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The year 2011 has done unto the Bible what 2009 did unto Charles Darwin: celebrate. 

As I’m sure you have noticed, this year has seen the 400th anniversary of the publication of the King James Version, an anniversary that has been marked by innumerable articles, programmes and events throughout the year.

Even more remarkable, there appears to have been a degree of unanimity in the tone. 

Everyone, from Richard Dawkins to the most evangelical of believers, agrees that the Bible is a national treasure, indispensable for a fully-rounded life.

But it is always good to read the small print. 

By ‘the Bible’ we mean the Kings James Bible. 

By ‘national treasure’ we mean national literary treasure. 

And by a fully-rounded life we mean a fully-rounded cultural life. 

Thus Professor Dawkins said to the King James Bible Trust last year: 

“You can’t appreciate English literature unless you are steeped to some extent in the King James Bible…Not to know the King James Bible is to be in some small way barbarian.”

This is what we agree about. 

The significance of the Bible lies in the King James’ impact on our language and our literature. 

Yet, the story goes oddly quiet when we move from language, music and art to politics. We all know what an impressive impact the Bible has had on English literature but it appears to have had little impact on our political life. 

Or, rather, in as far as it has any connection with our political life, it is as the out-dated justification for the kind of intolerant, violent, autocratic regimes from which the Enlightenment liberated us.

***

I would like to suggest that nothing could be further from the truth. The Bible has been central to our national politics from the earliest days. 

Now, it is important to get two big caveats in straight away. 

The first is that to claim for the Bible such influence is not to claim it has been the only influence on national politics. Rather, it has always worked alongside other political actors, even when it dominated the stage as it did between the 1530s and 1650s. 

The second caveat is that to make such a claim for the Bible is not to say that it has always been on the side of the political angels. The Christian scriptures have been used by many over the centuries to justify political disenfranchisement, subservience and inequality. To claim that Bible has been the most influential text in British political history is not, therefore, to ignore, oversimplify or air-brush history.

Rather it is to attempt to rescue the King James’ celebrations from the bosom of leisure-time Christianity, and to assert that just as it is impossible to appreciate our national literature fully without recourse to the Bible, so it is impossible to understand our politics.

***

The reason I am here today, I think, is that in a recent book called Freedom and Order I traced the impact of the Bible on British political history, arguing that – with the two caveats above in place – most of our political freedoms and commitments can be traced back in some way to biblical Christianity.

It is a contorted and sometimes tortuous tracing, but nonetheless, it is there. If you want to understand our commitment to justice, equality, toleration, rule of law or democracy, you need to know about the influence of the Bible.

Since, however, my topic tonight is “The Bible and Contemporary Public Life” I shall refrain from giving you a history lecture but look instead on what role we might expect the Bible to play today.

***
To do this we need a bit of context.

Although the political influence of the Bible has been pretty much constant from the very earliest days, it has also come in very different guises, three in particular, guises that correspond to periods of British history.

In the period before the Reformation (i.e. c.1530) the Bible’s primary impact was made through the way in which it formed, informed and validated the Church. 
During this period, ‘the people’ had next to no access to the Bible and only a very limited knowledge of it. Their political culture was deeply and profoundly Christian, but that Christianity was mediated by and through the church. It was what the church did, sometimes (although by no means always) justified and defended by the Bible, which made a difference.

In a second period, the Reformation and post- Reformation age, from c. 1530 to c.1660, the primary mode of biblical influence was on the individual, who was now allowed, and sometimes even encouraged to read the Bible himself. This had two major effects. 

The first was on individual conscience. The Christianity that England and Scotland adopted in the sixteenth century insisted upon the primacy of an unmediated relationship between individual believer and his or her God, a relationship that political authorities were compelled (eventually) to recognise and respect.

Its second major impact was on the repeated attempts to construct a godly society on the model of Old Testament Israel. 
The significance of these was not so much in their success as their failure, as it gradually became clear that the godly could not agree on what exactly constituted a holy polity. 
And it was this, just as much any principled arguments, which helped justify toleration in the West. Different visions of biblical politics helped generate recognition for the necessity and benefit of religious and political tolerance.

The third phase was the one that followed on from this in which the public stage was opened to a variety of different views and positions, and biblical Christianity had to make its influence felt in this wider context. 
This compelled Christian politicians to make their arguments in terms of publicly accessible reasoning, so that, for example, the abolitionist campaign was deeply biblical, but nevertheless consciously embraced much less explicitly Christian logic when debated in parliament, in order to generate the necessary support.

***
It is important to recognise these three different guises because it gives the lie to the claim we hear – increasingly, I fear – that there is only one form of Christian politics and it basically looks like the more egregious kind of religious right politics we see in the States: a kind of theocracy and water.

This is often little more than scaremongering but it has a peculiar purchase on the common mind, or at least the mind blissfully unaware of the different ways in which Christianity has influenced politics in the past.

So what role should the Bible play in contemporary public and, more narrowly, political life? 

We are very much still in that third phase, of a crowded and plural public stage, and that is where we should begin.

Let me give an example – an example, not the definitive example – of what we might look for.

***
In 2009 Michael Sandel, Professor of Philosophy at Harvard, delivered the Reith lectures entitled A New Citizenship. 

The thrust of the lectures, and in particular the second, entitled ‘Morality in Politics’, was that politics could not be neutral on many issues and that, accordingly, moral ideas and commitments, even when derived from faith traditions, needed to be introduced explicitly into public debate.

Each lecture was delivered in front of an invited audience who asked questions afterwards. One of these came from the now former Liberal Democrat MP and noted secularist, Evan Harris. He said this:

“I do a lot of public policy on abortion and gay rights and assisted dying and embryos and it seems to me that it’s not the morality that’s missing on either side.” 

“I come from the non-religious side and I would say that I bring morality – the principle of non-discrimination, the principle of not harming someone unless there’s evidence that your policy creates harm.” 

“Obviously the religious side bring their morality,” he acknowledged, “but one side, I think, tends to bring evidence and an acceptance that their position might change with evidence, whereas another side, the religious side, is much less likely to accept and consider evidence and bring that to the table, because their moral position is relatively absolute [sic].” 

His question, therefore was, “shouldn’t we be arguing that we should be bringing evidence into the moral arguments where appropriate, not bring[ing] morality in when it’s already there on both sides?”

Sandel responded with customary politeness, observing that he thought “there are dogmatic secularists, just as there are dogmatic religious fundamentalists.” 

What he did not say was that Harris’ question appeared to misunderstand or ignore everything that Sandel had just said.

Sandel’s point was and is this: when you are doing politics, even quite mundane politics, you inevitably run up against profound moral issues, moral issues that demand you draw on moral conceptions and commitments. These moral conceptions and commitments relate to questions such as 

· how do you understand and define the virtue of freedom and how much weight do you attach to it?

· how do you understand and define equality and how much weight do you attach to it?

· to what extent can a community – of whatever size – local, national, international – be self-determining?

· how do you understand the relationship between humans and the rest of the natural environment?

And so on and so forth.

These questions are fundamentally about our vision of the good and behind that our understanding of human nature.

***
A friend of mine who is an anthropologist at the LSE once told me that he thought all political questions were, at the end of the day, anthropological ones. 

How we see human nature will inform how we understand the relationships we develop, the communities we form and the politics we conduct.

You could respond to this that if you think you are a hammer, every problem looks like a nail. Nonetheless, I think he is right. How we understand ourselves will inform how we do politics.

But being human beings, our anthropology cannot but involve theology. Put another way, how we see ourselves is profoundly shaped by our answers to those fundamental questions of identity, purpose and destiny:

· Who am I?

· What am I here for?

· Where, if anywhere, am I going?

Everyone has answers to those question, even if they are simply – an evolved primate, nothing and eternal darkness. 

However you answer them, will shape your attitude to human nature, human society and human politics.

There is a character in Moliere’s play The Would-be Gentleman who says with astonishment:

“For more than forty years I've been speaking in prose without even knowing it!”

We could adopt that for politics. 

Whether we realise it or not, we have all been doing anthropology all our lives. Or, more contentiously, we have been doing theology.

***
That is why Evan Harris’ question was so misplaced. It is not that evidence is unimportant. Of course, it isn’t. Political debates need evidence and more evidence and more evidence. But they cannot be decided on evidence alone. 

Evidence – of what the current situation is, what similar situations exist in other countries, what impact similar policies in other areas have had, etc, etc – is vital, but it will inform political minds that are fundamentally shaped by some basic moral presuppositions that empirical evidence itself cannot determine.  

Some examples should make this clearer.

The obvious ones relate to the start and end of life. Where you stand on abortion will depend a great deal on how you understand life. The position you adopt will depend heavily on the values you attaches to human life, to dependence, to autonomy, to choice.

The same, incidentally, goes for infanticide. I doubt whether anyone in British society would openly advocate infanticide today, although some philosophers and some feminists have aired the idea, but we should realise that historically this aversion is pretty unusual. 

The Spartans threw weak babies off cliffs. The Romans exposed them. Jews and Christians were unusual not only for not doing that but for taking in babies that had been exposed and rearing them themselves, a practice that led to the development of orphanages. 

The point is not to adjudicate which of these positions is right or wrong – although most of us will have a strong view on both issues – but simply to say that if you want to decide on this, you will need to draw on some moral – i.e. theological – conceptions.  

You can make similar arguments relating to other big moral issues like bio-medical research or euthanasia. 

***

But to dwell on these would risk the proving the stereotype – that religious people are interested only in sex and death.

So let’s take a different example, one that is just as live a one on this side of the Channel as on the other, although for slightly different reasons.
Last year in UK the government reluctantly conceded that prisoners should have the vote.

In 2004, the European Court of Human Rights ruled that the blanket ban imposed by Britain on its prisoners’ right to vote was discriminatory following a legal challenge by John Hirst (who was jailed for killing his landlady with an axe)

When the government failed to acquiesce, Peter Chester (who raped and murdered his niece) launched a legal challenge claiming his human rights were being breached by the refusal to allow him to vote.

Finally, reluctantly, the government was persuaded that they had to concede and allow them the vote.

How should we respond to this?

The first thing to say is that you cannot decide this issue rationally.

What axioms and rational principles can define with certainty whether it is right or wrong to give prisoners the vote?

The answer is none.

There are plenty of arguments that can be deployed on both sides and some may be more valid than others. But none of them can avoid resting on unproveable moral axioms.

So, on the pro-side is the argument that without the vote

· prisoners become non-people;

· governments pay no attention to them;

· and they are further alienated from the mainstream society into which they are going to be re-introduced. 

The Prison Governors Association, for example, has warned that the ban on voting hampers inmates’ rehabilitation.
So, in the words of Zoe Williams in the Guardian
I'm in favour of prisoners voting: it keeps them moored to society; it keeps politicians mindful that inmates, having votes, are also human beings; prisoners are taxpayers (90% of them smoke); and voting is a duty as much as a right, so there's no reason why they should be exempt from it just because they've exempted themselves temporarily from the other trials of liberty.

On the anti-side are the arguments that 

· denying the prisoners the vote is part of their entirely justified punishment;

· it is part of what loss of liberty means;

· it is an example of the idea of civic death on which the previous law (1870 Forteiture Act) was based. 

So, in the pungent words of Ed West in the Telegraph

I’m so glad Ian Huntley and Roy Whiting may soon be allowed to vote because it really offended my sense of natural justice that they were denied that privilige.

And I think it’s so healthy that we have unelected judges far away in another country’s whose sense of legality is so in touch with most people’s sense of right and wrong. It’s really good for the law generally, and very healthy for democracy, I’m sure.

All of these are arguments worth debating. Some of you will do just that later. But if you think you are going to settle them without drawing on some idea of the good; of rights, responsibilities, community, authority, democracy, and without answering some fundamental questions, such as… 

· how should we view and treat those who have offended?

· what responsibility do we have to them?

· what rights do they lose and can they claim?

… we are going to be disappointed.

****
This is where the role of the Bible comes in.

The essence of the argument here is:

· all politics is moral 

· all morality is in some way anthropological

· all anthropology is in some sense theological

In the words of the great early Christian Socialist, F.D, Maurice, writing to another Christian socialist John Ludlow, 
“my business, because I am a theologian, and have no vocation except for theology, is not to build but to dig, to show that economy and politics…must have ground beneath themselves.”
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