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Judicial Independence and Religious Issues 
 

May we please respectfully draw to the attention of the Committee certain matters in connection 

with the relations between the judiciary and the Ministry of Justice, which perturb us and which 

the committee might wish to consider?  We start from the premise that the MoJ has a duty to 

maintain and enhance the independence and impartiality of the judiciary as far as it can, and that 

any shortcomings of the MoJ in that respect are therefore likely to be of interest to the Committee. 
 

We are concerned about the Judges’ Service held in Westminster Abbey on or about 1 October 

each year and attended by nearly all senior judges and many other judges.  They are invited by the 

Lord Chancellor and the Abbey Dean and attend officially, in working time, in judicial robes and 

at public expense.  The Service has its roots in the mediaeval religious practice of judges ‘praying 

for guidance’ at the beginning of the legal year.  It is a rite of the Church of England and in 2013 

the Archbishop of York preached the sermon.  Unlike in courtrooms, the public are excluded.  The 

list of judges who attended has not been published, although the MoJ has, in response to our FoI 

request, supplied us with lists of judges who accepted invitations to them in 2011, 2012 and 2013. 
 

We have proposed to the Lord Chancellor that these services are now inappropriate and should 

cease.  There is a risk that judges who participate will be seen to be committed to one form of 

religion, and therefore to be less impartial than they should be when determining issues with a 

religious aspect, or dealing with litigants, witnesses, jurors or lawyers of other religions or none.  

However, he has declined, and apparently intends to continue inviting judges to these services. 
 

On 29 October 2013 Lord Justice Munby declared that judges have become secular, and the Lord 

Chief Justice spoke agreeing with him on 5 November 2013.  Senior judges receiving invitations 

from the Lord Chancellor to an official event may feel obligated to accept, even if they are 

concerned that its religious character makes it judicially embarrassing. 
 

We invite the Committee to consider whether HM Government should avoid placing judges in 

such an invidious position, and therefore falls short of the duties which are owed in this instance. 
 

We would be happy to supply copies of supporting documents and correspondence, or to meet 

with you to discuss, if it would help. 
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