
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Introduction 

 
An estimated 20% of all registered charities in 
England and Wales are religious 1. While many 
religious charities serve a clear public benefit, 
others serve no other purpose but to propagate 
a particular faith. These charities benefit from 
considerable tax exemptions and, in a few cases, 
cause more harm than good.  
 
The main reason for this is that the advancement of 
religion is considered a charitable purpose in law. The 
National Secular Society believes that advancing 
religion does not inherently have a public benefit, and 
so organisations should not be able to register as 
charities if their sole purpose to advance religion. 
Seven per cent of all registered charities only list 
“religious activities” in their charitable purposes, with 
no other purposes2. 

The NSS therefore believes that “the advancement of 
religion” should no longer be included as a charitable 
purpose, and that the Charity Commission should take 
a neutral approach when registering religious charities. 
The religious ethos of a charity should give neither 
advantage nor disadvantage to an organisation that 
applies for registered charity status – the Charity 
Commission should evaluate whether its purposes are 
charitable without taking religious ethos into account. 

 
1 Data extracted December 2017 from 
http://data.charitycommission.gov.uk/default.aspx  

 
Summary of the issues 
 
The introduction of the Charities Act 2006 means all 
charities, including religious charities, must prove that 
they exist for the public benefit 3 . However, a large 
percentage of religious charities, including many with 
an income of over £10 million, do not appear to 
present any evidence of how their activities serve the 
public benefit.  
 
The Charity Commission appears to work on an 
outdated assumption that promoting religion 
inherently promotes ethical or altruistic behaviour, 
despite overwhelming numbers of examples to the 
contrary. Religious charities that could be argued as 
causing more harm than good include those facilitating 
‘gay conversion therapy’,  facilitating non-therapeutic 
infant circumcision, deliberately targeting vulnerable 
people for evangelism, supporting inhumane non-stun 
animal slaughter, running religious tribunals that 
undermine secular law and human rights, and 
promoting extremist ideology, sometimes through 
faith schools. 
 
Another concern is that the Charity Commission’s 
definition of “religion” is unsatisfactory and selectively 
applied. Despite there being over 42,000 Pagans in the 
UK according to the 2001 census (more than the 

2 For more information, see https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/nss-
advancement-of-religion-charity-report-(electronic).pdf  
3 http://www.lawsonlewis.co.uk/charities-the-public-benefit-test.htm  

BRIEFING: 

Removing “the advancement of 
religion” as a charitable purpose 
April 2021 

 
This is the standfirst. 
This is the standfirst. 
This is the standfirst. 

 

http://data.charitycommission.gov.uk/default.aspx
https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/nss-advancement-of-religion-charity-report-(electronic).pdf
https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/nss-advancement-of-religion-charity-report-(electronic).pdf
http://www.lawsonlewis.co.uk/charities-the-public-benefit-test.htm


  
 
 

Page 2 

 

number of Jains and Bahá'ís put together)4, the Charity 
Commission rejected an application from the UK’s 
largest Pagan organisation, the Pagan Federation, in 
2012, saying that it did not meet the 'essential 
characteristics' of a religion or its criteria for public 
benefit 5 . It also rejected an application from the 
Temple of the Jedi Order in 2016, a decision that was 
criticised by a number of legal experts6.  
 
There is a lack of clarity over whether religious 
organisations with an income exceeding £5,000 a year 
are obliged to register with the Charity Commission. 
Wording in guidance by the Commission would suggest 
that there is a legal obligation to do so7. If so, this not 
only increases the burden on the Charity Commission 
to oversee these charities, but also represents a 
considerable restriction on the religious freedom of 
those organisations. Some religious organisations may 
not wish to register as charities in order to retain a 
greater degree of independence in their activities.  

 

Conclusion 
 

Removing “the advancement of religion” from the list 

of charitable purposes and adopting a religiously-

neutral approach to charities would benefit the 

general public, the Charity Commission, and religious 

organisations themselves: 

The public: Religious organisations that do not 

demonstrate a public benefit would have to start 

paying tax, which would put money back into the 

public purse. More scrutiny into the supposed benefits 

of religious charities would also mean the only religious 

organisations that could become charities would be 

those not causing harm and genuinely doing social 

good.   

 

The Charity Commission: Because this approach would 

considerably reduce the number of religious 

organisations eligible for charitable status, the burden 

on the Charity Commission to regulate religious 

charities would be notably eased. Furthermore, a 

religiously-neutral approach to charities would help to 

build public confidence in the validity of the concept of 

‘charity’ as being for the public benefit. 

 
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religion_in_the_United_Kingdom  
5 https://www.thirdsector.co.uk/pagan-federation-appeals-charity-
tribunal-refusal-charitable-status/governance/article/1160600  

Religious organisations: The apparent legal 

requirement for religious organisations with an income 

of over £5,000 to register with the Charity Commission 

puts restrictions on those organisations that do not 

want to be registered charities. Additionally, the fact 

that the Charity Commission has the legal authority, 

but not necessarily the philosophical authority or 

expertise, to define “religion” means that new, 

emerging spiritual movements that display 

considerable difference from recognised religions may 

not be treated equally. Removing the requirement for 

religious organisations to register as charities once 

they reach a certain income, and the Charity 

Commission’s authority to determine what is and isn’t 

a religion, would result in greater religious freedom. 

 
For more information on our campaign, please visit 
https://www.secularism.org.uk/charities   
 

The National Secular Society (NSS) is a non-profit 
organisation campaigning for the separation of 
religion and state, and equal respect for 
everyone's human rights so that no one is either 
advantaged or disadvantaged on account of their 
beliefs.  

6 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/commission-publishes-decision-
on-jedi-registration-application  
7https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/upl
oads/attachment_data/file/355533/faithgovenglish.pdf  
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