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NEW ZEALAND hasbeen described
as the most secular state in the world.
Evidence of this secularism lies in
such recent evenrs as the introduc-
tion of Sunday racing and Sunday
shopping, and in the latest census
returns, which show a large increase
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in those declaring 'no religious affili-
arion’.

More broadly, the current reshap-

: ing of New Zealanders’ values seems

; to many to disregard Christian val-

: ues foundarional for Mew Zealand

sociery,

But is this impression of radical

secularism correce? One way of as-

s-::l;.l:i:‘.g this is to compare 7“-'-“ Zea-

WORLD?
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landers’ religious behaviour and atti-
tudes towards rehgxon with those of
pcoplc inother countrieswith ashared
heritage.. Two such countries are
‘Great Britain and the Umted States
,:of America, e

- Weare enabled to explore this is-
‘sue by means of the 1991 Interna-
‘tional ‘Social Survey Programme
(ISSP), directed in New Zealand by
‘the'Department of Marketing at
Massey University. The ISSP involves
18 countries in an annual survey of a
topicofsocial interest, using the same
questionnaire .in each country. In
: 1991 the topic was religion.

New Zealand and Great Britain

NOT. SURPRISINGLY given the
_ history of British settlement and gov-

ernment in New Zealand, religious
beliefs in New Zealand and Grear
Britain are very similar (see Table).

. Beliefin heaven, hell, and religious
miracles are equally prevalent in the
two_countries, though both confi-

: dent belief in- ‘God-and a personal'

religious tummg—pomt inlifeare more

‘common in New Zealand than in

Great Britain.

The practice of prayer is also simi-
lar in the two countries, with nearly
two-thirds of respondents in both
countries praying at least once a year,
and just over a quarter praying at
least once a week.
~ In contrast to these broadly com-
parable results are widely divergent

attitudes towardsdaily prayersin state

school;.

+ While '43% of New Zealanders

favour prayers in schools, this falls far
-~ short of the 72% who favour them in
* Britain. Does this contrast reflect a
marked difference in perceptions

about the role of religion in the two
countries, or docs it merely reflect
respondents own expcnence of
schooling in their respective coun-
tries? ,

‘This result, together with the latest

.census returns (which show thatmany

‘nominal’ Christians in New Zea-
land are now becoming ready to de-
clare ‘no religious allegiance’) sug-
gests that the secular spirit of New
Zealand society compared to Great
Britain may lie:less in the relative
prevalence of belief than in a height-
ened pcrccpuon of belief and non-

beliefas options bctwecnwhlch mdx--




viduals must make a personal choice.
* Another contrast lies in respond-
ents’ appraisal of the power of
churches. The view that the churches
hold too much power is almost twice
ascommon in Great Britain (28%) as
in New Zealand (15%). Perhaps this
reflects the established status of the
‘Church of England which has bish-
ops sitting in the Uppcr Chambcr of
Parliament. - o
‘Confidence 1n the churchcs is
shghtly greater in New Zealand than
in Great Britain. This is in dramatic
contrast to levels of confidence in
“parliament and government depart-
ments: in these New Zealanders place
only half the confidence of their Brit-
ish countcrparcs :

New Zealand and thc USA

\WHILE IN MANY respects rchglous
patterns in New Zealand and Great

Britain are comparable, those in the
United States show some striking
divergencies. In fact, on all measures
of religiosity, the Unired States scores
more highly than New Zealand.

Thus, compared to a New Zea-
lander, an American is rather more
likely to believe in heaven, hell or
religious miracles, and is twice as
likely to have confident beliefin God
or to pray at least weekly.

‘The biggest contrast between the
United States and New Zealand is
found in attitudes to the Bible. Belief
that the Bible is the literal word of
God is three times as common in the
United States: a belief held by one
third of the population.

This is important because it bears
closely upon on whart it means to
‘believe in God’. How far does belief
properly equate with conforming to

specified doctrines and codes of be-

haviour, and how far with reflective,
creative life in personal relationship
to God and to other human beings?
And how far can these be separated?
~“This is the stuff of theology; italso .
bears closely upon what is properly
meant by a ‘secular’ society.

An American visitor recently re-
marked that his home country was
far more ‘secular’ than New Zealand!
By implication, perhaps New Zea-
land’s secularism is not so much spir-
itual impoverishment as social con-
formity to popular secularist doc-
trines and codes of behaviour.

Conclusion

BY CONVENTIONAL criteria, re-
ligiosity in New Zealand is broadly
comparable with that in Great Brit--
ain, but significantly lower than in
thc Umtcd States. Howevcr, unre-
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