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18th December, 2007

GOOD MORNING

‘Tea towels and tantrums – and that’s only the staff’ – the Christmas Nativity Play in primary school as described by a School Principal friend of mine.  So it has been for generations – Mary and Joseph in starring roles with dozens of children making up the numbers of angels and shepherds in front of admiring parents.
It seems extraordinary that persistent press reports suggest that this piece of the traditional Christmas is now the front line of a struggle about what is or is not offensive – about tolerance and inclusiveness.  Of course our society has changed out of all recognition.  It’s very secular and very diverse.  So we can’t behave as if the clock can be turned back fifty years to a simpler world.  But, in my view, it is equally wrong to become intolerant of expressions of Christian faith in the name of tolerance of others.  That is a classic case of illiberal liberalism.
Well – it’s fashionable to grumble about political correctness gone mad.  But there are important questions to be answered.  I want to live in a tolerant society – and tolerance of Christian faith must surely lead to tolerance of all faiths.  But then we have to ask whether there should be limits to that tolerance – whether, for example, we should expect that the various faith, cultural and racial groupings will integrate themselves wholeheartedly into our society.
Behind that again lies probably the most important question of all.  It’s the question of whether the state should actually be secular, tolerant of all expressions of religion but favouring none.  In that kind of secular society, religious education would be left to churches and faith groups and there would be no religion of any kind in schools.
My view is that we would be the poorer for that.  And in the meantime, I think we should be tolerant of tea towels in school nativity plays.

