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Magic in religion, new atheism and sermon quality: topics discussed by Archbishop Rowan and comedian Frank Skinner 
On Friday 16 September, The Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams and comedian and broadcaster Frank Skinner spent ninety minutes discussing Christianity in front of an audience of 800 people at Canterbury Cathedral.

Ranging through topics as broad as new atheism, the quality of sermons, the church’s strategy for growth, and the place of magic in religion, Archbishop Rowan and Frank Skinner’s discussion was funny and serious in equal measure.
Early in the conversation, Skinner, a practising Catholic, who described himself as "a tough crowd" when listening to a sermon criticised the quality of Sunday worship; out of the thousands of homilies he had heard, he felt that only three or four had had an effect. He joked: “If I’d done gigs with that hit rate, then I’d not be sitting here tonight” 
On the subject of new atheists, Skinner accused the church of allowing ‘new atheism’ to grow: “The church seems to be just letting it get cooler and letting it dominate more and more.” Skinner cited the example of the million copies sold of Richard Dawkins’ book ‘The God Delusion’.

Archbishop Rowan responded: “But I want to know how many atheists ‘The God Delusion’ created?” he continued: “I am not sure that it shifts people’s serious beliefs. Atheism is cool and so books about it are cool and get a high profile… one is news and the other is not…. But what makes a difference to people’s sense of faith is seeing someone’s life where it works and often that is a very local.” He went on to portray the conditions faced by Christians in Harare and described how the church had grown in these difficult circumstances. 

The Archbishop questioned Skinner about his return to church after eleven years away. Skinner described his years in the wilderness and his nagging urge of wanting to return before he met a Priest who said ‘just come back, you know you belong’. Frank said: “I went for communion and I wanted to punch the air after. I felt more than back home. I felt I was in my right context.” The Archbishop said: “When you talk about coming back to church, it is not about the difference an argument makes, but it is about the sense of welcome, absolution and acceptance…. Because welcome is one of the most important things we offer.”
Skinner went on to explain that his ‘years in the wilderness’ was an important time for him to re-examine his faith and to study ‘for his re-entrance exams’ allowing him to better defend his faith. Archbishop Rowan agreed that it is important for believers to take responsibility for themselves and the faith they represent.

Moving on to the topic of magic and religion Skinner suggested the church needs to re-discover the ‘magic’ of religion. He said: “I think there has been too much apologising for magic in religion. People say, I don’t believe in the Virgin Birth or the resurrection. If you believe in God then all bets are off. There can be angels and the Red Sea could part…. I want to feel the absolute mystery.”
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Notes:
Full audio files can be accessed via: http://www.canterburydiocese.org/thegathering/index.htm 
The ‘in conversation’ event took place as part of ‘The Gathering’ a two day event run by Canterbury Diocese. 
