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I must confess straight away I feel something of an impostor standing here. Unlike my predecessors in charge of BBC Religion I have no qualifications as a preacher. As many of you may know, I've come to full-time religion rather late in my career, and with no personal faith to fuel my professional duties. And I'm well aware that a little knowledge can be a dangerous - sometimes comical - thing. Take the BBC manager with a - shall we say - imperfect grasp of Christian doctrine. He complained that our Easter service was too celebratory. "All that joy," he said, "quite the wrong tone - it's only two days since the crucifixion."

But as much of what I have to say tonight amounts to a call for courage, I'm going to quell my own inhibitions and plunge right in. Just let me apologise in advance for any of your toes I might inadvertently step on.

My experience of Methodism is a second-hand one, but an instructive one nevertheless. My partner Vicki comes from a long line of Methodist luminaries. She can count among her ancestors a great great grandfather who was President of the Conference. A great grandfather who was a leading light in the missionary movement in Ceylon. And a grandfather and grandmother who spent most of their adult lives as missionaries in India.

It was in 1884 that Vicki's grandfather Frederick set out as a newly ordained minister. His first passage to India was on a ship full of evangelists like him. In fact, he was one of three Frederick William Smiths, all Methodists, all missionaries fired by their faith. To tell them apart they each had to add their mother's maiden name, turning plain old Smith into a much posher-sounding double barrel. Our Frederick Smith became Frederick Ambery-Smith, and the name has stuck, all the way to the present day. So Vicki's name bears witness to that great tide of Christian strength and confidence.

Some years later, on another ship bound for India, Frederick met Lily Martin, herself the daughter of a missionary based in a different part of India. Her father, as fathers do, disapproved of their growing friendship. They corresponded in secret, a letter every day each way.

Eventually they married, but again, this time because of Lily's many pregnancies they were separated - Lily taking to the cool of the hills while Frederick remained at the lepers' hospital he'd established in the heat of the plains. And again they wrote daily - tender letters full of titbits of news, his about the patients and the converts, hers about the children and the garden, both about their longing for each other and the pain of enforced separation.

Sentimentality aside, this showed me one very important thing that has come to haunt me in this job. Christians write a lot of letters. Boy do they write letters. Letters of complaint, letters of thoughtful critique, letters of praise and appreciation (some, anyway), letters requesting repeats of programmes, letters saying there are too many repeats, letters offering contributions to programmes, sermons, prayers, poems (lots of poems). And it doesn't stop there - phone-calls, e-mails, on-line message boards, an impressive almost constant flood.

It's not true to anything like the same extent for arts, or news, or sport, but when it comes to religious programmes, the audience seems to feel a strong sense of ownership. You hold us to account, you monitor us closely, you want to have your say and be heard - and oh yes, you all want replies.

Quite right too. You're paying for our programmes through your licence fees, and we the programme-makers are there to serve your needs and respond to your feedback. We should have to explain why we do what we do. We should acknowledge our misjudgements and put right our mistakes. And we do try to.

But the wider point is that religion on the BBC is seen as a special place, a public place that the audience treasures - and scrutinises with unusual attention. It's the nature of that public place, how we fill it, and how I think the religious world could and should make better use of it, that I want to talk about tonight.

So what kind of public space does the BBC offer for religion?

Well, first of all, it's a big space. On BBC1 and BBC2 we show a minimum of 112 hours a year of religious programmes, with funding ring-fenced for religious output. On Radios 2, 3 and 4 it's 390 hours, and many more across our huge network of local radio stations. We also offer a religion web-site, with comprehensive content on all major faiths, and easy access for the audience to express their own views.

Second, it's a welcoming space. It's not provided grudgingly, because a broadcasting regulator says so - but willingly, because it's at the heart of the BBC's public purpose. We want to reflect the faith experience of the audience in all its richness and diversity. Indeed religious programmes are one of the litmus tests of public service broadcasting - look at the health, and the future, of religion, or arts, or current affairs, on the BBC, and you're looking at the health, and the future, of the BBC as a whole.

Third, it's an important place. In a multi-channel, multi-media world the BBC is still the first place people turn to for news and information. 93% of the population watch or listen to the BBC. It's a grand arena, and the world of faith has some privileged access to it.

Much of our religious output is in prominent parts of the schedule - landmark documentaries in peak BBC1 slots. Appealing series like A Country Parish on BBC2 prime-time. Songs of Praise every week of the year at Sunday tea-time. Thought for the Day at the heart of the Today programme. And Pause for Thought in Radio 2's most popular show Wake Up to Wogan.

Fourth, it's a quality space. A place for thoughtful, challenging, well-funded work. A place to reach out to the audience across an enormous range of programmes - programmes guided by producers with tremendous professional skills and experience, and a firm conviction that religion matters.

And make no mistake, it's a valuable space. Just look at the lengths the atheists and humanists are going to - in the press and in the courts - to capture slots on Thought for the Day.

What does this public space look like? Well, it takes different forms for different occasions.

Sometimes it's a Cathedral. Think of the great national events of celebration and commemoration. Big religious occasions - times when the nation gathers to share sorrows and joys. Many people attend in person, but many more experience it through our live coverage. In recent times, we've had the Queen Mother's Funeral, the Queen's Jubilee Service, Holocaust Memorial Day, and of course the annual Remembrance Day memorial at the Cenotaph.

I particularly remember last year's Service of Commemoration for the Victims of September 11th. As thousands of white rose petals drifted down from the dome of St Paul's to come to rest alongside two towering candles, they invoked both the images and the emotions of that awful day. For a short time BBC1 had become the nation's church, its mosque, its temple - a sanctuary for collective reflection, and for a shared expression of common humanity.

Through music, too, we offer a Cathedral-like space. Think of the Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols from Kings College Cambridge, which is this year celebrating its 75th year on the BBC. Or the annual "Big Sing" from the Royal Albert Hall, when the Songs of Praise team mount a huge concert with choirs from all over the country. And of course Choral Evensong quite literally fills a cathedral space, coming live each week from the UK's most historic places of worship.

As well as being grand and awe-inspiring, Cathedrals can also be intimate. A place where you can escape the hurly-burly of the modern world and be alone with your God. Likewise many of our programmes are at their most powerful when people share with us their personal stories of life-changing experiences. I'm thinking, for instance, of our Everyman programme that filmed the meetings and gradual reconciliation between Patrick Magee, the Brighton bomber, and Jo Berry, the daughter of one of his Tory MP victims. Or the moving stories of faith and redemption on Songs of Praise, which always draw a huge response from the audience.

At other times, religion's public space on the BBC is a debating chamber. A place where the religious and moral issues of the day can be explored. Or where the often chequered history of religion can be held up to the light. Where religious leaders can be cross-examined. Where the iconic figures of the great religions can be respectfully assessed. Where the spiritual dimension to current affairs can be aired. Think of Thought for the Day, or The Moral Maze, or our weekly religious journal Sunday, or our TV histories of Jesus, Moses, and the Buddha.

Then again, it can be a market-place - a lively, exotic place where different cultures meet. A place to encounter and get to know a diverse range of faiths, a space in which the audience's many religions feel safe to express themselves. And a place that caters for the pick'n'mix generation who have little time for organised religion, but still describe themselves as "spiritual." People who are perpetually seeking self-improvement beyond the purely material world, outside the realms of earning and spending, and eating and mating.

Think of Heaven and Earth, our Sunday morning spiritual work-out. Or our seasons on Islam and Buddhism. Or the range of programmes we make to mark the many religious festivals celebrated by Britain's different faiths.

You'll find religion in some unexpected places too. The caff in East Enders, where Dot Cotton struggled with her faith. The hospital waiting-room in Holby City where Father Michael wrestled with his conscience. The school nursery, where the Tweenies learned about Diwali and Hannukah and Christmas. And even the race-track, where Top Gear pitted religious leaders against each other in some very fast cars. In their wisdom, the Methodists opted out of that one.

So the space the BBC has carved out for religion is big and welcoming. It's important and valuable. It can have the grandeur of a cathedral, the cut and thrust of a debating hall, the colour and thrill of a market-place. And it can crop up where you least expect it.

The freehold on this place has been secured. The doors are open. The scene is set. Tonight I'd like to invite all of you in the religious communities to work with us to fill this space. To help us make programmes that inspire and challenge. To help us find people with passion and energy who can bring the reality of faith alive.

There's plenty out there to compete for the audience's attention. The challenge for people of faith is to be bolder and braver, to speak with clarity and conviction above the noise and confusion of purely secular concerns.

It puzzles me why this isn't happening more often and more consistently already. After all, almost by definition believers have powerful things to say. Your exploration of deeper truths leads you to firm views about the world and gives you a story to tell. Together with a sense of purpose and identity, and a community to belong to, surely your faith can also give you the confidence to speak out.

Perhaps we in the media are partly to blame here. We sometimes favour the loudest voices. And of course the most vocal people are often those with the most extreme views. I appreciate how more measured people shrink from the sound-bite. Subtle arguments don't fit easily into five-minute ping-pong debates on the Today programme or Newsnight.

I can understand, too, why you might be wary of the media. While you deal with the good news, the media trade on bad news. They're drawn to the sensational and the wicked. It's not news if a clergyman is happily married, but if he's gay it's a story, front page stuff if he's about to make Bishop. Titillation like vicar-in-three-in-a-bed-scandal sells more Sunday papers than any other Trinity.

Child abuse, financial scandal, hypocrisy, they're legitimate targets in every part of public life. But if they happen in the religious world they're irresistible. As the old joke says, you can take any stigma to beat a dogma. No wonder you're suspicious of us!

But to judge from the flow of letters I receive, it's scrutiny of a more thoughtful, measured kind that causes alarm just as deep.

On Good Friday last year we put out a programme presented by the former Bishop Richard Holloway. It was a meditation on the meaning of the day - both the crucifixion and the time of waiting that followed. Holloway interviewed a variety of people for whom Christ's suffering had a special meaning - people who had lived with crucifying sorrow in their lives but come out the other side. A mother whose young daughter was murdered. A Holocaust survivor.

He also talked about the beginning of our new century as a time of transition, in which our old way of understanding Christianity was giving way to new revelations, a new resurrection of ideas and vision.

There was uproar. How could we give a platform to a man with doubts? Why had we turned Good Friday over to a sceptic?

More famously still, our BBC1 documentary last Christmas about the Virgin Mary turned my steady flow of correspondence into a tidal wave of outrage.

We had contrasted the Mary of faith, a miraculous, iconic figure of devotion, with the Mary of history, another highly sympathetic character - but a poor, very young and unmarried Jewish girl living under the repressive regime of the Romans.

Having described the miracle of the Virgin Birth and its importance to believers, we considered other possible explanations. Could she have been raped by a Roman soldier, as one 2nd century chronicler suggested? No, that was pure calumny, an invention to undermine the growing Christian movement. Could Joseph have fathered her child? Possibly. And then we returned to the Angel Gabriel and the version of the story that believers cherish.

Again, pandemonium. This was a terrible insult. A violation.

As it happens, complaints against the programme have since been carefully looked at by the Broadcasting Standards Commission, and the BBC's own Complaints Unit, which is independent of programme-makers. Not a single complaint has been upheld.

But what struck me most at the time was how fragile many people's faith appeared to be. So fragile that it could be deeply bruised by a TV programme that did little more than assemble the main ideas in Biblical scholarship about Mary. Ideas that have been calmly discussed in seminaries and on theology courses for decades.

And I noticed something else - the louder the voices of protest, the more fragile their faith seemed. And the more uncomfortable they appeared to be with doubt and debate.

And yet surely the goal for any religious leader is to reach out to people where they are. To use the media that the audience are watching and listening to. And to do so knowing that the response may be questioning or even hostile.

I hardly need to remind this audience of the extraordinary example set by John Wesley. His was a fearless voice. He built his ministry beyond the walls of the established church, which he saw as complacent and unimaginative. He delivered around 40,000 sermons, in public squares and markets, in factories and halls, in fields and on the streets. He was endlessly heckled, and regularly stoned. He experimented, he took risks. He found a compelling way of telling the gospel story and got people into church at one of the lowest points in English church-going.

As of course you know, his brother Charles, too, was an inspired communicator. He used hymns as a means of teaching God's word and expressing joy. Composing an average of three hymns a week, he covered every area of doctrine and every season of the liturgical year. By setting many of his hymns to the popular music of the day, he ensured they were taken up by the working classes and used to teach the scriptures to the illiterate.

Always full of praise, his hymns continue to enrich us today - there is no clearer demonstration of this than the recent Songs of Praise when a choir of over a thousand Methodist voices packed the Albert Hall to celebrate his brother's 300th Anniversary.

Contrast that innovative spirit with a letter I received last month sent from an Anglican academy in Cambridge. It was from a man who delights in the title "Regulator of the Liturgy." His complaint was about our Ascension Day service on Radio 4.

"Dear Head of Religious Broadcasting, Re your wireless broadcast tonightÉ" A bad start that - when they call it the wireless, it's usually bad news. "What a shame you did not treat the Feast of Ascension with respect. Why did we only have three verses of hymn 147? Whence cometh the phrase original and fresh, I am not aware of it in any liturgical volume? Kindly note that most of us are used to the 1662 version of the Lord's Prayer and not some modern deviancy." So it went on.

There is a place for traditional worship and ecclesiastical correctness, of course. But this rant against a beautiful new liturgy from a leading Christian poet gave me a whiff of what the Wesley brothers were up against - and how courageous and inspired their stand must have been.

I wonder how John or Charles Wesley would fare on the air-waves today. Would they be too passionate for Thought for the Day? Too maverick for Songs of Praise? I doubt it. When I first read that John had said "if you catch on fire with enthusiasm people will come for miles to see you burn," it struck me he could have been talking about TV presenters. Think of David Attenborough, Melvyn Bragg, Jamie Oliver, all on fire with enthusiasm. That's what brings broadcasting alive - infectious, irrepressible zest.

By comparison, voices from the mainstream churches can often seem muted and defensive. Perhaps their caution stems from internal politics. They have to be mindful of the competing forces within their own constituency.

It must be perilously difficult, for example, for the Archbishop of Canterbury to speak with total freedom about the Iraqi war or gay clergymen. Or for the Chief Rabbi to express fully any reservations he might have about Israeli actions against the Palestinians. They each walk a tight-rope. They each have constituents who would happily see them fall off.

But acutely divisive issues are surely the exception not the rule. In most areas there is much less need for political delicacy.

Is it a lack of talent, then, that denies us powerful voices and compelling stories? Certainly not at the very top of the religious hierarchies. Rowan Williams' appearances as the Dimbleby Lecturer, and on Thought for the Day, have shown him to be a thoughtful and shrewd broadcaster. Jonathan Sacks is another highly accomplished contributor to Thought for the Day, someone who both understands the slot's privilege and exploits its potential. There are several Bishops and Rabbis and leading voices from other faiths who combine thoughtful insights with impressive broadcasting skills. And experienced voices such as Colin Morris, David Winter and Leslie Griffiths are sharp and arresting.

But still I regularly hear the cry from producers across our religious output: where are the talented preachers, the fluent speakers, the media savvy performers who can brave the airways and compete for attention? We're eager to nurture new talent. To help build their confidence and competence on air. To fill the public space that is available to them.

Sometimes this can happen almost by accident. Take Jamie Allen, for example. He's the young rector in the Wiltshire village of Seend, who features in the BBC2 series A Country Parish. Over eight weeks this winter between 2 and 3 million viewers watched Jamie and his young family leave their friends and congregation in Nuneaton and take over their new rural parish. His delightful personality won over audience and critics. Just listen to some of the comments posted on our web-site:

"If we had a vicar like Jamie we'd go to church"

"We thought you were the best advert for Christianity for a long time"

And this from a 15-year old: "You are now in my top ten list of role models."

Clearly, with his engaging personality Jamie has brought Christianity alive in a way we cannot do in a month of Sunday Worships. You can understand how we keen we are to do a second series of programmes with a star like Jamie.

At other times, programmes piggy-back on a passionate group of religious people. Let me tell you about one going out later in the year. It's called Leap of Faith and it's about a group of evangelical Christians who give up their comfortable suburban lives to move to a deprived housing estate in Manchester.

The volunteers on the Eden Project believe the power of the Christian message will help people turn their lives around. It's no easy task. At first they are viewed with suspicion by a local community wary of outsiders and do-gooders. Over time their passion and tenacity pay dividends - they win some converts, and crime-rates on the estate start to decline.

Now the Eden Project may not be everyone's cup of tea, but programmes like this show the potential of religious conviction to transform people's lives. They hint too at the dangers involved. Either way, they challenge the audience to consider issues of community and social change. They attempt to occupy our public place with a vision that stems from faith.

So what would happen if, between us, we failed to fill the BBC's public space for religion with strong programmes?

First, we would simply lose that space. Today, as I've said, we have firm guarantees about hours of output and funding. But we still have to earn those slots. Programmes have to speak to the audience's needs and concerns. If they don't, they won't survive in the long term.

More important than that, the unoccupied space would leave a vacuum. An important opportunity would go begging. Very few parts of the media want to engage the audience seriously about the deeper aspects of life. The occasional challenging drama programme or probing documentary yes, the odd spread in a Sunday broadsheet, maybe. But reality TV? Tabloid newspapers? Hollywood?

In his recent Dimbleby Lecture on BBC1 the Archbishop of Canterbury warned that a society without deeper meaning behind its culture could lose itself. He called on Church leaders to occupy the public sphere and for Christianity to fill the vacuum at the heart of public life and policy.

"It is up to us," he concluded, "to articulate with as much energy and imagination as we can, our understanding of that larger story without which the most fundamental and challenging human questions won't even get asked, let alone answered."

As good as his word Dr Williams demonstrated the power of the Church's message in a compelling Thought for the Day on the first anniversary of the September 11th atrocities.

At a time when people were still struggling to make sense of the horror, still seeking revenge, he provided an impressive moral lead. He urged caution in the face of impending war in Iraq - for God no lives are superfluous, he said, and we put our own humanity at risk if we, like the terrorists, allow ourselves to be detached from the results of our actions.

Until recently, there would have been no reason to question religion's place at the heart of public life. It set the guiding principles for society. It was at the foundation of our political culture. And it inspired revolutionaries.

For Good Friday this year, we made a programme about Martin Luther King. It portrayed a man driven by his faith. A man whose love of Christ was at the heart of his belief in non-violent resistance. He seized upon the Bible stories about justice and truth and took them to the streets. Like that great Methodist revolutionary Nelson Mandela, Dr. King drew comfort and strength from his religion.

"With this faith," he said, "we will transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood."

Now there's a man who filled the public space. Who through his faith and his courage to speak out gave the dispossessed a voice. Who was instrumental in tackling injustice. Who inspired generations across the world to believe that change was possible.

Compare that to the concerns that sometimes seem to preoccupy the churches today. What good does it do a homeless teenager to hear Christian leaders squabble about the appointment of a gay Bishop? How does it help an African population ravaged by AIDS to be told not to use condoms?

I sometimes wonder what Frederick and Lily, my Methodist missionary in-laws, would have made of today's world. Remembering their long and loyal correspondence, I reckon they'd still be writing a lot of letters, many of them to the BBC. I can imagine them expecting to find on air more of the passion that drove them to devote their lives to lepers in India. With their robust faith I'm sure they would have expected a little more courage, a little less fragility, in the way religious voices make themselves heard.

Towards the end of his life John Wesley wrote: "I am afraid lest Methodists should only exist as a dead sect, having the form of religion without the power." The public place that is Religion on the BBC offers all religious communities a chance to avoid that fate.

To use the power and the privilege that the airwaves offer. To address the big questions of morality and mortality that are the very stuff of religion. To tell stories that fill this great public space with hope. And to find the confidence to be heard in a noisy, impatient world.

Thank you.

