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Linus, of Peanuts cartoon fame, declared “there are three 

things I’ve learnt never to discuss with people: religion, politics 

and the great pumpkin”. 

 

I don’t know if keen members of the garden club discuss 

pumpkins. They certainly don’t crop up on my agenda very 

often. Politics is certainly very interesting at the moment; if not 

inflammatory. Most of us are very careful with what we say to 

whom. But…. and here’s the tricky one…. how often do you 

discuss religion?   

And I don’t mean discussing the sermon in the safety of the 

Neville chapel after a Sunday service here in Brancepeth.  Nor 

do I mean talking about how we arrange the chairs for a service 

or the choice of hymns. I suppose by ‘religion’ I actually mean 

your own personal faith.  Well, you might say, we are British.  



We don’t do that sort of thing.  And you’d probably be right.  We 

don’t. 

I wonder why that is.  Apparently, it is indeed a British trait as 

opposed to an American one.  In the USA they are more than 

happy to talk about their beliefs. They even talk about religion 

and politics in the same sentence.  Probably in a very loud 

voice too. Whoops!  I’ll deny ever saying that last sentence! 

 

So, are we too embarrassed to talk about our religious beliefs?   

Don’t we like to wear our hearts on ourselves?  Don’t we want 

people to know about our Christian principles? 

Or maybe it’s because we are not too sure of our facts.  It’s 

easy to talk about the price of fuel.  It’s easy to quote statistics 

about immigration or what might happen post Brexit.  We have 

our newspapers, the TV or the internet to use as ammunition.   

But faith, by definition isn’t really about facts.  It’s 

about…yes….faith. 



Or perhaps it’s the blame game. We know that  many people 

are only too happy to blame religion for most of the problems in 

the world; past and present -the crusades, Northern Ireland, 

Jerusalem, India, Myanmar and so on.   

 

Or possibly it’s because we are nice gentle souls and we don’t 

want to be seen to be trying to force our opinions and beliefs 

down other folk’s throats. We think, rightly so, that bullying is 

not a good way to change hearts and minds. 

 

I have recently read a book that argues otherwise.  That 

suggests that we can benefit from hearing other people’s 

stories of faith; that we can learn from their stories, from their 

spiritual adventures. That, the stories we hear people tell can 

aid our own growth in belief and in devotion. It is through the 

stories of faith that others tell that we can develop our own 

faith. 



The book’s author is Peter Stanford, a newspaper journalist 

who has written for the Catholic press, the Guardian, the 

Independent and for the Daily Telegraph. He has been 

interviewing people about their faith for the last 35 years.   

 

He has now put together a collection of these articles in a book 

called “What we talk about when we talk about faith”.  Yes, I 

know.  Hardly a snappy title but it does sum up the book pretty 

well.  The book contains 44 interviews.  They are mostly with 

people who are well known.  They include politicians, religious, 

activists, artists and writers. Almost all are Christian. 

 

He does say that he feels today fewer people are willing to talk 

about faith, or their own faith anyway.  We all know for example 

Alistair Campbell’s now famous ‘we don’t do God’.  And he 

thinks there is so often a division between private and personal 

lives.  He quotes Delia Smith’s (the cook) extensive website 



that fails to mention she is a Christian even though she has 

produced books of Christian meditation for Lent and for Advent.  

 

And apparently, Teresa May was asked if she would be 

prepared to be interviewed but declined because she said that 

her Christian life was a private matter. She is happy to have her 

photo taken going into church but that seems to be as far as 

she is prepared to go. 

 

Stanford is a Roman Catholic and so a lot of the people he 

interviewed are Catholics.  A number of them are no longer 

practising but still seem to be steeped in the religious 

upbringing they enjoyed. They might no longer worship but their 

Catholic upbringing still appears to infuse their lives. So, for 

example, when asked about the TV series “Broken”,  the 

fictional life of a Catholic priest in a Northern city,  Jimmy 

McGovern, its writer, said it was about broken bread.  He didn’t 

say it was about broken lives, or broken families, or a broken 



place. Although no longer a churchgoer McGovern betrays his 

catholic heritage. 

 

Nor were these interviewees saints by any stretch of the 

imagination or by any definition of the word.  They recognise 

that life is messy and that no one keeps all the rules of their 

faith or denomination all the time.  They demonstrated to 

Stanford that there are as many ways of exploring faith as there 

are individuals doing it. 

 

So why should we talk about our faith? Let’s consider the 

question again.  Well, actually many people really are 

interested; provided we choose our time, place and words 

carefully.  Doorstep evangelism isn’t always a success. 

 

A curiosity in spirituality is on the rise even if there is a fall in 

the numbers of people going to church. Certainly in the 

Anglican Church.  While parish churches may struggle to keep 



their numbers up, cathedral numbers are on the increase, 

especially at special times of the year such as Christmas.  It is 

also claimed that the century of religious pilgrimages wasn’t in 

the Middle Ages but is the twenty first century as more and 

more people have decided to take part in a religious pilgrimage. 

 

I was interested in the interview with the TV presenter Fern 

Britton.  In 2017 she visited the Holy Land to make a 

programme for the BBC about the events in Jesus’ life.  As a 

result she had a cross shaped tattoo etched on her wrist. 

 

She explained that in the Middle Ages to go to the Holy Land 

on pilgrimage was a once in a life time experience. People who 

had the tattoo done as a kind of stamp to prove that they had 

indeed been there.  The tattoo was etched inside the wrist so 

that when you shook hands with someone they would see the 

tattoo.  They knew then that you were a Christian and therefore 

a friend: you were someone you could talk about faith with. 



  I suppose it was an early form of wearing a cross round your 

neck in the days before that became merely a fashion symbol. 

 

However in spite of all I have said it doesn’t seem to me to be  

a very good idea to start spouting about your religious beliefs 

just as there is a possibility that you might be about to be 

released from prison.   

 

Peter, Jesus’ disciple, had spoken the gospel message 

powerfully at Pentecost and the church in Jerusalem, had 

begun to grow dramatically. This wasn’t always greeted with 

joy. Peter and John they had gone to the temple to pray.  En 

route they had come across a beggar who had been crippled 

from birth.  Rather than giving him the monetary donation that 

he was hoping for, they healed him.  

 

 Needless to say this caused quite a stir. But not everyone was 

impressed.  Peter and John found themselves in prison. And 



then hauled up in front of the Jewish authorities.  Best time to 

smile sweetly and keep your mouth shut?  Certainly not. A 

simple man, with limited education, no degree in theology or 

ministerial training, but having spent three years in the 

company of the son of God and filled with the Holy Spirit gave 

his testimony.  And a pretty powerful one at that. 

 

If Peter had kept quiet, maybe we wouldn’t be sitting here 

today.  

As a postscript I have to confess to failing at the first post.  

Someone asked me if I had had a good Easter.  I said I had but 

failed to mention I had spent most of it in church. My excuse 

was more about time but…….. 

 

Lord Longford, one of Stanford’s interviewees said “Christianity 

has become like a secret policy”. May time we, you and I, let 

the cat out of the bag.         Amen 

 



 

 

 


