NSS urges lord chancellor to scrap Anglican
judges’ service
Posted: Tue, 01 Oct 2019
The National Secular Society has urged the lord chancellor to scrap the annual Anglican services
which mark the start of the legal year, arguing that they undermine judicial neutrality.
The NSS has written to Robert Buckland to challenge the services, where judges pray for
guidance while attending fully robed, in their official capacity and during working hours.
This year's main service, which is conducted according to the rites of the Church of England, takes
place at Westminster Abbey today (1 October).
In the letter NSS chief executive Stephen Evans wrote that holding the services "symbolises and
entrenches religious privilege and undermines the perception of impartiality of the judiciary".
He said the judiciary "must be neutral and seen to be neutral" on legal issues which religious
institutions have taken an interest in, such as abortion, assisted dying and religion's role in schools.
He added that the services:
Give "the clear impression to the public that the doctrines and practices of the Church of
England are endorsed and approved by the ministers of the law".
Raise "serious issues about the neutrality and independence, or at the very least the
perceived neutrality and independence, of the judiciary".
Are "incompatible with the generally accepted objective of achieving and demonstrating
diversity in the judiciary".
Are "incongruous" with the increasing irreligiosity and religious diversity of Britain's
population.
Cause "considerable" costs for the taxpayer.
And he added that recent revelations about the Church of England's cover up of sexual abuse also
showed there should be "a clear separation between the judiciary and the church".
Explaining the NSS's decision to write the letter, Mr Evans said: "In a democratic society
citizens should expect to be judged fairly and equally before the law. They should also
expect issues to be handled on their merits, without the privileging of religious interests.
"This requires that the judiciary is both fully separate from religious institutions and seen
to be separate from them.
"Marking the start of the legal year with an Anglican service is an inappropriate display of
religious favouritism. It undermines judicial neutrality and serves to entrench deference to
the Anglican faith and religion in public life more generally. These services should be
scrapped or replaced with a secular alternative."
Government fails to reveal full cost of services

Earlier this year the NSS submitted a freedom of information request to the Ministry of Justice
(MoJ) to ask how much the judges' services cost.
In response the MoJ told the NSS the figure was £5,827. This did not include considerable costs
which the services create, such as the loss of judges' and clerks' time and the cost of extra police
deployment.
Other notes
Other judges' services also take place in other parts of the country. A service in York Minster
follows a similar format to the one in Westminster. The start of the Scottish legal year was
marked by a red mass at St Mary's Roman Catholic Cathedral in Edinburgh on 22
September.
The judges' service is accompanied by a lord chancellor's breakfast, which the NSS did not
object to.
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The Secular Charter outlines 10 principles that guide us as we campaign for a secular democracy
which safeguards all citizens' rights to freedom of and from religion.
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Related Campaigns

Disestablishment
We want to separate church and state so no religion has undue influence over our politics &
society.
Read More

Religion and the State
For over 150 years we have campaigned for disestablishment, the separation of the C of E
and state.
Read More

Scrap the Bishops’ Bench
We campaign to scrap the archaic, unfair and undemocratic Bishops’ Bench in the House of
Lords.
Read More

