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Churches and Churchgoers in the US vs. UK 

Ask any American what their religion is, and a majority would say Christian. 

Many of those would attend church somewhat regularly, and at least on several occasions 

throughout the year for religious holidays such as Christmas and Easter. Ask a Londoner, 

and chances are highly likely that they won’t practice a religion at all. This contrast is 

significant and dictates much of how the culture of the city feels to both tourists and 

locals. Based on personal observations thus far as a tourist and also as a visitor at a 

variety of local churches, traditional places of worship seem to be more places of 

historical significance than of major importance in the culture of the city, and my thesis 

would seek to either confirm or reject this preconception. With religion being a key 

component to both the personal, private lives of individuals as well as to the broader 

public sphere in a variety of ways, the religious beliefs and activities of the population are 

crucial to the society as a whole, as they determine many aspects of the culture, 

especially in politics and entertainment through the means of the media. To what extent 

do the differences among churches and religious beliefs affect the general population in 

London compared to in the U.S., and how do they play into the overall cultural dynamic 

of the respective areas, especially in the media? 

Churches in the United States and in the United Kingdom seem to be different in 

almost every sense imaginable, from outward appearances and architectural structure to 

their congregations (or lack thereof) and main intentions or purposes. Churches in the 

U.S. are living, breathing, functioning bodies of believers of all faiths and denominations, 
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or they don’t exist. Church buildings that are used for purposes besides church services 

and church activities (such as simply for tourists or visitors) are not found in the U.S. 

Perhaps this is because America is a much younger country and doesn’t have the 

historical buildings or ancient cultural connections from eras past that England does, but 

churches that are solely tourist attractions or simply open for visitors to view the 

architecture or pay homage to a sub-culture in society don’t exist in the United States as 

they do in the United Kingdom.  

I personally have visited several churches around London that are not identified 

by their denomination or religious affiliation, but are instead known, for example, as the 

“actor’s church” (St. Paul’s Church in Covent Garden) or the “journalist’s church” (St. 

Brides on Fleet Street), and have been almost completely secularized in the sense that 

those people groups are the focus of the worship, not God himself, as churches were 

created for. These “churches” have lost their religious, faith-based purpose, becoming 

secularized, which “means giving an institution which was originally religious in 

character a more temporal purpose…” (Sommerville 5). These churches aren’t places of 

Christian worship in this day in age, and hardly have a religious association at all, 

demonstrating how “even a church can be secularized in this sense, like certain 

denominations which are now essentially forums for the discussion of current issues” 

(Sommerville 5).  Services that were being held at St. Brides when I visited were not 

services of worship to a deity, but were memorial services for journalists who had been 

killed in warzones overseas. The focus of these historic British churches has shifted 

almost entirely away from worshipping God and has become centered on secular 

purposes. A well known church that is functioning as places of worship for believers, the 



Dawson 3 

world-famous Hillsong church at its London location, does not even have a home 

location, but instead is housed in the Dominion Theatre for Sunday services. New and 

thriving churches such as Hillsong are seemingly lost in the culture of London life 

without a physical presence of a permanent location, while American churches are seen 

in every community, reaffirming the nation’s overall Christian beliefs and practices. 

The general beliefs of the populations of the United States and Great Britain 

clearly have a direct correlation with how prevalent churches are in their cultures, as the 

Pew Research Center confirmed this year with research that stated that “half of 

Americans deem religion very important in their lives; fewer than a quarter in Spain 

(22%), Germany (21%), Britain (17%) and France (13%) share this view” (Pew Research 

Center, p. 1, “Religion More Important to Americans”).  When the culture sees faith as 

important, it is a logical connection for there to be a generally understood need and 

importance for active and growing churches to be present in their communities and cities, 

with the opposite being equally as true. 

As a result of the drastic differences of the importance of religion to Americans 

and the British, the respective cultures and societies are distinctly different as well. There 

has been a broad lack of religion in the general public in Britain especially in the last 

century, and “the secularization of English culture and society, in the sense of a 

separation of almost all aspects of life and thought from religious associations or 

ecclesiastical direction,” (Sommerville 3) has taken over the general public. While 

queens and kings in the United Kingdom’s history used to have strong connections to 

various faiths and denominations that affected the people and societies they ruled over, 

such practices have changed over time. “It is natural to suppose that the fading of 
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religious significance from common activities must have been a very gradual process and 

clearly visible only at a late stage,” (Sommerville 11) which is why we can so clearly 

look back in history and see the progression from a country ruled under distinct religious 

beliefs to one ruled today by completely neutral leaders.  

In contrast, religious identity is extremely important to a majority of Americans, 

as “American Christians are more likely than their Western European counterparts to 

think of themselves first in terms of their religion rather than their nationality; 46% of 

Christians in the U.S. see themselves primarily as Christians and the same number 

consider themselves Americans first. In contrast, majorities of Christians in…Britain 

(63%)…identify primarily with their nationality rather than their religion” (Pew Research 

Center, p. 1, “Religious vs. National Identity”). The minimal Christian involvement in 

England is also true of other European countries as well, and “views of religion and 

whether belief in God is a necessary foundation for morality vary little, if at all, across 

demographic groups in the Western European countries surveyed” (Pew Research Center, 

p. 1 “Religion More Important to Americans”). However, England and the connected 

members of the United Kingdom are distinguishable from other European countries in 

that “a survey of people’s religious beliefs in 10 countries suggests the UK is among the 

most secular nations in the world” with “more than a quarter of Britons [thinking] the 

world would be more peaceful with nobody believing in God, but very few people in 

other countries agreed” (BBC News, paragraph 2).  

While the general sense of faith in America is that it does good instead of harm, in 

contrast, “more people in Britain think religion causes harm than believe it does good, 

according to a Guardian/ICM poll... It shows that an overwhelming majority see religion 
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as a cause of division and tension - greatly outnumbering the smaller majority who also 

believe that it can be a force for good,” (Glover, paragraph 1). This shows a clear contrast 

to the general societal consensus in the U.S. Another drastic contrast is in the simple 

statistics of those who identify themselves as believers or nonbelievers, with “the poll 

also reveal[ing] that non-believers outnumber believers in Britain by almost two to one” 

which “paints a picture of a sceptical nation with massive doubts about the effect religion 

has on society” (Glover, paragraph 2).  

It is an obvious conclusion to draw that the more people that identify themselves 

as believers in a nation, the more of an influence those beliefs will have on not only the 

people, but on the society of the country as a whole. The lack of beliefs of the British is 

seen in their views that religion does harm, which would logically lead to them not 

mentioning faith in their media or including it in their culture much at all. The nationwide 

trend of “secularization does not simply mean decline or corruption, but also a change in 

religion’s placement,” (Sommerville 8) which is clearly seen in the lack of religion and 

faith in the media in the United Kingdom. 

In terms of religion in the media in the United States and the United Kingdom, in 

the country where religion is more practiced and more common (the U.S.), faith plays a 

much bigger role in the media. In popular culture, for example, the extremely popular 

American television show “Glee” recently added a Christian character to the cast. 

Stephen Prothero, a Boston University religion scholar, author, and regular CNN Belief 

Blog contributor, recently stated his views on Christian television characters becoming 

more common on CNN’s Belief Blog. “I think it’s about time that Christian characters 

are showing up on television shows. I think it’s great that these characters are portrayed 
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as flesh-and-blood people who struggle with their faith like the young Christians I know 

who struggle with theirs” (Prothero, paragraph 8). This view is one that many Christians, 

especially American Christians, and myself personally, would agree with and support.  

When it comes to politics in the media world, there again are distinct differences 

between how politicians present (or do not present) their faith in the United States and the 

United Kingdom. While Americans would never think anything of hearing God’s name 

mentioned on the media or in national matters, as it is so commonly included in important 

aspects of American patriotic culture such as the Pledge of Allegiance,“God Bless 

America” slogans, the popular song “God Bless the U.S.A.,” and the inclusion of the 

phrase “In God We Trust” on American currency (McClay). In the U.K., however, it is 

seriously frowned upon for politicians or monarchs or the royal family to mention their 

faith or personal religious beliefs. 

Former Prime Minster “Tony Blair has disclosed that he once wanted to end an 

address to the nation with the words “God bless Britain”. However, the former Prime 

Minister said his suggestion provoked such strong concern from civil servants that he was 

forced to drop the idea” (Ross, paragraph 1). His “former spin doctor Alastair Campbell 

famously declared “we don't do God”, when the then Prime Minister was asked about his 

beliefs,” (Ross, paragraph 4) something that Americans would surely find puzzling and 

unnatural, as God, however personal or abstract, is mentioned extremely often in the 

media. Even though Blair “said he believed that the sense of something “bigger and more 

important” than you was "deeply important" for the health of society,”’ (Ross, paragraph 

13) he was not able to vocalize his beliefs or opinions in the media.  
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Comparatively, U.S. President Barack Obama “has embraced faith in a more 

visible way than any other president in recent memory” (Gilgoff, paragraph 1) through a 

variety of means, “from expanding the White House's faith-based office to opening his 

rallies with prayer” (Gilgoff, paragraph 1).  

Overall, the views and practices of Americans and the British are on almost 

entirely different ends of the spectrum, with the United States being home to believing, 

practicing, faith-focused citizens, and the United Kingdom “not doing God,” believing 

the world would be better off if people didn’t believe in God, and reserving their 

churches for tourists and visitors, not practicing believers. The statistics found in 

countless studies confirm the differences, and the societies of the two countries 

demonstrate them through the actions not only of the people themselves, but of the 

media, politics, and government as a whole, expressing the importance and impact faith 

can have on a country and its culture. The faith of individuals is seemingly small and 

insignificant, but when grouped into a population of countries as heavily populated as the 

United Kingdom and the United States, the faith, or lack thereof, of individuals in turn 

determines the dynamic of the greater population and society heavily. 
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