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12 November 2008

Lord Brabazon of Tara
The Chairman of Committees
and House of Lords Procedure Committee
House of Lords
London SW1A 0PW

Dear Lord Brabazon

House of Lords: Multifaith Prayers

Several peers who are also Honorary Associates of National Secular Society have asked me to

write to you and the Procedure Committee on their behalf in accordance with your response on

27 October (Column WA145) to Lord Rana’s question on the above topic. As you know, Lord

Rana raised the question of “multifaith prayers”. The Peers noted below would like to suggest

that the saying of prayers of any kind is unnecessary and potentially divisive – and even to some,

offensive. They would prefer that prayers were curtailed with no replacement whatsoever. If it is

felt some kind of ritual is necessary, however, then we would suggest prayers be replaced by a

silent “time of reflection”. We expect all peers could feel comfortable with this, whether they have

a religious faith or not. The Northern Ireland Assembly has adopted a two minute silence since its

initial debates ten years ago, without any difficulty.

As you know, Britain is one of the most religiously diverse countries in the world, and therefore

exclusively Christian prayers are becoming ever less appropriate, which was doubtless the prime

driver of Lord Rana’s question. Ironically, Britain is also by many measures one of the least

religious countries in the world, and this is a further reason to change the current arrangements.

Britain is very much in the minority among Western democracies in having such arrangements.



Were it to be decided to have multi-faith (and none?) “prayer time”, there will inevitably be

disagreements about which religions, denominations and sects are to be included, which

excluded and who should be on the roster. If this suggestion were implemented, Parliament

would for example have to decide whether to have Scientologists, Moonies and Mormons,

Buddhists or Ahmadis. And that is before deciding which clerics such as Sunni and Shia (and

presumably, to be even-handed, also non-religious representatives) should be honoured and

which should not. As the country’s religious demographics change, it is inevitable that in future, at

least, some of those whose religion or belief or whose representative is excluded will feel even

more marginalised than they do now.

Our suggestion would be fair to all and avoid the complication and unpleasantness of such

competition.

The Independent reported on 1 November 2008 that a “Thought for the Day” format is being

contemplated, rather than prayers. We are not sure what this would entail, but one issue we have

with the BBC version of Thought for the Day is that it excludes the thoughts of those without a

religious faith. I am sure that the House of Lords would not want to deliberately exclude those

peers who have no religious faith (some of whom are Honorary Associates of the National

Secular Society and whose names appear below).

The peers who have asked me to write, and who are copied into this email are:

Lord Desai, Lord McIntosh of Haringey, Lord Taverne and Baroness Turner of Camden.

Lord Avebury has also asked me to write, but he only supports curtailment with no replacement.

I have sent the above peers a copy of this letter and asked them to confirm directly to the

Procedure Committee their adherence to this letter which is being sent after discussion with them

and on their behalf.

Yours sincerely

Keith Porteous Wood

Executive Director

National Secular Society

c.c. Lord Rana


