and markets, technology and reason—are combining to make it stronger.


GOD IS BACK

Almost everywhere you look, from the suburbs of Dallas to the slums of São Paulo to the back streets of Bradford, you can see religion returning to public life. Most dramatically Americans and their allies would not be dying in Iraq and Afghanistan had nineteen young Muslims not attacked the United States on September 11, 2001. America’s next war could be against the Islamic Republic of Iran—or it could be dragged into a spat in Pakistan, where religious fanatics are determined to seize the country’s nuclear weapons, or perhaps in West Africa, where there is a monumental clash between Evangelical Christianity surging northward and fundamentalist Islam heading south. Indeed, there are potential battlegrounds all around Islam’s southern perimeter, along the tenth parallel, stretching through Sudan to the Philippines. Nor is it just a matter of Christians and Muslims. In Myanmar (Burma) Buddhist monks nearly brought down an evil regime; in Sri Lanka they have prolonged a bloody conflict with Hindu Tamils.

Meanwhile, many older conflicts have acquired a religious edge. The poisonous sixty-year war over Palestine began as a largely secular affair. Many of the pioneering Zionists in the early twentieth century saw the Middle East as an escape from the suffocating religiosity of Eastern European village life. Even after the Holocaust, the new “Jewish state” at first deemed religion a distraction: after Israel’s founding in 1948 the secular David Ben-Gurion agreed that rabbinical law would prevail in matters such as marriage and divorce partly because he assumed the Orthodox would melt away. On the Palestinian side, many of the leaders of the PLO were Christian socialists; in Egypt, the spiritual champion of Arab nationalism, Nasser, clamped down on the radical Muslim Brotherhood. Nowadays, in the era of Hamas, Jewish settlers and Christian Zionists, the Israeli-Palestinian dispute has become a much more polarized, sectarian battle, with ever more people claiming that God is on their side.

As for the old Communist regimes, China is not the only country to have renewed its addiction to the opium of the masses. Vladimir Putin, that hardheaded product of the Soviet security apparatus, decks himself in symbols of religion in much the same way as Russian czars once did: he never takes off his baptismal cross, maintains a small chapel next door to his office in the Kremlin and has made regular visits to churches.22 The KGB’s successor, the FSB, has its own Orthodox church opposite its headquarters, complete with rare icons presented by the Patriarch. One poll in 2006—fifteen years after the fall of the Soviet regime—discovered that 84 percent of the Russian population believed in God while only 16 percent considered themselves atheists.23 Meanwhile, Mikhail Gorbachev has shown signs that he is a Christian: after spending half an hour with his daughter Irina praying at the tomb of St. Francis of Assisi, the last Soviet leader confessed that “St. Francis is, for me, the alter Christus, the other Christ. His story fascinates me and has played a fundamental role in my life.”

Atatürk’s Turkey is now in the hands of an avowedly Islamist party. The president’s wife, like many cosmopolitan women, wears a headscarf, once regarded as a symbol of backwardness. For most of the past decade India has been controlled by the Hindu nationalist BJP Party, which owed its ascendancy partly to the issue of the Ayodhya Temple, a fiercely contested place of worship for both Hindus and Muslims. And it is not just the familiar, bloody Hindu-Muslim divide. Two of the most touchy issues in modern Indian politics are the legality of Christian conversions of untouchables and an underwater “bridge” to Sri Lanka supposedly built by a team of monkeys for the Lord Rama, which the more secularist Congress Party wants to tamper with so that shipping can get through.

In America, the Evangelicals have long since reemerged from their caves. The religious right is an established part of politics in almost every state, and America has had a succession of “born again” presidents. The man it has just waved goodbye to was its most soul-on-the-sleeve religious leader since the nineteenth century: George Bush began each day on his knees and each cabinet meeting with a prayer, but he was a relatively moderate figure compared with Sarah Palin, the Pentecostal selected by John McCain to be his vice presidential candidate, who has undergone rites to protect her from witchcraft. The single most frequently used noun in the 2008 Republican Convention in St. Paul, Minnesota, was “God.” But the left is not immune from the influence of religion either: Barack Obama borrowed the title of his autobiography, The Audacity of Hope, from a sermon delivered by Jeremiah Wright, the man who “brought him to God” when he was a young man (and later almost doomed his presidential campaign).

Religion is even (re-) emerging as a force in the very heartland of secularization. Europe is still a long way behind America: for instance, only one in ten French people say that religion plays an important role in their lives.24 But nevertheless there are signs that the same forces that are reviving religion in America—the quest for community in an increasingly atomized world, the desire to counterbalance choice with a sense of moral certainty—are making headway in Europe. Across the Continent the loosening of the ties between church and state is opening the religious market. In France, the fastest growing creed is the most American of all, Pentecostalism. Some two million Britons have taken the so-called Alpha Course, run by an Anglican church, Holy Trinity Brompton. After embracing modernism in the 1960s with Vatican II, the Catholic Church has now returned to a more traditional version of the faith, first under John Paul II and now under his successor, Benedict XVI. The aim is to Catholicize modernity rather than to modernize Catholicism.

The principle that European politicians do not “do God,” as Alastair Campbell, Tony Blair’s former spokesman, once angrily told an American magazine, looks out of date. Tony Blair was always a “praying person,” and converted to Catholicism shortly after leaving office. His successor, Gordon Brown, claims that he learned his socialism listening to his preacher father’s sermons. Before becoming president of France, Nicolas Sarkozy published La République, les religions, l’espérance, in which he called for a greater role for religion in public life. Poland’s Law and Justice Party was elected on the promise of a “moral revolution,” based on the social teachings of the Roman Catholic Church.

The arrival of millions of Muslims in Europe is also turbocharging religious debates. Growing Muslim minorities are plainly having a remarkable effect on European politics. At the most extreme end, this includes the bombings in Madrid and London, the killing of a Dutch filmmaker, Theo van Gogh, the riots in the Paris banlieues and the brouhaha about the Danish cartoons of Muhammad. More peacefully, the growth of Islam is also forcing secular people to reexamine the importance of religion. This applies both in working-class neighborhoods, where whites, confronted by immigration, are increasingly likely to identify themselves as Christian, and also in politics, where a striking number of the Continent’s leaders, casting around for a reason not to admit Turkey to the European Union, have rediscovered Europe’s Christian origins.


THE END OF ATHEISM

Another indication of religion’s reappearance in the public sphere has been the outcry among secular intellectuals, many of whom hold that the real “clash of civilizations” is not between different religions but between superstition and modernity. A hit parade of recent books has torn into religion—Sam Harris’s The End of Faith, Richard Dawkins’s The God Delusion and Christopher Hitchens’s God Is Not Great—How Religion Poisons Everything. The authors have crisscrossed the United States, debating religious leaders, even in the Bible Belt, in front of megachurch-sized audiences. Dawkins has set up an organization to empower atheists.

Part of that secular fury, especially in Europe, comes from exasperation. What if a central tenet of the French Enlightenment—that modernity would kill religion—is proving to be an ancien canard? Statistics about religious observance are notoriously untrustworthy, but most of them seem to indicate that the global drift toward secularism has been halted, and quite a few show religion to be on the increase. One estimate suggests that the proportion of people attached to the world’s four biggest religions—Christianity, Islam, Buddhism and Hinduism—rose from 67 percent in 1900 to 73 percent in 2005 and may reach 80 percent by 2050.25 Even if this number is padded by people moving from tribal religions to bigger ones, we are hardly seeing decline; and in terms of intensity—a harder-to-measure phenomenon—there seems to have been a considerable increase in most places outside Europe over the past half century.

For most casual observers the revival of religion means the revival of Islam. But Christianity is also growing rapidly, particularly across the developing world. In 1900 there were roughly ten million Christians in Africa. Today, thanks to waves of evangelization, there are four hundred million, almost half the population. And it is worth considering the intensity again. For instance, Latin America has been nominally Christian since the days of the conquistadores; but now the region is a much more competitive religious marketplace, with Evangelical faiths battling it out with Catholicism.

In most of these places, the growth in faith has coincided with a growth in prosperity. People are choosing to be Christians, or choosing which sort of Christians they want to be. Man, whether the neo-atheists like it or not, is a theotropic beast: given the option, he is inclined to believe in a God, not least because, as studies show, religion can increase his well-being in material as well as spiritual ways. (If one group of intellectuals is lamenting the rise of religion, another is trying to measure why it works.)

And it gets worse for the neo-atheists. There are two particularly upsetting things about the way that religion is prospering. The first is that the “wrong sorts” of religion are flourishing. In the 1960s most thinkers imagined that, if religion was to survive at all, it would be in its most reasonable and ecumenical guise—mild Anglicanism, say, or Graham Greene’s doubting Catholicism. In fact, certainty has proved much easier to market: the sort of religions that claim Adam and Eve met exactly 6,005 years ago or that take a particularly strict interpretation of jihad. In America the tolerant-to-a-fault Episcopal Church has been in relentless decline. By contrast, the Southern Baptists have prospered. Altogether conservative Christians now make up a quarter of America’s population, according to Pew, significantly more than fifty years ago. People who seek liberation from liberation do not turn to liberation theology.

The most remarkable religious success story of the past century has been the most emotional religion of all. Pentecostalism was founded just over a century ago in a scruffy part of Los Angeles by a one-eyed black preacher, convinced that God would send a new Pentecost if only people would pray hard enough. Today there are at least five hundred million renewalists around the world.26 Their beliefs are not for the fainthearted. Most adherents have witnessed divine healing, exorcisms or speaking in tongues.

The hotter bits of Islam have also gained ground. As American neoconservatives never tire of pointing out, this is partly a matter of Saudi money: petrodollars have flowed into fundamentalist madrassas around the world and paid for millions of copies of the Koran with Wahhabi interpretations (for instance, stressing jihad, in the warlike sense, not just as personal striving, as an extra pillar of Islam). But it is also a matter of choice. In the Arab heartlands fundamentalism has become a refuge for anyone worried by the spread of Western culture and power. In overseas communities where Muslims are in a minority, notably Europe, it has had more to do with a search for identity. Scholars such as Olivier Roy have shown that extremism has become a form of generational warfare, with Western-born Muslim girls choosing to wear the headscarf that their mothers jettisoned on their arrival from Pakistan and Morocco.

There are all sorts of long-term reasons why hotter, more combative religions will gain. Demography is one. From Salt Lake City to Jerusalem, religious people marry younger and reproduce more prodigiously than nonreligious ones. An Ultra-Orthodox Jewish woman in Israel will produce nearly three times as many children as her secular counterpart. By some counts, three-quarters of the growth in the more ardent varieties of American Protestantism is the result of demography. Over the past half century the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints has grown sevenfold, with half the world’s thirteen million Mormons living outside the United States. Another long-term trend that could stir up religion is climate change. Philip Jenkins, one of America’s most distinguished students of religion, points out that by 2050 most of the largest Christian countries, other than the United States, will be located in the global south. He thinks that environmental change could spark intercommunal rivalry, recalling the “Little Ice Age” at the end of the thirteenth century that caused starvation and pogroms, with Christians turning on Jews in Europe and Muslims turning on Christians in Africa and Asia.27

If these religious sorts sound angry and poor, that gives the wrong impression. For the second, arguably still more frustrating thing for the neo-atheists involves the sort of people who are embracing religion. According to the secularist hymnbook, those drawn to religion should be the weak, the ignorant and the fearful. That is certainly true in some cases. Pentecostalism has spread rapidly in the favelas of Brazil; go to Gaza, and it is not hard to see why radical Islam offers a form of hope for so many Palestinians. But that is not the whole picture.

In much of the world it is exactly the sort of upwardly mobile, educated middle classes that Marx and Weber presumed would shed such superstitions who are driving the explosion of faith. In both Turkey and India, modernization has helped to create the up-and-coming bourgeoisie that Atatürk and Nehru prayed for; but these people are the most fervent supporters of the religious parties. In urban China the link between commercial prosperity and religion can be strikingly explicit. For instance Zhao, the economist who wrote the paper on market economies and churches, has since converted to Christianity (slightly to his surprise—“I thought I could never be a believer in God, because I was an economist”). He was recently asked to apply his skills as an economist to reorganizing his house church—a much bigger affair than Wang’s, with six hundred members, a full-time pastor and five part-time ones. He promptly turned to the corporate world. His church now has five super-elders (or board members) to oversee the elders. Every year it has a congregational gathering (or shareholders meeting), and around two hundred people come to it. “Nobody reports us,” explains Zhao, “as long as we don’t sing.”

The United States provides an even better case study. Many American Evangelicals are well educated and well off. For prosperous suburbanites, faith has become a lifestyle coach. Far from looking backward, American Evangelicals claim they are ahead of the curve in grappling with the question of how you preserve virtue in a consumer society. How do you keep yourself on the straight and narrow when you are constantly beset by temptations? How do you raise your children in a world where an Abercrombie & Fitch clothing catalogue looks like something that ought to be kept on the top shelf? The answer, they argue, is simple: turn to the eternal truths captured in the Bible. For them, far from being a quaint relic, religion is the only way that you can navigate the torrents of modernity. It is no accident that America’s best-selling religious book is called The Purpose Driven Life: What on Earth Am I Here For?28


THE TRUTH AND THE CHANGE

What is driving this great upheaval? The answer, to use two religious phrases, is a combination of revealed truth (something that we should have recognized years ago) and genuine transubstantiation (real change).

From one angle, little of substance has changed. The only thing that has happened is that the political classes in the West are waking up, rather late, to the enduring power of religion. This “revealed truth” argument is, needless to say, popular with believers: God’s power was bound to be recognized sooner or later. But it is also popular with some people who study religion for a living. Peter Berger, the dean of sociologists of religion, argues that outside Europe most people have always been religious— and chides journalists for investigating the religious rule, not the secular exception: “Rather than studying American Evangelicals and Islamic mullahs, you should look at Swedes and New England college professors.”

On the other hand, there is also, plainly, an element of transubstantiation. To begin with, the change in the commentariat’s perception of religious power may be overdue, but it is fairly gigantic. (Even Berger, who used to be one of the leading proponents of the secularization theory, realized that religion was not going to wither away only two decades ago—and it caused a furor in his discipline when he did so.) And, more important, there have been genuine changes of substance—both to do with religion itself and with its effect on politics.

In retrospect, religion’s reemergence as a political force came long before Osama bin Laden declared his jihad on Jews and Crusaders. Timothy Shah, a scholar at the Council on Foreign Relations, has argued that the great turning point was the Six-Day War of 1967. The Arab world’s crushing defeat persuaded many embittered Arabs to turn from Nasser’s secular pan-Arabism to radical Islam. (In 1967, under Nasser, the Egyptian army went into battle crying, “Land! Sea! Air!”; six years later, under Anwar El Sadat, their new battle cry was, “Allahu Akhbar.”29) At the same time, Israel’s “miraculous” triumph gave God a stronger voice in its politics, emboldening the settler movement. In the same year a Hindu nationalist party won 9.4 percent of the vote in India. Faith gathered pace in politics in the 1970s. By the end of that decade, America had elected its first proudly born-again Christian, Jimmy Carter; Jerry Falwell had founded the Moral Majority; Iran had replaced the worldly shah with Ayatollah Khomeini; Zia-ul-Haq was busy Islamizing Pakistan; Buddhism had been formally granted the foremost place in Sri Lanka’s constitution; and an anti-Communist Pole had become head of the Catholic Church.

What caused this shift in the 1970s? Believers see a populist revolt against the overreach of elitist secularism—be it America’s Supreme Court legalizing abortion or Indira Gandhi harrying Hindus. From a more secular viewpoint, John Lewis Gaddis, a Yale historian, points out that the religious revival in the 1970s coincided with the collapse of secular “isms.” By then the Soviet Union’s evils had made a mockery of Marxism, and capitalism had also hit some buffers (the oil shocks, hyperinflation. More generally, politicians’ ability to solve problems such as crime or unemployment was thrown into doubt: faith in government tumbled just about everywhere in the 1970s—and has stayed low since.

And why has religion’s power continued to increase? Most obviously, there has been a series of reactions and counterreactions. Fundamentalist Islam, for instance, has helped to spur radical Judaism and Hinduism, which in turn have reinforced the mullahs’ fervor. Hamas owes much to Israel’s settlers. Without Falwell, there would have been slimmer royalties for Hitchens and Dawkins. But there is also something deeper going on: globalization. The biggest problem for the prophets of secularization is that the surge of religion is being driven by the same two things that have driven the success of market capitalism: competition and choice.


THE GOSPEL OF PLURALISM

To understand the competitive mechanism behind religion’s revival, you need to consult only two sacred texts. The first is The Wealth of Nations, in which Adam Smith argues that the free market works with God as well as Mammon. Nonestablished clergy, who rely on the collection plate, show greater “zeal” in proselytizing “the inferior ranks of people” than established clerical salarymen, who are more interested in sucking up to their patrons. (Europe has been a textbook illustration of this.) The second text is the American Constitution. The First Amendment—“that Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof “—was actually a compromise between dissenters (who wanted to keep the state away from religion) and more anticlerical sorts like Thomas Jefferson (who wanted the church out of politics). Yet it became the great engine of American religiosity, creating a new sort of country where membership in a church was a purely voluntary activity.

Look back at the first great success in this free market, Methodism, and it is not difficult to spot where the growth formula for China’s house churches came from. When Francis Asbury arrived in America in 1771, there were just 550 Methodists in the country. By the time he died in 1861, a million people, one-eighth of the entire population, were attending Methodist camp meetings, the nineteenth century equivalent of megachurches. The Methodists paid their preachers only a nominal stipend, gave them no job security and told them to avoid arid theology: “Always suit your subjects to your audience,” went the instruction, and “choose the plainest texts you can.”30

The competitive spirit is also infecting other religions. Buddhism, the major religion whose market share has shrunk most over the past century,31 remains fairly passive: its adherents believe that people should discover faith for themselves rather than be energetically introduced to it. But even here there are signs of awakening. In South Korea Buddhist monks, often hidden away in inaccessible rural shrines, have set up meditation areas in cities to fight off the Protestants. Buddhist monks were to the fore in the rescue efforts after China’s devastating earthquake in 2008.

Hinduism is more turf-conscious. Some states in India have passed “anticonversion” laws banning evangelists from using force or “allurement”—code for Christians and Muslims converting Hindu untouchables, who get a raw deal under the caste system. (In the eastern state of Orissa, where this has spilled over into violence, Hindutva politicians have even accused “fraudulent Christians” of burning their own churches.32) Still, when it comes to marketing, the trendier Hindu ashrams are more than a match for America’s pastorpreneurs. The Art of Living, a Bangalore-based ashram that “is committed to making life a celebration on this planet,” has offshoots in 141 countries.

This spirit of competition also helps to explain some of Islam’s success. That may sound odd. Saudi Arabia enforces religious orthodoxy with police and prisons, punishing apostasy with death. In many Islamic countries mosques get a degree of financial help and direction from the state that would have scandalized Adam Smith. Islam is not as evangelical as Christianity. Its followers are less intent on spreading the good news than on stiffening the resolve of traditional Muslims. Yet there is more competition within Islam than at first appears.

Like Pentecostalism, Islam is a religion without much hierarchy: most mosques claim to be following the teachings of one preacher or another, but their real authority comes from the Koran. This helps new imams to start preaching and allows them to do pretty much what they like. Nor have they neglected marketing. There are megamosques (one in east London, planned by missionaries, will hold twelve thousand people, five times as many as St. Paul’s Cathedral) 33 and televangelists, such as Amr Khaled, an engaging former accountant from Egypt, whose sermons are watched by millions in Europe and the Middle East. If you want a fatwa (ruling), you do not have to go to a mosque: you can get it online (and in English) from eFatwa.com, MuftiSays.com or Askimam.com.

Competition entails choice. In many parts of the world, though not crucially America, religion used to operate under the system of cuius regio, eius religio (whoever rules sets the religious norm—an idea from the Peace of Augsburg of 1555, which divided up a lot of what is now Germany between Protestant and Catholic princes). Now religion is becoming a much more bottom-up affair. People are increasingly likely to profess a religion out of choice rather than just because they are born into the faith. And they have far more choice about what sort of religion (or nonreligion) they will adopt.

Often the spur for pluralism is immigration. Richard Chartres, the Anglican Bishop of London, calls his city “a test case,” pointing to the sprawling number of mosques, Sikh temples, synagogues, African and West Indian churches, even the Church of Scientology. In Latin America, Evangelical churches now offer a vigorous alternative to Catholicism, and in the United States, mainstream Protestants will soon account for less than half the population.34 Although the country remains predominantly Christian, nearly 5 percent belong to other religions (such as Judaism, Islam, Buddhism or Hinduism) and 16 percent are unaffiliated (of whom 9 percent claim to be atheist or agnostic).35

Of course, pluralism has existed before, but never to the extent that it does now. “We made a category mistake,” admits Peter Berger. “We thought that the relationship was between modernization and secularization. In fact it was between modernization and pluralism.” For a growing number of people, religion is no longer taken for granted or inherited; it is based on adults making a choice, going to a synagogue, temple, church or mosque. Deciding not to go at all—a category that stretches from lazy stay-in-bed agnosticism to passionate atheism—is part of this pluralism, because it involves people making decisions about their relationship to God.

Zhao, the Chinese economist, also supports pluralism. Part of his argument to the Chinese government is that the way to solve its religion

problem and to prevent cults like Falun Gong is to open up the market. “Thirsty people need to drink. If there is no good-quality water, people will go to bad-quality water. We need a free market so that good-quality religions can compete.” Even Confucianism, he argues, gets corrupted when it is linked to the state. “It is much better if religion is free and separate.”

Religious choice has a profound effect on public life. The more that people choose their religion, rather than just inherit it, the more likely they are to make a noise about it. If you have made a commitment to your faith, why would you leave it in the closet at home, or outside the voting booth? At its most basic, that commitment can be violent. Since 2000, 43 percent of civil wars have been religious. (The figure in the 1940s and 1950s was only about a quarter.) 36 But the main weapon is often the ballot box. Around the world, people have repeatedly chosen to exercise their new freedoms by increasing, not decreasing, the role of religion in politics. The newly democratized, from Moscow to Cairo to Beijing, have reinserted God back into the public square—and the profoundly secular foreign policy establishment in the West has struggled to deal with it.


THE RETURN OF THEOLOGY

However you look at it, faith is more likely to impinge on you than it once did, either because it is part of your life or because it is part of the lives of some of those around you—neighbors, colleagues at work, even your rulers or people seeking to topple them. This book is an attempt to explain this phenomenon—to understand how and why God has fought His way back into the modern world.

At its most basic, it is a book about politics and religion, but its underlying theme is the battle for modernity. That struggle is a global one, so this book travels the world—to look at persecuted Muslims in India, megachurches in Guatemala and the religious front line in northern Nigeria. In many cases our experience has been similar to the one we had with our last book, on American conservatism: reporting on a huge, hidden world that most outsiders barely know exists and that many insiders view through a highly personal lens. Repeatedly, we have been asked in a surprised, somewhat flattered way, “Why are you interested?”—and the question usually comes from people who have just insisted that religion was the most important thing in their lives. A young mother who has earlier collapsed howling to the floor in São Paulo, as a devil is cast out, can be shrugging her shoulders a few minutes later, worrying about the time it must have taken you to get there. A passionate Hindu nationalist who has survived several assassination attempts is so amazed by your interest that he dives into the Delhi traffic to find you a taxi, to the horror of his bodyguards.

Indeed, in trying to describe this phenomenon, we have been greatly helped by one thing: the amazing number of people, around the world, prepared to give their time freely. Many of the more extreme views catalogued in this book have been delivered calmly over cups of tea. Two journalists from a secular magazine have been evangelized, prayed for and pitied. Only very occasionally have we been prevented from going into places, and then often for good reasons—Israeli soldiers, for instance, worried that letting us near the al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem at a troubled moment would be provocative.

If this book travels the world, it focuses more on America than anywhere else for a simple reason: because, perhaps for the first time since the dawn of the modern era, the world seems to be moving decisively in the American rather than the European direction. The American model of religion—one that is based on choice rather than state fiat—is winning. America has succeeded in putting God back into modernity partly because it put modernity, or at least choice and competition, back into God. In many parts of the world, it is American missionaries and products you find to the fore: The Jesus Film, put out by Campus Crusade for Christ, has supposedly been seen by more than a billion people in eighty languages. And America is the pioneer in religious politics too. If it has given the world megachurches and megapreachers, it has also exported its culture wars. Meanwhile, as the battered superpower, it is fated to deal with most of the world’s new wars of religion.

If America plays an outsized role in our story, so does Christianity. Again the reason for this is straightforward: Christianity has spent longer grappling with modernity than other religions, notably Islam. There are plenty of modern Muslims; and there are also plenty of places, from Dubai to Detroit and the Dardanelles, where Islam sits quite comfortably with modernity. But in its Arab heartland, it plainly does not. And, overall, it remains the world religion that has found pluralism hardest to cope with. Islam has not been through a Reformation, let alone an Enlightenment. Look at every debate, from the relationship between the mosque and the state to the ethics of stem cells, and you tend to discover that Christian culture has got there first. Islam is still relevant to our argument—especially when it comes to the competition between religions. But, for all its power, we believe it is less of a harbinger of the future than Christianity.

The first part of the book tries to explain why Europe and America have evolved in such different ways over the past two hundred or so years. The second part examines the way that religion (and especially pluralism) is thriving in today’s America—as an economic force, an intellectual catalyst and a political influence. The third part examines how America is exporting its version of religion. The fourth part examines the spread of wars of religion, in various guises, from the battles for people’s souls to culture wars to terrorism and violence. In the conclusion we look for the best formulas for avoiding future explosions.

This book comes with two health warnings. The first is that it is not a book about whether religion is good or bad. If you want polemic about religion, either for or against, there are plenty of other books available. It neither praises nor damns believers, except when they do obviously magnificent or malignant things. For the record, it is written by a Roman Catholic and an atheist: no doubt some of the holy warriors on both sides will uncover examples of “bias.” Our hope, however, is that whatever biases we bring have canceled each other out.

The second health warning concerns numbers. Statistics on religion are fraught with ambiguities. For instance, figures on church attendance are often collected by churches—organizations with a strong interest in promoting themselves. As for surveys about faith, people may not be telling the truth when they say they are believers (would you confess to atheism in Texas, let alone Jeddah?); and even if they are telling the truth, do they really believe what they are supposed to? Many pious Evangelicals and Muslims have peculiar ideas of what the Bible and Koran actually say. Academics and polling organizations are struggling to catch up. For what it is worth, we have tried to stick to figures from the Pew organization as much as possible.

Yet there is also a danger of missing the forest for the trees. Even if the number of true believers is exaggerated, at least by the believers themselves, it is clear, to us at least, that God is back. The most important development is not quantitative but qualitative: the fact that religion is playing a much more important role in public and intellectual life. We might not go as far as Philip Jenkins, who claims that when historians look back at this century, they will probably see religion as “the prime animating and destructive force in human affairs, guiding attitudes to political liberty and obligation, concepts of nationhood and, of course, conflicts and wars.”37 But God will pose practical problems for politicians, be they in Berlin, Baltimore or Beijing.

In that, at least, Wang is surely right: religion is part of the modern world. Which brings us back to an important reason for putting America at the heart of this book. The Founding Fathers’ clever compromise over religion not only allowed God to survive and prosper in America, it also provided a way of living with religion—of ensuring that different faiths can coexist, and of taming a passion that so often turns the religious beast to savagery. This was one of the Founders’ greatest gifts to man: getting rid of the established church, establishing a firm distinction between public reason and private faith, and consigning theocracy to the past along with monarchy and aristocracy. Our instinct is that this is a lesson that people the world over—believers, atheists and agnostics—need now more than ever.




PART ONE

TWO ROADS TO MODERNITY
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Chapter One

The European Way:
The Necessity of Atheism
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IN 1811, a troublesome undergraduate at University College, Oxford, published a short pamphlet titled The Necessity of Atheism. Percy Bysshe Shelley dismissed the idea that we have an obligation to believe in God— and a concomitant obligation to attend tedious chapel services—on the grounds that there is no solid proof of God’s existence. He challenged readers to give him proof, if they had any. Shelley was ordered to appear before the college court, but he refused to answer their questions, so the dons expelled him. Shelley had to make his way in the world without the benefit of an Oxford degree.

Nearly two centuries later, Shelley is having the last laugh. Not only does his old college boast a statue of its most lauded poet, but the views for which he was expelled are common in the intellectual world. Richard Dawkins has made a fortune by expounding his own version of The Necessity of Atheism from the comfort of an Oxford professorial chair. He is just the most voluble of what Friedrich Schleiermacher once dubbed, in a different context, “Cultured Despisers” of religion. And for every cultured despiser, there are thousands who have a vague sense that religion is past it, incompatible with reason and science. Only about 6 percent of Britons attend church on an average Sunday.1

How did secularism triumph?




LOSING THEIR RELIGION


Prophets have been predicting the death of God for generations. One sociologist of religion, Rodney Stark, of Baylor University in Texas, claims that Thomas Woolston, an English Deist, was the first person to set an exact date for His last rites. In the early eighteenth century Woolston predicted, with the self-confidence that seems to be God’s gift to certain types of English polemicists, that Christianity would be entirely expunged by 1900. Half a century later, Frederick the Great wrote to his friend Voltaire to say that Woolston had been too pessimistic: religion “is crumbling of itself, and its fall will be but the more rapid.” Voltaire replied that its end would come in the next fifty years.”2 In 1882 Friedrich Nietzsche insisted that God was already done for. “God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him.” 3

For the most part, however, the prophets of secularization have been reluctant to put an exact date on religion’s “inevitable” demise. Bertrand Russell’s father, Viscount Amberley, announced that religion was going to disappear “shortly.” (He tried to hasten the process by decreeing in his will that his son should be raised by atheists, a provision that did not survive the courts’ scrutiny.) C. Wright Mills chose “in due course” rather than “shortly” in 1959. One of Tom Stoppard’s characters in Jumpers (1972) observes that there came “a calendar date—a moment—when the onus of proof passed from the atheist to the believer, when, quite suddenly, the noes had it.”4



THE “NOES” HAVE IT

The movement that began all this was the Enlightenment. In 1762 David Hume had dinner with Baron d’Holbach at his home in Paris. The Scottish philosopher said that he doubted that there were any real atheists in the world. “Look around you,” the French philosophe replied, “and count the guests.” There were eighteen at the table. “I can show you fifteen atheists right off. The other three haven’t yet made up their minds.”5

D’Holbach and his friends in Paris made a business out of helping people make up their minds about religion. Voltaire littered his letters with the battle cry, “Écrasez l’infâme.” And there was no shortage of French thinkers, hanging around the coffeehouses and writing in the magazines, encyclopedias and dictionaries that poured from the presses, who were willing to engage in the intellectual struggle. The philosophes deployed every weapon they could against “L’infâme”—from classical learning to modern science. But in the end their critique rested on two foundations.

The first was confidence in human reason. Human reason allows men to produce peace and prosperity, they argued; by contrast, “unreasonable” superstition and fanaticism produce war and misery. In 1784 Immanuel Kant defined the Enlightenment with a simple motto: Sapere aude, or “Dare to know.”6 Cast off the fetters of the past. Take your fate in your own hands. Dare to exercise your own talents. Above all, reject the superstition and fanaticism that conspired to kill reason and spread bloodiness. Every Enlightenment thinker had his favorite example of Christianity’s blood-soaked past: Voltaire claimed that he awoke from his sleep in a sweat every year on the anniversary of the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre.

The second foundation was confidence in human goodness. The rejection of original sin has been described as the “key that secularizes the world.”7 It set men fighting against obscurantism in thought and repression in government. It transformed education from rooting out evil in God’s garden to tending to young shoots. And it freed people to pursue real virtues such as human sympathy rather than false ones such as saintly self-mortification. (“A gloomy, hare-brained enthusiast, after his death, may have a place in a calendar,” David Hume scoffed, “but [he] will scarcely ever be admitted, when alive, into intimacy and society, except by those who are as delirious and dismal as himself.”8) This was a key that the philosophes turned whenever they could.

The philosophes did more than just argue with religion. They mocked it.9 Edward Gibbon was never happier than when chronicling the absurd activities of the likes of St. Simeon Stylites, who for over thirty years lived on top of a seventy-foot-high and four-foot-square pillar. Voltaire was at his most waspish when ridiculing primitive superstitions like baptism: “What a strange idea, inspired by the wash-pot, that a jug of water washes away all crimes!”10 In his novel La Religieuse, Denis Diderot mocked the religious for their psychological oddities and deviant pastimes, not least flagellation.

William Blake argued, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, that all this sarcasm was in vain.


Mock on. Mock on. Voltaire, Rousseau;

Mock on. Mock on: ’tis all in vain!

You throw the sand against the wind,

And the wind blows it back again.



But as Blake well knew, the wind did not throw all the sand back, at least in France. Religion became an object of ridicule and contempt. The number of full-blooded atheists who wanted to destroy both the church and Christianity multiplied in the eighteenth century. And eventually the French Revolution was unleashed upon the world in 1789.




END OF A RÉGIME

For the révolutionnaires, attacking religion was more than just dinner-party chitchat. The Catholic Church was one of the three pillars of the ancien régime, along with the aristocracy (which provided the church with many of its leading figures) and the monarchy. The church was one of the country’s wealthiest institutions, fattened on both tithes and its clerical estates. Religious functionaries were omnipresent at royal occasions. Religious orders all but controlled education. At their coronations French kings were girded with the sword of Charlemagne, with which they were supposed to protect the church as well as widows and orphans.11

The French Revolution became more anticlerical as it gathered strength. The révolutionnaires started off by attacking the church’s abuses, particularly its habit of siding with the monarch. Then they turned on the religious establishment and church functionaries. (Diderot rhapsodized that “man shall not be free until the last king is strangled with the entrails of the last priest.”) In 1790 the révolutionnaires dissolved the monasteries and convents that weren’t engaged in useful work, consolidating the remaining monks in fewer orders and sending the surplus priests out into the world. Barbers and tailors did a roaring trade turning ex-monks into presentable citizens. In 1792–93, three-quarters of France’s bishops and a third of its lower clergy—some 30,000 people in all—fled the country.12 By 1794 only about 150 of what had been 40,000 French parishes in prerevolutionary days openly celebrated the mass.

But there was always a tension in the revolutionaries’ attitude toward religion: as much as they disliked traditional Christianity in general, and Roman Catholicism in particular, some of them also recognized that religion, stripped of superstition, might serve a valuable social function. Maximilien Robespierre devised a new religion, the Cult of the Supreme Being, which was based on a combination of Deism and “civic religion,” and which tried to provide the principles of the French Revolution with divine sanction. Robespierre claimed that his new “rational” religion had all the benefits of traditional religion without the vices. Many devout revolutionaries baptized their children in the name not of “the Father, Son and Holy Ghost,” but “of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity.”

Robespierre’s decision, in 1794, to make the Cult of the Supreme Being the official state religion, complete with an official festival of the Supreme Being on June 8, helped to inspire the Thermidorian Reaction. Why bother to overthrow one official religion only to have another one imposed upon you from above? Napoleon was much more pragmatic about religion than the first wave of revolutionaries. He once boasted the he had conquered the Vendée by making himself a Catholic, and established himself in Egypt by making himself a Muslim. But he was really only happy when religion was subordinated to the state, by which he meant himself.

The révolutionnaires set the fashion for all subsequent assault on religion—replacing the worship of God with the worship of man. Alexis de Tocqueville complained that they turned the revolution itself into a “new kind of religion”: “an incomplete religion, it is true, without God, without ritual, and without a life after death, but one which nevertheless, like Islam, flooded the earth with its soldiers, apostles and martyrs.”13 This actually understates the comparison. There was plenty of ritual. The révolutionnaires deliberately created secular saints: the remains of Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau were transferred to the Panthéon with elaborate processions and ceremonies. They created a secular calendar, with the revolution taking the place of Christ’s death. They transformed Notre Dame into a temple of reason. “The only true religion is that which ennobles man by giving him a sublime idea of the dignity of his being,” one revolutionary proclaimed, “and of the great destinies to which he is called by the human orderer.”14

This tradition was picked up by many others. Henri de Saint-Simon, the godfather of French socialism, christened his philosophy the “New Christianity”—what was new about it being the substitution of man for God. “The throne of the absolute could not remain untenanted,” he argued.15 Auguste Comte, who drew on Saint-Simon’s ideas, created an even more elaborate Religion of Humanity complete with a priesthood and secular saints. (British wits dubbed his weird creation “Catholicism minus Christianity.”16) Robert Owen, one of the founders of British socialism, came to the conclusion, while still a child, that theologies were nothing more than tissues of lies, and subsequently set about replacing religion with a “spirit of universal charity toward the human race.” But when he established his model communities in New Lanark and then New Harmony he found himself borrowing from religious rituals. Owen presided over “naming” ceremonies for children and delivered “ethical lectures” to his workers on Sundays. Owenites pored over The Book of the New Moral World and sang secular hymns that maintained that communal labor offered “redemption from the fall.”17 Owen was convinced that the “Old Immoral World” would soon be replaced by the “New Moral World” and that universal love and happiness would prevail. He inscribed the letters CM, meaning “Commencement of the Millennium,” on the main hall of his last model community, Queenswood, in Hampshire; he also built “Halls of Science” across the country, which were supposed to offer people a foretaste of the rational world to come, once religion and exploitation had been done away with.

The French Revolution cemented the link between European radicalism and European anticlericalism. The European ancien régimes responded to the revolution by embracing the religious establishment even tighter, creating a synthesis between religion and reaction. Conservatives rejected the Enlightenment faith in reason and progress—a faith that several eighteenth century monarchs had endorsed—on the grounds that it had led to anarchy, bloodshed and dictatorship. Instead, they reembraced ideas such as the divine right of kings, the harmony between social hierarchy and celestial hierarchy and the virtues of the Middle Ages. European conservatives not only celebrated the church as a prop of the old order, they turned religion into a backward-looking ideology that was thoroughly opposed to liberal modernity.

For their part, European radicals responded by celebrating the revolution’s assault on religion. France remained a hotbed of popular anticlericalism. During the Paris Commune in 1870–1 the rebels shot the Archbishop of Paris and dozens of lesser clergymen. France was not alone: across Europe, radicals of various hues dreamt of overthrowing the corrupt church along with the corrupt state—sometimes because they wanted to see “real Christianity” flourish but often because they wanted to replace superstition with reason.18 Leading Social Democrats in Germany regarded religion as “the main bastion of antisocialism” and “of reaction.”19 Popular anticlericalism drew on deep wells of emotion: on the belief that priests were props of an unjust social order; on the belief that they were hypocrites, preaching religion while pursuing personal advantage; and on the belief that they were somehow unnatural. A striking proportion of eighteenth and nineteenth century pornography, at least as far as we can judge, is devoted to the hypocritical indulgences, real or imagined, of monks, priests and nuns. Even today, in French slang, abbaye is a synonym for a “whorehouse.”20


WHEN GIANTS WALKED THE EARTH

The decline of religion was certainly not smooth. The Enlightenment begat the Counter-Enlightenment. The German Romantics emphasized the importance of cultural traditions—including religious ones—as opposed to Enlightenment abstractions about faith and reason. Thomas Carlyle raged that secular capitalism was producing an ugly and atomized society held together only by the cash nexus. Arthur Schopenhauer and Nietzsche mocked the Enlightenment’s naïve belief in reason.

European churches fought a rearguard action against the forces of secularism. The Catholic Church in France tried to recover lost ground after the Bourbon Restoration in 1814–30. Victorian England saw a resurgence of piety—first in the form of Evangelicalism and then also in the form of High Church enthusiasm within the Church of England. British Evangelicals led most of the great British social reforms of the nineteenth century, from abolishing slavery to combating drunkenness and dissolution. The Duke of Devonshire, for example, celebrated the civilizing role of the Evangelical movement in a passage that is worth contemplating by anyone who has braved a modern British city late at night:




Can you imagine for one moment what England would have been like today without those churches and all that those churches mean? … Certainly it would not have been safe to walk the streets. All respect, decency, all those things which tend to make modern civilization what it is would not have been in existence. You can imagine what we should have had to pay for our police, for lunatic asylums, for criminal asylums … the charges would have been increased hundredfold if it had not been for the work the church has done and is doing today.21




Britain eventually produced a flourishing Christian socialist movement, with early Labor MPs boasting that their party owed more to Methodism than to Marxism. But these would prove to be exceptions. Religion was more often than not allied to the old order. And the successive religious revivals were too weak to overcome the most powerful intellectual tides of the era. The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw a succession of intellectual giants taking sledgehammers to the very foundations of faith.

Ironically, the man who did as much as anybody to start the sledge-hammering was one of religion’s most subtle defenders. G. W. F. Hegel’s deification of history—his conviction that it was the march of God on earth—had the paradoxical effect of opening the way to secular arguments. Ludwig Feuerbach, the most radical of Hegel’s followers, branded himself as a second Luther.22 He argued that history was a tale of progressive disenchantment: the Christian God had displaced the parochial deities of earlier men with a universal abstraction; now the job of philosophers was to replace theology with anthropology, and put man in God’s place. Man had invented God as both a consolation and distraction from the sorrows of the world.23 For Feuerbach, God was a pretty thin consolation: religion distracts us from the real joys of the world and persuades us to focus on an illusion. Man is thus oppressed by the creation of his own mind—and the only way that he can end that oppression is to destroy his creation. Feuerbach wanted to produce nothing less than a new Copernican Revolution—instead of man revolving around God, God would revolve around man.

Feuerbach provided the raw materials for the most influential assault on religion of the past couple of centuries. Karl Marx embraced two of Feuerbach’s ideas: that religion was a consolation for life’s miseries (the “opium of the people”); and that the answer to the riddle of theology was to substitute God for man (“the criticism of religion,” Marx once said, “ends with the precept that the Supreme Being for man is man”24). But he added two new arguments. The first was the materialist interpretation of history: religion, like all forms of intellectual life, is simply a superstructure that sits on top of the material “base.” There is thus little to be gained in demonstrating that religion is intellectually empty or contradictory: the point instead is to demonstrate what material interests it advances.

The second addition was his revolutionary teleology: the only way for man to free himself from the illusions of religion was to free himself from a ruling class—and the only way to rid himself of the ruling class was to rid himself of the illusions of religion. “The struggle against religion is therefore indirectly a struggle against that world whose spiritual aroma is religion.”25 This is not only because the ruling class uses religion to dupe the workers into accepting their swinish lot; it is because class societies are by their nature alienated societies. End alienation and you kill the demand for religion.

Marx’s critique of religion was all the more powerful because it was a critique with a chaser: it provided a substitute, an alternative solution to many of the longings that religion tried to satisfy. The descendant of a long line of rabbis, Marx found it impossible not to think in terms of grand eschatologies. He offered an end to the problem of alienation, a word taken directly from the Christian vocabulary, and one redolent of emptiness and despair. He argued that history has a meaning and a destination—the meaning lies in the class struggle and the destination lies in communism, a world in which contradictions are overcome and paradise is created on earth. He employed numerous religious tropes—Communists are latter-day Gnostics, communism is heaven on earth, the revolution is the last judgment, workers are the saved and capitalists the damned. Having first punched a “God-shaped hole” in the heart of modern man by deconstructing religion, Marx then offered to fill the hole by revealing the meaning of history.


GOD VERSUS GALÁPAGOS

The most powerful challenge to religion, however, came not from philosophy—whether in the manicured hands of the French philosophes or the heavy hands of German scholars—but from science. Since the mid-nineteenth century, a growing number of people have come to think that the “scientific” attitude and the “religious” attitude are incompatible. Religion might provide consolation in bereavement. It might express wonder at the grandeur of the universe. But it no longer offers a coherent explanation of the origin of life.

The most devastating questions were posed by a mild-mannered English gentleman who was intensely worried about upsetting his pious wife, Charles Darwin. The Origin of Species (1859) ignited a passionate public debate not just about giant lizards in the Galápagos Islands but also about the validity of the Christian faith. Benjamin Disraeli famously quipped that if it was a choice between apes and angels, he was “on the side of the angels.” In fact the controversial thing about Darwin was not natural descent—even the Catholic Church jumped onto the apes’ side fairly quickly—but two other ideas. The first was survival of the fittest. This implied that evolution was an amoral or even an immoral process: “Nature, red in tooth and claw,” as Tennyson had it.26 The second was the idea of random variation and natural selection—again this was immensely hard to reconcile with belief in an all-knowing, benevolent Creator. The recent fuss about intelligent design reflects a deep Christian unease about the notion of a blind and purposeless universe.

Some of Darwin’s followers were less restrained than their gentlemanly master when it came to doing battle with the religious establishment. T. H. Huxley, known as Darwin’s bulldog, believed that the battle to advance science was also a battle to diminish the influence of Christianity. “Extinguished theologians lie about the cradle of every science as the strangled snakes beside that of Hercules,” he wrote in 1860, “and history records that whenever science and orthodoxy have been fairly opposed, the latter have been forced to retire from the lists, bleeding and crushed, if not annihilated; scotched, if not slain.”27 Note the reference to Hercules: Huxley believed in science’s ability to empower and liberate mankind. And note the phrase “fairly opposed”: Huxley also believed that the only way religion could survive was by using the power of repression. These two themes—science’s Herculean powers and religion’s propensity to resort to oppression—were the stock in trade of other scientific bulldogs who yapped at the heels of a retreating Christian faith over the coming decades. In the 1890s a priggish Harrow schoolboy, George Macaulay Trevelyan, spoke for educated opinion when he informed his teacher that “Darwin refuted the Bible.”28

Another blow came from a new school of biblical criticism. Gibbon and Voltaire had perturbed the pious by casting doubts on the authenticity of miracles, such as the virgin birth or Jesus walking on water. In the early nineteenth century, a school of German theologians, based at the Tübingen School, went further by treating the Bible as a historical document, subjecting it to close textual reading and testing its claims against historical and archaeological evidence.

Christianity is a historical religion, based on the claim that the divine world once intersected with the human world. Jesus was born at a particular time and place—in the town of Bethlehem to a woman called Mary in the reign of Herod. But as a historical religion it is open to historical inquiry, and the historical inquiry of the nineteenth century shook Bible-believing Christians to their core. The Germans argued persuasively that the first five books of the Old Testament, traditionally attributed to Moses, were in fact written much later and by a number of different authors; and that the book of Isaiah had at least two different authors. They also argued that many biblical events had no historical basis, and dismissed biblical miracles as literary tropes rather than real events.

The work of the Tübingen scholars—summarized in newspapers and reviewed and popularized in books such as David Friedrich Strauss’s The Life of Jesus (1835)—acted like acid on the Christian faith. It seeped into popular intellectual culture. And it unmoored many distinguished minds from their simple Christian faith. Jacob Burckhardt, the great Swiss historian, read The Life of Jesus and became convinced that the history of the New Testament could not bear the weight that faith imposed upon it; T. H. Green, an Oxford philosopher and disciple of Hegel, embarked upon a quest to free Christian morality from its historical foundations.29


A SHARED NEUROSIS

As if that were not enough, a further attack on religion came from a new discipline that hovered somewhere between science and pseudoscience. If Marx tried to bring God down to earth by digging into the material infrastructure of society, Sigmund Freud tried to bring Him down to earth by digging into the unconscious mind.

Freud thought religion was the manifestation of an immature personality. “The more the fruits of knowledge become accessible to men,” argued Freud, “the more widespread is the decline of religious belief.” His biographer, Peter Gay, called Freud “the last of the philosophes,” but if he was a philosophe, he was a bad-tempered one, with a personal ax to grind.30

A Jew who was used to being looked down upon by the local Christians, Freud was at his most coruscating about Christianity in general and Catholicism in particular. For the author of The Future of an Illusion, religion was merely a shared neurosis, a personal malady made public and communal. Freud compared the obsessive behavior of religious people—repeating prayers, performing rituals and so on—to the obsessive behavior of neurotics. He insisted that the belief in God was just another manifestation of the “father complex”: religious people cling to the idea of God because they haven’t managed to escape from their infantile belief in the almighty father.31 To be religious is to be trapped in childhood—taking comfort in an illusory protector and refusing to grow up. And, as if being childish is not bad enough, religious people are also female children: they want to be possessed by a masculine god. (Many of Freud’s most religious male patients fantasized about changing their sex.) He argued that losing faith in religion is part of growing up: once we realize that our parents are not all-mighty and all-knowing, once we come to terms with our human limitations, we lose our belief in God.

Huxley, Freud and their kind had a tally-ho approach to the fight against religion. Others only abandoned their faith reluctantly. Many of the Enlightenment philosophes were of two minds about religion—educated in Christian schools, attached to Christian families and happy with the social order.32 Voltaire refused to let people talk about atheism in front of the maids. “I want my lawyer, my tailor, my servants, even my wife to believe in God, and I think that then I shall be robbed and cuckolded less often.”33 He didn’t stop at hoodwinking servants with religion: “An atheist king,” he wrote, “is more dangerous than a fanatical Ravaillac.” Gibbon admitted that religion might have its uses, though he much preferred the manly ancient Roman kind to the hysterical modern Christian variety: “The various modes of worship, which prevailed in the Roman world, were all considered by the people as equally true; by the philosopher as equally false; and by the magistrate as equally useful.” 34

For many Victorian men of letters the loss of faith was the most painful drama of their lives. Leslie Stephen sank into depression when he lost his faith and with it his career as a clergyman. In his “Stanzas from the Grande Chartreuse” (1855), Matthew Arnold, convinced that faith was at once impossible and essential, wrote of “Wandering between two worlds, one dead / The other powerless to be born / With nowhere yet to lay my head.” Thomas Hardy envisioned “God’s Funeral” as a time of mourning, not liberation. “I did not forget / That what was mourned for, I, too / Once had prized.” Thomas Carlyle lamented that he and his friends “have quietly closed our eyes to the eternal Substance of things, and opened them only to the Shews and Shams of things… . There is no religion; there is no God; man has lost his soul, and vainly seeks antiseptic salt.”35


“BELIEVERS WITHOUT GOD”36

One solution to the loss of faith was to find an alternative in secular ideology. These ideologies were at once substitutes and antidotes: substitutes because they helped to satisfy the yearning for meaning; antidotes because for the most part they tried to marginalize religion still further. Four secular faiths sprung to the fore in the nineteenth century: science, culture, the nation-state and socialism.

The most powerful was the cult of science. It is hard to recapture the force of this cult now that we have seen the dark side of science in the atomic bomb and Dr. Mengele. But for many Victorians and Edwardians science was an object of unqualified veneration. Science was explaining the world through such intellectual achievements as The Origin of Species. It was forcing men to give up their childish illusions and deal with the world as it actually is. (Science’s appeal to John Stuart Mill was precisely that of “good down-right hard logic, with the minimum of sentimentalism,” logic that enables you to “look facts in the face.”37) It was also improving the world with a cascade of technological breakthroughs. Turn scientists into philosopher kings and war would be a thing of the past. Apply science to reproduction and you could bid farewell to stupidity and illness. H. G. Wells and many of his fellow Fabians believed that the world should be ruled by a scientific elite. Pablo Neruda, a Chilean writer and politician, summed up these feelings in his memoirs: “I shall never forget my visit to that hydroelectric plant overlooking the lake, whose pure waters mirror Armenia’s unforgettable blue sky. When the journalists asked me for my impressions of Armenia’s ancient churches and monasteries, I answered them, stretching things a little: ‘The church I like best is the hydroelectric plant, the temple beside the lake.’ ”38

One of the most instructive products of this cult was social Darwinism. Its most illustrious advocate, Francis Galton, one of Darwin’s cousins, wanted scientists to become a “new priesthood”—charged not just with officiating over wedding ceremonies but with preventing the unfit from getting married in the first place. A striking number of people believed that man was divided into distinct races that could be ranked according to their virtue and ability—and that the best way to produce progress (or social evolution) was to purify the race through selective breeding (or worse). The epicenter of racism was Germany: the Gobineau Library at the University of Strasbourg contained six thousand volumes on race. But it was not just a German phenomenon: Gobineau was French, and many of the movement’s main proponents were English (Houston Stewart Chamberlain, Karl Pearson) or American (Madison Grant). Almost every advanced country in the world had flourishing eugenics societies, attracting the support of the left as well as the right. Sidney and Beatrice Webb, the founders of the Fabian movement, believed in population planning. George Bernard Shaw thought, “The only fundamental and possible socialism is the socialization of the selective breeding of man.”39

Shaw points to another religion substitute that flourished in the nineteenth century: the cult of culture. Many people in that Age of Innocence—before modernism and postmodernism blurred the distinction between the sublime and the ridiculous—spelled culture with a capital C. They worshipped great artists, particularly Goethe and Beethoven, with the same reverence that religious people reserved for the prophets. They regarded great art as something that could forge a link between man and God—or, as Goethe put it, “He who possesses art and science has religion; he who does not possess them, needs religion.” They treated great books as religious objects and concert halls as temples of worship. “One goes to the Conservatoire with religious devotion as the pious go to the temple of the Lord,” one French writer put it in 1846. And they believed that Culture could civilize and redeem mankind—spreading “sweetness and light” among a vulgar and materialistic people and binding together a fractured nation. As Matthew Arnold argued, “Culture, disinterestedly seeking in its aim at perfection to see things as they really are, shows us how worthy and divine a thing is the religious side in man, though it is not the whole man.”40

For many of its votaries, Culture wasn’t just a substitute for religion but was superior to it. Culture wasn’t contaminated with barbarism or superstition. Culture didn’t generate wars or persecution. Culture—and particularly music—provided the distilled essence of religion free from the stains of dogmatism and warfare.41 And the cult of culture was not restricted to a self-regarding aesthetic elite. Byron, Charles Dickens and Anthony Trollope enjoyed John Grisham–like sales. Mark Twain raked in a fortune traveling the country on the lecture circuit. More than two million people turned out to watch Victor Hugo’s hearse pass through the boulevards of Paris—and the government gave him a twenty-one-gun salute.42

The third secular ideology was the ideology of the nation-state. Jules Michelet hoped that his “noble country,” France, would “take the place of the God who escapes us” and “fill within us the immeasurable abyss which extinct Christianity has left there.” Nationalists nationalized religious icons, such as St. George or St. Joan of Arc, and turned secular politicians, such as Giuseppe Garibaldi and Victor Emmanuel, into quasi-religious figures. Nationalism, in its triumphant nineteenth century form, drew much of its strength from the near-deification of two things—the “folk” and the state.

Cultural nationalists such as Johann Gottfried Herder believed that various peoples have a “creative soul” whose destiny is to fulfill themselves in a self-aware nation-state.43 Thus Russia and Germany discovered their identities by rebuffing Bonapartism, and Italy realized its identity through the Risorgimento. Other nationalists spoke more simply of “chosen people” who had a quasireligious identity and purpose.

Hegel regarded the state as “the Divine Idea as it exists on earth” and, more famously, as “the march of God in the world.”44 The state is more than just a system of law and government. It is the embodiment of ethical principle and rational purpose—all-knowing and all-providing. The essence of human freedom lies in surrendering your will to the higher will of the state. “The Nation State is mind in its substantive rationality and immediate actuality,” mused Hegel, “and is therefore the absolute power on earth.”45 These ideas naturally appealed to politicians keen to increase their power, especially ones who found the church in their way.

The nation-state marginalized religion as well as providing a substitute for it—sometimes consciously so (Otto von Bismarck presented his Kulturkampf as a cultural struggle between enlightened nationalism and obscurantist religion) but more often unconsciously. Bismarck decried the “Black International” of Catholic priests as a threat to the Prussian state, and demanded that candidates for ordination must be German citizens and graduates of German theology faculties. An Italian newspaper celebrated Garibaldi’s march on Rome in 1870 by declaring that “the medieval world has fallen: the modern age stands resplendent on the ruins of the theocracy.”46 In 1902 France witnessed the vigorous expulsion of the church from the public square, complete with the further expropriation of church property and the establishment of a state school system with a hard-edged state ideology. But you did not have to have an animus against the church to end up unintentionally squeezing it out of public life. Merely by providing public education, Victorians began the process of edging the church out of the business of education; merely by creating the first bits of a welfare bureaucracy, they began to perform functions that had previously been associated most with the church.

The fourth ideology—unsurprising, given Marx’s views—was socialism. Socialists were divided over religion. Many, particularly on the European Continent, wanted to sweep it away as an illusion that legitimized an unjust social order. Others, particularly in England, argued that socialism was nothing less than Christianity in practice: indeed, only eight of the 249 Labor MPs in the House of Commons in 1929–31 described themselves as atheist or agnostic.47 But, whatever their ideas about the hereafter, most socialists believed in some version of building Jerusalem first on earth.


THE GODLESS EXPRESS

In the twentieth century, many of these new secular faiths came together in a poisonous totalitarian cocktail. Communism didn’t just draw on Marx’s ideas. It also drew on Russian nationalism (“socialism in one country”) and on the cults of science and culture. Stalin was keen on using science to solve man’s problems and on exploiting culture to burnish Russian nationalism. Likewise, Nazism didn’t just draw on “scientific” racism. It also drew on German nationalism and German cultural chauvinism, worshipping German gods such as Thor and German artists such as Goethe and (particularly) Richard Wagner. Both Hitler and Stalin owed a debt to Hegel’s idea that freedom lies in the “realm of necessity”—submerging the individual’s will into the will of the collective—and that history’s purposes justify the crushing of individual rights.

On the totalitarian left, religion was simply unacceptable. The Soviet Union was an officially atheist state, just as Saudi Arabia is an officially Muslim state. “All modern religions and churches,” Lenin wrote, “every kind of religious organization are always considered by Marxism as the organs of bourgeois reaction, used for the protection of the exploitation and the stupefaction of the working class.” Communists expropriated church land, closed churches, shuttered seminaries, banned religious publications, erected museums of atheism and killed, purged or imprisoned priests. Symbolically enough, the first Soviet Gulag was opened in a former monastery in the Arctic region.48 Communists also replaced Christian ceremonies with Red Weddings, Red Funerals and Red Christenings. Members of the League of the Militant Godless, which was established in 1925, wandered around the country mocking religion or took the “Godless Express” to the far corners of the Russian vastness. Alas, this enthusiasm for Godlessness did not prevent the Communists from embalming Lenin and erecting thousands of statues to him and his even more violent successor.

Things were more complicated on the right: Fascist sympathizers made common cause with the religious right in Spain, France and elsewhere in order to defeat socialism. But the Nazis had a much more ambitious agenda than just forming alliances with reactionary clerics—they wanted to create their own religion out of a mishmash of Christianity and Teutonic mumbo jumbo and then use it to strengthen the power of the party. They presented Hitler as a semimessianic figure who would not only make the fatherland work again, but redeem the soul of the volk.49 This vision swept up much of the country, converting intellectuals (including Martin Heidegger), Prussian aristocrats, unemployed workers and people of all religions and none. In the 1930–33 elections Hitler proved particularly appealing both to people who had drifted away from religion after the First World War, and to Lutherans, whose church had nearly gone bankrupt.

Hitler described Aryans as “the highest image of the Lord,” the tools of human redemption, the bearers of pure Aryan blood that needed to be harbored by eugenic breeding. Goebbels dismissed “the Jew” as “the Antichrist of world history.” The Nazis had their own liturgy: fires, wreaths, altars, the swastika, bloodstained relics and a special Nazi book of martyrs commemorated on November 9, the Day of Mourning to mark both the 1918 revolution and Hitler’s failed beer-hall putsch of 1923. Initiates into the SS promised, “We believe in God, we believe in Germany, which He created … and in the Führer … whom He has sent us.” But in all of this blather God was strictly subordinated to the Führer and the church to the state: as with Bonaparte, religion was acceptable only in so far as it was a tool of political power.

Hitler and Stalin were unusually brutal. But many other countries produced leaders who tried to marginalize religion in the name of national integration and top-down modernization. The trend was particularly powerful in the developing world. The forerunner in this was Kemal Atatürk, who established a strict separation of mosque and state in Turkey in the 1920s: abolishing the Caliphate, the central source of religious authority; getting rid of separate religious schools and colleges; establishing a secular system of public education; doing away with religious courts, which applied sharia law, and replacing them with a new legal system based on the Swiss civil code; and replacing Arabic with Roman script.

This was welcomed at the time. Our own magazine gushed, “The repudiation of the Caliphate by the Turks marks an epoch in the expansion of Western ideas over the non-Western world, for our Western principles of national sovereignty and self-government are the real forces to which the unfortunate [caliph] has fallen victim.”50 There was also a broadly positive reaction to Reza Shah, an army officer who seized power in Iran in 1925 with Western help. He used an iron fist to enforce secular orthodoxy. Soldiers roamed the streets ordering women to strip off their veils, forcing clerics to remove their turbans and, on one occasion, gunning down religious students in the streets. Believers were forbidden to visit Mecca.

Such brutal tactics were not confined to the Islamic world. Across Latin America a weird assortment of populists and dictators attacked the Catholic Church in the name of progress. Plutarco Elías Calles, president of Mexico in 1924–8, shut down churches, convents and religious colleges, and established dozens of museums of atheism. One of his henchmen had the phrase “the personal enemy of God” inscribed on his calling cards.51 In Argentina, Juan Perón crudely tried to replace the Catholic Church with his own nationalist iconography.

After the Second World War, many of the rulers of the developing world followed Atatürk in linking modernization with secularization. They not only imported Western technology and economics (often in the misguided form of socialist planning); they also imported Western ideas about the backward nature of religion. Mesmerized by European ideas, dressed in European clothes, surrounded by French- or English-speaking friends, they made war on the mullahs and priests and their primitive practices.

In the Arab world they eventually had a European sociological text to substantiate their beliefs, Daniel Lerner’s The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East (1958), which argued that Islam was “defenseless” in the face of rationalization and modernization. Reza Shah’s son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, seized land controlled by the clergy as part of his “White Revolution.” The shah, as he was known, substituted the term “holy book” for the Koran in Iran’s constitution in order to prevent discrimination against religious minorities. He sent “mullahs of modernization” into the countryside to promote literacy and build infrastructure. When all this provoked a clerical backlash, he traveled to Qum, the seat of Shia learning, to denounce his critics as “lice-ridden mullahs.” In Egypt, Gamal Abdel Nasser took a more middle-of-the-road position, trying to modernize Islam rather than marginalize it—though he all but crushed the Muslim Brotherhood in 1955 after a failed assassination attempt.

In India Jawaharlal Nehru replaced Gandhi’s devout religiosity (the Mahatma once declared that “anyone who thinks that religion and politics can be kept apart, understands neither religion nor politics”) with a Fabian commitment to reason and modernization. Secularization theory was not just an abstract concept: for many leaders throughout the developing world it was a (sometimes brutal) program for action.


THE LONG WITHDRAWING ROAR

Europe saw a brief revival of religion in the wake of the Second World War, as people tried to find a deeper meaning in the whirlwind of wartime events, and the West defined itself against Soviet tyranny. In 1954, for example, Billy Graham persuaded millions of Britons to turn up at greyhound tracks and football stadiums as part of his “sweep for God through Britain.” In the same year seven out of ten Italians regularly attended mass.52 But secularization soon resumed its long advance in the old Continent, gathering pace as the European economies heated up. For most people, the retreat of religion was not bloody and traumatic, but more gradual. For every hothead determined to fight a head-on battle with religion, there were countless people whose faith just seemed to ebb away. By the mid-twentieth century, fashionable intellectuals were presumed to be atheists. (The few who weren’t—such as Graham Greene and Malcolm Muggeridge—found their writing defined by the mere fact that they believed, however doubtingly in God.)

As for politics, the old establishment might still bow the knee in church and sniff at atheism (some even called themselves Christian Democrats), but the foundations were crumbling beneath their feet. Politicians mentioned God less and less, and even those who drew on religious principles seemed to trust the state more than churches. Clement Attlee, Britain’s Labor prime minister in 1945–51, cut his teeth working in a Christian socialist mission in the East End of London; and Attlee’s government happily described its new welfare state as nothing less than a New Jerusalem, but his creation left ever less room for churches.

We will take a snapshot of the current state of European religion in chapter four. But by most measures, the second half of the twentieth century saw the almost complete secularization of the British white working class—the estrangement of the indigenous population from the Anglican Church and other denominations. A century ago, Britain had the same level of religious faith as the United States. Respect for the general tenets of Christianity united the country. Half of under-fifteen-year-olds were enrolled in Sunday school. Soccer crowds regularly sang “Bread of Heaven” and “Abide with Me.”53 Today Britain is an “agnostic nation,” in the words of Roy Hattersley, a Labor politician, and soccer crowds usually chant rather different fare.


IN THE LAND OF THE BALD KNOBBERS

In the 1960s secularism seemed to be carrying all before it, with priests questioning God’s existence, the young testing received boundaries, and leftists dreaming of building heaven on earth. In 1968 Peter Berger, then a prophet of secularization, assured The New York Times that by “the 21st century, religious believers are likely to be found only in small sects, huddled together to resist a worldwide secular culture.”54

In the same year that Berger made his apocalyptic prediction, a hedonistic young American arrived at Shelley’s old college in Oxford. But Bill Clinton shared none of the careless atheism of his British contemporaries or his Oxford tutors. He had joined the Southern Baptist Church at the tender age of nine—attending church every week even if it meant walking there alone—and, as he grew up, he refused to allow his success to dull his interest in religion. The most vivid parts of his autobiography concern religious faith—particularly the “hotter” forms of worship. “In 1955, I had absorbed enough of my church’s teachings to know that I was a sinner and to want Jesus to save me,” he wrote in one passage. “So I came down the aisle at the end of Sunday service, professed my faith in Christ, and asked to be baptized.” 55 He recalled attending a Baptist service as governor in which one worshipper got so carried away that he had to be removed from the sanctuary and locked in a nearby room, where he continued to holler and bang about—and eventually tore the door off its hinges, returning into the church screaming.56

Clinton was particularly gripped by Pentecostalism. During the first Pentecostal service he attended he was reduced to tears at the sight of worshippers speaking in “tongues” and transported into religious ecstasy—and thereafter he made a point of attending Pentecostal summer camps every year from 1977 until he ran for president. He even sang with a Pentecostal quartet of balding ministers called the Bald Knobbers.57 When he was defeated for reelection as governor of his home state in 1980, the Bald Knobbers were among the first people to visit him to offer their prayers.

As president, Clinton maintained an interest in religion that would have had him branded a dangerous Jesus freak in Europe. A few weeks after moving to the White House he hosted a private dinner for Billy Graham, whom he credited with bringing him to Jesus.58 Unlike many of his predecessors, including Ronald Reagan, he regularly attended church in Washington, DC. Many members of Clinton’s inner circle were devout Christians. Al Gore was a Southern Baptist who studied theology at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee. George Stephanopoulos studied theology as a Rhodes Scholar at Balliol College, Oxford. Rahm Emanuel (who is now Obama’s chief of staff) was an observant Jew. Mike McCurry was an active Methodist who helped out in his local Sunday school. Paul Begala was a pro-life Catholic who named his eldest son John Paul.59 Clinton cultivated close relationships with several leading Evangelical preachers such as Billy Graham, Bill Hybels and Tony Campolo, a Baptist minister and academic. He cited Jesus Christ in public speeches more frequently than his successor: 5.1 times a year compared with 4.7 times for George Bush.60 At the lowest point of his presidency, during the Lewinsky scandal, he turned to leading Evangelicals to ask for forgiveness, including Campolo and Gordon MacDonald. Evangelicals who encountered him casually were struck by the quality of his faith. Jack Hayford, the pastor of an eight-thousand-strong church in Los Angeles, said, “It may bewilder some to have it said that this man believes in the Bible and in Jesus Christ as God’s son, the Savior.” Compolo recalls that “I don’t think I’ve met him where we both didn’t pray.”61

Clinton’s enthusiasm for religion extended to a willingness to lower the wall of separation between church and state. He dealt heavily in religious symbols, talking in 1992 of a “New Covenant” between the federal government and the American people. He tried to welcome religious people into the public square. In August 1993, during a holiday in Martha’s Vineyard, he strolled around the Bunch of Grapes Bookstore in Vineyard Haven and came across The Culture of Disbelief a book by Stephen Carter, a Yale law professor. The book argued that America’s high culture—the culture of the universities and law schools and liberal elites—did far too much to marginalize religious people. The Baptist from Arkansas strongly agreed. He told reporters, “Sometimes I think the environment in which we operate is entirely too secular. The fact that we have freedom of religions doesn’t mean we need to try to have freedom from religion.” The Culture of Disbelief became that summer’s surprise best-seller.

In 1997 Clinton signed the most sweeping sanction for the expression of religious views in the federal workplace ever issued. Workers could discuss their religious views in the halls and cafeterias of federal workplaces just as freely as they could discuss the latest episode of Sex and the City. They could display religious messages such as “What Would Jesus Do?” just as easily as they could display football posters. And they could organize Bible studies and religious meetings. “The American workplace has not been the same since,” argues Michael Lindsay, a prominent sociologist.62 Clinton even flirted with faith-based social services: “You cannot change somebody’s life from the outside in,” he once said, “unless there is also some change from the inside out.” 63

In short, Bill Clinton—a man whom many Europeans regard as a kindred soul and whom many religious Americans regard as a godless fornicator—had very little in common with Shelley, at least when it came to the battle between modernity and religion.

Why did America evolve so differently from Europe?
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