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VISITOR ON 3 DECEMBER 2006

ON A HYMN AND A PRAYER

Perhaps it is the strident singing, the way the pastor, Peter Grainger, stands in his pulpit swaying as a four-voice choir acts as backing group, that makes Charlotte Chapel the most successful church in Edinburgh. Perhaps it’s the welcome you get as you sit in a pew and the student nurse next to you turns and introduces her friends. Or perhaps it is the sermons: long, challenging affairs lasting almost an hour, like that given by visiting preacher Reverend John Brand this mid-November evening, the church's Mission Sunday.

Brand, a slender man, white-shirted and faintly tanned, pulls the words of Psalm 96 up on PowerPoint and, in a talk titled Reasons To Be Cheerful, pours fire and brimstone over secular values. "My friends, " he says, pumping up the congregation with a sense that they should go forth and spread the word, "there is a world out there that is more excited about the sin they are involved in than we are about our God." Brand talks of "Satan's attack on the doctrine of creation". He allows no room for the questioning of whether Genesis 1-3 is a historical account or just metaphor, saying: "You can't decide historicity kicks in four books later, decide what is parable or fable." If there is a dirty word in this sermon it is "pluralism". If there is a key idea, it is the singularity of Jesus as a way to God. Brand scorns the "pluralistic, politically correct" society we live in. Coming the day after The Times ran a front-page story saying that Christian Unions at Edinburgh, HeriotWatt and Birmingham Universities were preparing to take legal action after being excluded from some facilities, Brand's sermon contains a sense of mild outrage. "In this incredibly tolerant world, you are obliged to be tolerant of everything except evangelical Christianity, " he declares. There is a small rumble of agreement.

Welcome back. Since I last attended church as a child, the hymns may have got more easy-listening, but the sermons have not. Charlotte Chapel is one of five churches I visit in an ecclesiastical crawl through my local area of central and east Edinburgh. By attending some of the most vibrant churches within walking distance of my home, I hope to find out more about those who have resisted the trend towards secularity, which has seen once vibrant congregations reduced to a Sunday trickle.

In the 2001 census, 66-per cent of Scots recorded their faith as Christian, yet less than 10-per cent go to church. The gradual vacating of the pews which began in the 1960s continues at a rate of 2.3-per cent per year. There are supposed to be 230,000 church-going Protestants in Scotland and 200,000 Catholics, yet I feel I actually know very few of them. I want to meet the people who had, against the trend, continued to observe that Sunday ritual, or possibly even converted to Christianity, and find out how they manage to reconcile the demands of their religion with those of contemporary society. How do you think Christian in a supposedly secular world?

Every Sunday, Charlotte Chapel welcomes 1000 visitors through its inconspicuous doors. The building is a plain, terraced affair at the quiet end of Rose Street. Regulars advise getting in early to secure a seat and avoid being relegated to the downstairs lounge, where the less fortunate can view the service on a projection screen. The demographic is wide, but revolves around a core of middle-class professionals, teachers and medical personnel. The joke is that if you fall ill in Charlotte Chapel, you are more likely to be suffocated by the rush of doctors and nurses than die from your ailment. Days after the service, I meet pastor Peter Grainger, a warm, witty man, with a liking for The Simpsons. The church, he explains, has prospered for the past 100 years. Officially a Baptist organisation, it has dropped the word from its logo. "Denominations are out the window, as far as I can see, " says Grainger.

� Vicky Allan, writing in The Sunday Herald, 3 December 2006





