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Summary Report
At the end of January 2008 some 75 participants gathered at Cumberland Lodge for its 60th Anniversary Conference. Choosing this particular theme for the Conference involved a deliberate decision to mark the Lodge’s origins in the aftermath of the Second World War; as a place for students and others to converse together about their hopes and aspirations for a world recovering from the devastation that the previous six years and more had wrought.

Sixty years ago the place of organized religion was still secure; still acceptable as a contributor to debate on a wide range of issues affecting politics, ethics and social cohesion. The intervening years have witnessed a diminution of that influence, especially so in the last twenty with the rise of a more militant secularism, no longer prepared (seemingly) to allow religion a place at the table to discus what makes for the best human flourishing. Part of the aim of this conference was to gather people together to test that assumption; to investigate that dynamic as a way of living and moving forward.

It has to be admitted, however, that invitations to secularists to attend and contribute to this conversation did not meet with the level of response that had been anticipated. There were relatively few “card carrying” secularists in evidence over these three days, and that was a cause for both curiosity and concern. It is of interest, in that participants who would happily own the label of being religious are seemingly more prepared to talk to those who are not than vice-versa. This, however, must also be balanced by another observation, to the effect that the “religious” in this case were mostly represented by Christians. There were relatively few Jews and Muslims present, and none at all from what one might consider the other mainstream religions. So what interest there is in talking to secularism seems to be a project on behalf of the Abrahamic religions in general, and Christianity in particular. Why this should be is an open question, of course, but while the curiosity appears to be so one-sided raises further questions about the success of any project to create any dynamic balance.
It is not the purpose of this short summary to provide a definitive account of the conversation of these three days. That will be the purpose of the final Conference Report when it is published in due course. It is worth highlighting, however, the individual areas that were discussed, if only to indicate something of the width of conversation and of the apparent difficulty in creating anything approaching a common consensus. Some Conference themes admit of easy summary; open to a final report that “gets under the skin” of what was discussed and able to point some ways forward. This was not one of those! That fact, in itself, seems to indicate how difficult it is to achieve the very balance that was being sought. The following list of themes will indicate a little more of why this was so. 

Please note: This summary does not refer to individual speakers by name, in line with out commitment to the Chatham House Rule, whereby we guarantee that anonymity for all opinions and points of view is assured, unless the individual speaker wishes it otherwise.   
(1) The first speaker gave a very fine opening address on the theme of how far secularization should prevail within an avowedly secular society; a theme that might have admitted of a certain tautological purpose. It was, however, handled with the kind of insight that belongs to one of our leading jurisprudents. And the conclusion provided the first instance of how the kind of balance that the Conference sought might be possible; a call for religion to make its perspectives both publicly intelligible and accessible (which would also mean open to revision), with a concomitant call for secularism to allow religion its voice. If secularism claims a basic liberal stance for itself, it has a duty to extend that liberalism to those perspectives with which it would find itself in disagreement. Religion is one such, but in return it must allow its uniqueness to be available in such a way that it moves beyond an endorsement of narrow social realities.

(2) The Plenary which followed upon this explored this fundamental question as it applied to tolerance within the three great monotheistic faiths. The Conference heard from three individuals, each of whom represented one of the three great monotheistic faiths. The first, an Anglican teaching in a Catholic institution, made a heartfelt plea for the rediscovery of meta-narrative as the basis for further moral decision making, and as one way of dealing with the rise of fundamentalisms of all kinds, with their refusal to take issues of tolerance seriously. Coupled with this was the cry for a return to the wisdom of the ancients (in this case Plato and Aristotle) and its concern with questions of virtue, what it means to be good etc. This is as far as it is possible to be from the modern concern with the individual and his/her own somewhat narcissistic personal development. Only with such a move might we guarantee the future of tolerance. The second speaker, a Rabbi within liberal Judaism, made a different case. Citing the fact that liberals of all faith traditions tend to have more in common very often with one another than with those within their own tradition who express more conservative sentiments, as well as the modern phenomenon of a world that allows for all sorts of “isms”, he argued that both religion and secularism have to return to doing what they do best if tolerance is to be a real possibility. This means no desire to impose their own world views on the other, exemplified in the fact of faith schools for the religious and a willful ignoring of religious tradition for the secularist. The third speaker, a Muslim teaching in Islamic Studies within a Christian institution, approached the question in the most eirenic way of all within the session, by giving an account of how it is that Islam is able to recognize the image of God in one who is not of the same faith at all. This was a claim not so much for theological argument as for the discovery of a new basic spirituality.

(3) The second day of the Conference opened with a session to consider the relationship between religion and politics; the latter perhaps the most obvious expression of secular concerns. The principal speaker, a lecturer in theology at the University of London, made what some might regard as an outrageous claim; that religion is the salvation of politics. Civil society is not possible if the groups and organizations that underpin it are weak. In as far as religious groups are such, they represent a major means to mobilize social action. Alongside this practical consideration, religions embody a version of what constitutes the “good life”; in this speaker’s phrase, they “keep in play fundamental questions about what life is for”. And their fundamental embodiment lies with small scale organizations of various kinds, a move away from large scale organizations which cannot replicate their relational and suitably broad-based characteristics. It is within such groups that one may best find good practices of what might be termed the pursuit of the “common good”.

There is much more to say about what was a fine and wide ranging paper at this point in the Conference, but that might wait for the final Report.
(4) The fourth plenary aimed at an analysis of the kinds of activity commended by the plenary that preceded it; in this instance the place and function of volunteering. The first participant in this plenary gave an impressive account of her involvement with “Project Scotland”, a purely voluntary organization that takes young people for periods between three months and a year and places them to work with worthy organizations, none of which are sectarian in shape or emphasis. In its history to date, it has worked with 2,000 such volunteers, and sees the benefits of doing what it does in the fact that approximately 90% of them go on to College for further education. This is impressive against the background of some 25% of these young people representing those who come from a family and educational background without formal education and training. The second speaker, an academic specializing in neighbourhood regeneration at a University in the Midlands, outlined the ways in which religious practice finds a ready outlet in volunteering activity of one kind or another. A large part of the impetus for this lies with religion’s natural predisposition towards working with other people; its understanding of life as “gift” and the kind of ethics that are built on the back of that, and a natural orientation to, and trust in, the future. All of this came together in the final presentation of the Plenary, given by a lecturer in political theory at one of the new universities in London and also a practicing Jew. He spoke with eloquence of the Faith and Citizenship project that he has set up there, each in its own way representative of the way in which religious and secular understandings can work together. Faith and citizenship are, in many ways, out only really strong moral traditions, and are often regarded, mistakenly, as in opposition to one another. Where they can enable the other, however, is recognized in the fact money has resulted in part in the increasing commodification of the individual , and the fact that this has not made for the best in human flourishing is equally recognized by both; able therefore to work together in new ways.

(5) The final plenary of this second day of the Conference (the fifth) considered the difficult areas inhabited by secular and religious moralities; more specifically how, if at all, religion can inform moral conscience and take seriously the secular contribution in human rights, with all that it contributes towards defining morality and promoting respect for others. The first speaker in this plenary, an academic in political theory from Oxford,  made what might strike some as an extraordinary claim; that secularism, being in reality an abridged form of Christianity, holds a particular relation to religious practice and that there has been a fundamental inability to understand this point on the part of both. Secularism has proved itself to be a sphere of conscience and free action, and has promoted values that religion can fully endorse and promote; indeed, can claim to have been its own long before secularism made such things its own province. It is possible therefore for secularism to embrace Christian ontology without at the same time endorsing its metaphysics, and the speaker argued that it is in the USA that this understanding of the essential relationship between the two has found a proper home, while remaining hidden in Europe., in large measure due to the hierarchical nature of European Christianity. Now that civil liberties are under threat, however, the time has come for this original rapprochement to be recovered. It won’t be as long as the basic good that civil associations of all kinds engender is endangered by the continual rise of multi-culturalism; while economic liberalism is mistaken as sufficient for social order, and while the language of rights continues to be inflated. The second speaker in this session, also an academic working within the area of human rights thinking, gave a considered paper on the European Convention on Human Rights and especially one article within it, that dealing with discrimination. Discrimination, as a phenomenon that violates human rights, has two forms of expression. The first is to privilege one kind of group over another, and thus to give advantage. The second (and that form of discrimination that is what most people consider to be it proper) is that which imposes disadvantage on one particular kind of group. The advantage that secularism holds over religious perspectives with regard to this issue is that it holds with no giving of advantage to one group over another, and in that sense is best placed to advocate the principle of neutrality.
(6) The final day of the Conference gave itself to two very different sets of issues. The first meeting of the day (and the sixth plenary) considered the question of how a compassionate society can be maintained within a culture dominated in large measure by the ethics of the marketplace. A magisterial overview was provide by the first speaker of the morning; an academic who had also been the director of one of this countries largest relief agencies, one with specifically religious foundations but still operating within the public (secular) realm. Compassion for all people, regardless on race or creed, appears to hold little water with a sector that appears motivated by profit first and foremost. That is the negative argument. The positive is that the market economy has served to raise people out of poverty rather than plunge them further into it. All of this may well be right and true. It remains the case, however, that compassion as a sentiment is not to be limited to voluntary organizations, but also as a mark of institutions as well. At the same time, compassionate people don’t always spring out of the soil, ready formed. People can do with formation in compassion, and faith communities, in spite of their predilection towards prejudice, are often best placed to offer this. None of this might prove possible, however, were it not for a change in structures to match that taking place in individuals. If this were to take place, we might then reach the most ironic of situations, where impersonal structures serve to guarantee the existence of compassion far better than compassionate people ever could. All of this begs the question of citizenship, and of how it is that good citizens are created. That was much to the forefront in the second half of this plenary, given by someone who serves as the chief executive of an organization whose raison d’etre is the consideration of such matters. There are multiple tensions around the ideas promoted by citizenship, and this session touched on just a few. It is difficult to know, for example whether or not citizenship is best understood as a kind of brand; whether it is meant to be a status that one achieves, or a process in which one engages with no discernible end to what might be gained, and finally whether it is a status that is essentially conformist or progressive in structure.

(7) The final session of the Conference turned its attention to the hoary, and increasingly controversial, question of the continued existence of faith schools in a secular society. The first speaker in this session, a professor of education within one of the newer universities in the Midlands, provided a clear outline of the characteristics of such schools on the basis of empirical research. What tends to identify such schools is the obvious commitment to a religious tradition, with the clear corollaries that this embraces with respect to common identity, culture and sense of community. All this is recognized as true for such schools, and to a large extent reasonably accepted within wider society, at least until the more recent past. As questions to do with religious identity have been created by groups that have such concerns at the centre of their life and self-understanding, so too has a relative mistrust and unease been created in its wake. For the future, therefore, such schools, if they are to continue, must address themselves to the particular challenges that have been thrown up. These will include the question of how best to build and sustain partnerships within and beyond school communities; overcoming the inevitable creation of suspicion and prejudice whenever a faith school seeks a wider involvement with others in the community; dealing with parental opposition, especially to the internal criteria that are used to operate admission, and, in light of this, negotiating access to the school. None of this, however, was in the least acceptable to the second speaker in this session, representing one of the most significant sectarian organizations within this country. If we are to ask after the kinds of schools that we ought to have for the future, then the very least we can demand is that none should be shaped by a particular religious tradition. It goes without saying that such schools are to be open to all, regardless of who or what they are, and that the curriculum should be one in which values recognizable to all people are the underpinning basis. It is certainly the case, argued this speaker, that a particular myth about faith schools ought to be shattered for good; that they are successful precisely because they are faith schools. And it was precisely with this kind of argument that we heard from the final speaker within this plenary, and indeed within the Conference as a whole. Representing not only a particular Christian denomination, but also a member of its “professional” wing as a priest, as well as having been a former Head-teacher and now an academic within a leading theological institution, he spoke well of faith based education as the form best placed to preserve basic liberties and conceptions of the human, as well as offering a good all round education to all who came within its remit.
In Conclusion:  This is a preliminary Report on what was a fascinating three days. A more considered report will follow in due course. But it is worth saying (as may well be obvious from this summary) that the Conference was unable to reach any common mind as to its theme. That should hardly be surprising, of course. Perhaps the most we can say is to repeat what was claimed at the beginning of this summary; that in a culture that we are continually being told is given over almost completely to secular conceptions, it is organized religion that is best prepared to engage in conversation on such matters. What that foretells, if anything, for the future of such conversation is not a question that can be addressed here.                                                    
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