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seat in 1912 fighting a by-election for womenls suffrage. By then, Lansbury

had established himsel{ as a figure, and as a campaigning figure, and he

established the campaigning newspapel the Daily Herald.

At the start of the 1920s Lansbury was one of the leading figures in
the revolt of the Poplar councillors over the unfair way in which the

poorer areas were being treated, while in the early 1930s he became

leader of the Labour Party at a particularly 1ow-point in its history,
building its recovery as an underrated Leader of the Opposition, and I
will reliain from drawing parallels with today's position. During that
difficult decade he was presented with an increasingly stark choice

between the dictates of his conscience and preparations for the
approaching horrors of the Second World War.

To all his activities Lansbury brought a deep sincerity and purpose
based not least upon his deep faith, and this is again anchored in the

long history of the area because he served as Church Warden of the

ancient parish church o{ St Mary's Bow. And it's this relationship
betweerrreligion and politics, so central to George Lansbury's life, that

this lecture this evening addresses. It reflects the efforts of the George

Lansbury Memorial Tmst to commemorate the wide range o{ Lansbury's
activities, consider their contemporary relevancies, and communicate
them to a new generation. So to deliver a lecture on this theme it would
be hard to find a more appropriate speaker than Lord Williams
of Oystermouth.

Like George Lalsbury, Lord Williams is a man of many pafts, including
a theologiary a peace campaigner, a poet and a public figure, most
notably of course, as the 104th Archbishop of Canterbury from 2002 to
2012, and he is now master at Magdaiene College, Cambridge He has

reflected profoundly on the relationship between religion and politics in
both the private and public spheres, as indeed Lansbury also had to do.

And this has beery in Lord Williams' case, through his long and distin-
guished career in universities and the Church, and through books such as

Faith in tlrc Public Square wlich was published in 2012. Indeed his tenure

at the see of Canterbury was noteworthy for his efforts to reconsider the
role of religion in national life in a changing arrd multicultural Britairy
again sharing resonances with the East End of London. So accordingly
it gives me great pleasure to welcome Lord Williams to deliver the third
annual George Lansbury Memorial iecture.
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of the most remarkable and unusual political thinkers of that era, John
Neville Figgis, who was a priest, an historian, and a political theorist.
They drew upon some of the major Cambridge historians of the nine-
teenth century, such as Acton and Maitland, and someone who had
quite an impact on the development of what is sometimes cal1ed associ-
ational socialism, cooperativism, within the political spectrum, Harold
Laski, who read and ingested a good deal of Figgis.

I read Figgis in my twenties and continued to read him avidly. Part
of my own interest in reading Figgis has to do, I think, with the way
Figgis begins from a point that might be described as making politics
dfficult.What do we actually mean by politics? Or political philosophy?
Do we simply mean the analysis o{ how power operates, and the
management of power? Or do we mean also the difficult question of
zohat it is that zoe can expect from one another? Figgis argues with a great
deal of sophistication that the question of what we can expect {rom each
other is more fundamental because that has to do with what he would
call the phenomenon of 'primary' political communities: the trade
unions, the churches and the universities are the examples that
he uses, again an unusual bundling together of interests. But he sees
them as connected because these are the communities in which people
imagine a set of relationships and mutual expectations that are not sent
down from on high, either theologically or politically, but arise as the
natural first kinds of association that human beings enter into.

State authority comes in at a later stage of the discussion, as that
which holds the ring for the natural first-order communities in which
people organise their lives. The state doesn't dictate what people expect
from each other - that arises from the communities of which the state is
composed. It's a very tempting and slightly seductive model, which
rather overlooks what we would now I think put in a slightly more key
position in our discussion: the question of how Law secures universal
access and equity in a society.

But tha(s a rather different question. Whafs interesting in the political
thinking of that era and that group is the strong emphasis on the primary
of communities, not communities in a sentimental contemporary sensg
but those intentional communities where, as we might say, promises
and commitments are made mutually, where what we can expect from
one another is spelled out and realised with some precision. So, it's with
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So I don't accept the idea that the political is where we start, the neutral
space that religion is something added on to. I don't accept that religion
is something simply constructed and comprehensively manipulated by
the political. There is something for the political to use that is already
arourd, and of course has often been corrupt and toxic. But that ought
not to cloud our sense that the relation between the two categories of
my title is not quite as simple as might at first appear. If you go back to
the pre-modern environment (and there's still quite a lot of the
pre-modern environment around both in this country and in other
countries) the idea of a separate space for religion as a voluntary activity
is quite a difficult one to get across. The notion that religion is a voluntary
activity like other leisure activities, extra to ordinary life and society, is
very eccenhic in terms of a gleat deal of the contemporary world and
the overwhelming majority of cultures that the world has so far seen.
That itseif doesn't establish anything about the kuth or falsity of reli-
gious categories, but it ought to give us pause before supposing that the
natural way in wlich religion works is as a very elevated leisure activify,
adding a little bit of colour and interest to otherwise boring social facts,
or that it is simply a slightly more demanding and eccentric variety of
golf club.

So, in talking about religion and politics, as you see, I want to begin
by making both of those terms a little more strange than they might at
first appear. Indeed you might say that the puzzle is how they ever Bot
separated, given that in ancient society and most pre-modern societies
they are interwoven very closely and religion was not in any way a pri-
vate concern or an optional one. So in the next stage of what I want to
say, I'm going to try and tell a story of how they did get separated, how
it was a very good thing they got separated, and how at the same time
ils rather dangerous to assume that separation is a complete schism.
How did the European, especially westem Europear; disjunction of the
religious and the political first come into focus? And to raise that ques-
tion as a puzzle is not to seek to raise nostalgia for the premoderry but
iust an attempt to understand where the modern actually comes from
(and I might add in brackets here, that one of the problems of our con-
temporary cultural situation is an enormous apathy about 'how we got
here': the worst thing that can ever happen in a culture, is an erosion of
interest in how we got here). Refusing to see how we learned to be who
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commuflity in relation to God and God's call and purpose, the strictly
political in the other sense that is the management of power, the ratio-
nality of royal power, is remarkably unstable. Ifs curious that Hebrew
scripture features such polemic against monarchy alongside quite so
much theologizing of monarchy, and this illustrates what a very uneasy
relationship there is in that history

So that's one way in which the story begins to unfold of a drifting
apart of two categories, a community imagining itself as defined by the
lawfulness and mutual 'recognition', as a Hegelian might say, of its
social relationships and a political system of authority. And ils this ten-
sion that was pushed a stage further by the emergence of the Christian
movement, which removes from this equation the ethnic component,
and says that an imagined community of mutual responsibiiity and
accountability can exist on a basis other than just ethnic continuity; that
is, the law that is part o{ the Jewish identity now becomes something
which is applicable across the human world, and in that process radically
changes its character.

The tension between categories already at work in Jewish history
and Jewish identity is given a twist by the emergence of the Christian
ecclesia - the Christian assembly - that sees itself as a people, sometimes
as a race, somefimes as a polity, the emergence of a community which is
not in any simple isomorphic relationship with political power. In plain-
er words, Christians are even more o{ a problem for Romans to deal
with than Jews, they are not even ethnically connected. What is
the Roman Empire to make of a body, not just an ethnic body, but a
voluntary body, which sees its obligation as defined by something other
than Roman citizenship, and refuses, once agairy to Ueat the emperor
as sacred?

It's fascinating to see how this works itself out in the trials of the
early Christian martyrs. In the second Christian century we hear
Christians in North Africa trying very hard to explain to Roman gover-
nors when they are on trial, how this works. No they will not pray to the
emperor, yes they will pray for the emperor; yes they will pay their
taxes, no they will not assume that the state has the right to forbid to
them to do what they do as a community. And this rather complicated
exercise o{ political philosophy, conducted under circumstance so
under pressure that you lose the argument if you die, is one of the most
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and politics, it's more as if Islam pushed to the furthest possible point
to the redrawing of the map that Judaism and Christianify had already
begun, in desacralizing monarchy and the empire, and privileging the
community of law and mutuality.

A story not completely dissirnilar can be told of the relation between
Hinduism and Buddhism, but my lack of expertise deters me ftom try-
ing too hard. But it is at least interesting to note at least one parallel from
the Eastern Asian world in how Buddhism emerges from its Hindu
background as (once again) a commurrity with strongly defined ways of
speaking about mutual obligation, intentional belonging, forms o{
belonging and social cohering that are not dictated from on high.
Buddhism has almost nolhing of a theology, if that's the right word to
use in this case, of monarchy or power.It has avery strong theology of how
commurrity exists as itself both a locus and an object of faith.

A couple of weeks ago, writing a review of two new books, one on
Saint Augustine and one on Saint Paul, for the Nao S tatesman, I slggested
that one of the things they had in common and one of the things that
made them distinctive from all the other writers of the ancient
Mediterranean world is that they regarded society as something you
can imagine rather than something you inherited: what humans could
expect from each other was something you could explore, define and
develop in ways that were not dictated by the particular social forms or
power systems they inhabit. Both Augustine and Paul are compromised
in this context. Both of them are ready to appeal to authority when it suits
them, both have ways of talking about authority within community,
especia\ between men and womeru which, let's say, somewhat qualify
their initial starting point. But what's important I believe, is that virtually
no one else in the ancient Mediterranean world is talking about society
as something you can imagine. Virtually nobody is talking about how
you might conceive a set of human relations and an ordered human
community of mutuality. And whether or not the form that Augustine
and Paul give this is one that appeals or one that is viable, I believe it is
impoltant to recognise this is what they are actively seeking to do. And it's
in that imagining of society, that working-through of the tension between
the religious and the politicaf that what we tend to take for granted in the
modem westem world as 'the modem', the characteristically modern, not
to mention 'the secular' begins to have its definition.
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other, though we would like it to and we will go on to argue that it
shouid. But we don't expect this to be written in, to be'natural'. And
that's one point worth pondering in this connection: the secular presup-
poses the reiigious, the space for society outside the sacred is something
that the history of Judaism, Christianity and, surprisingly, Islam helps
to shape.

But i{ societies were to become totally 'sectlaised' there is an open
question as to where the grounds for critique would ultimately be found,
when there is not a recognition that there are other sorts of communi{r
around than the political. This can be generalised a bit further. The polit-
ical, in the narrower sense of the management of power and authority,
is always tempted to see itsel{ as not only the usual starting point but
as the only frame oI reference. The political is always moving towards
total interpretation o{ the human experience, unless you have within
political society a number of vivid, robust communities, traditions
and discourse which remind the political environment that politics
isn't everything.

Let me put as epigrammatically as I can. To be a good citizery you
have to be more than just a citizen. A citizen who is just a citizery whose
identity and horizons are shaped and defined entirely by membership
in a political society and participation in the processes o{ its power, is
not the ideal situation because it leaves no hinterland, no inner liberty
to ask the most awkward questions of the relationships and power
relationships that characterise the society you're in. To be a good citizen
you need to be more than just a citizen; you have to affirm and explore
your other associations.

This is where I go back to Figgis and the associational socialist
tradition. What that language takes for granted is that societies are
made up of overlappirg groups to which people belong in very differ-
ent ways for very different reasons; and the different kinds of belonging
that exist in a healthy society are part o{ that society's health. A political
system in which everyone's primary definitive relafionship is to the
state is not a particularly promising model for democrary, and it is a
model that had been tried from time to time, as we know. To put it in
contemporary context, the philosophy of the People's Republic of
China, at the moment, still takes for granted, if you look hard at its prac-
tices and constitufional conventions, that all authority is 'franchised' by
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