Forget those who say religion's irrelevant. Spirituality is making a comeback - and thank heaven for that 
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My first Christmas event this year was on December 1, at a packed St Michael's Church, in London's Chester Square. 

After exquisite singing by an amateur choir, the former head of the Army, General Sir Richard Dannatt brought tears to many eyes by reading out a letter from a young soldier in Afghanistan to 'the Geezer upstairs'. 

Then I went north of the border to the Church of the Nazarene in Perth, whose carol service filled a record-breaking 3,600 ticketed places at 2pm, 4pm and 7pm sessions, even in the bad weather. 
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Popular: Carol services have attracted record crowds at churches across the country this year

When I last spoke in that church four years ago, its carol service attracted a crowd of about 350. 

The traditional message of O Come All Ye Faithful is being heeded to a remarkable degree. 

Cathedrals and big city churches are reporting a huge leap in attendances. 

Westminster and Oxford cathedrals, which specialise in beautiful choral music, have doubled their number of services to cope with popular demand. 

Does this have a deeper spiritual significance? Some observers suggest the swing back to traditional Christmas celebrations is an antidote to the poison of political correctness that would have Christmas replaced by a Winterval or some such other non-Christian nonsense. 

Others believe we are entering a phase of greater pious nostalgia as shown by Selfridges' announcement that their sales of religious Christmas cards have soared by 30 per cent. 

I think the new mood goes deeper. The truth, although atheists won't like to hear it, is that there is growing evidence that Faith may be making a comeback. 

This is not a rush to religion. It is a more subtle trend often outside the footprint of traditional churchgoing. 

As the old power structures of arrogant materialism and political authority crumble, there are unmistakable signs of rising spiritual interest. 

Maybe this is because so many former landmarks of reliability (such as banks) have become part of tomorrow's problem. 

As the coming decade will be the age of anxiety, it's natural that many people should have begun their own processes of questioning today's failing certainties. 

What is being discarded is the aggressive secularism and militant materialism of the 
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Cause: The problems with banks - such as Northern Rock - could be behind the return of spirituality

me-and-my-bonus mindset. 

The search is on for deeper meanings, better values and that 'need for something more' which seeks a spiritual dimension to life. 

To assess the reality of such searchings this Christmas, here is a personal portrait of events, conversations, faith-based good works and signs of spiritual optimism which I have encountered just in the past few weeks.

I understand this territory because, since coming out of prison almost ten years ago, I have been searching for and finding stronger spiritual foundations. 

At first, bucketfuls of cynicism were poured over my Christian journey. Privately, I was more sympathetic towards those cynics than I let on. 

For my early weeks as a mature theology student threw up many self-doubts about 'getting religion' and 'foxhole conversions'. 

But after a painful process of stumbling, doubting and even wondering whether I had lost my marbles, the seeds of faith slowly took root in me, just as they seem to be growing today in many other searchers. 

So from that same path, here are some snapshots which provide evidence in support of the trend towards greater spirituality. 

In November, I took part in a debate at the Oxford Union where a packed chamber of 19 to 22-year-olds argued over the resolution 'Britain should return to Christian values'. 

After a passionate four-hour debate, students voted 245 to 235 in favour of values based on Jesus' teachings. 


Enlarge   

Canterbury Cathedral: The home of the church of England

But do not be fooled into thinking that this spiritual energy at Oxford and several other universities is an elitist phenomenon. 

At the other end of the social scale, there is a renewal, unequalled since Victorian times, of activity by faith-based action groups within deprived communities. 

Take prison ministry, which was an unfashionable and underpowered cause when I first encountered it. 

Today it is estimated that there are at least 20,000 dedicated volunteers whose inspiration for their rehabilitation work among offenders is derived from their spirituality. 

Surveys suggest that more than a million people are motivated by their spiritual beliefs to do some form of voluntary community service each year. 

After declining for at least three decades, church attendances are rising by more than 2 per cent annually, with 7.3 million people going to church once a month and 4.9 million each week. 

The most spectacular growth has come from Spirit-filled churches  -  i.e. Evangelicals, Pentecostals and others, some of which have congregations running into tens of thousands  - holding mass prayer meetings in theatres, warehouses and public arenas like Excel or O2. 

Some older churches have also risen to the challenges. Holy Trinity Brompton, which used to serve sherry to its ageing flock after Matins in the 1980s, has become the youthful powerhouse of the Alpha Course. 

Alpha has had remarkable success in attracting more than two million mainly younger participants to its ten-week Introduction To Christianity course in Britain. 

Inevitably, some fall by the wayside. Others move to happy but less 'clappy' churches. I am a grateful Alpha Course completer, but have moved to the Anglo-Catholic church of St Matthews, Westminster. 

In 2009, our congregation has grown by more than ten per cent, and is getting visibly younger; our financial giving is up by 25 per cent despite the recession; our junior or children's group has almost doubled; and we have started a network of cell or prayer groups. 

In the wider Church of England, candidates for ordination are at, or close to, record levels. 

Beyond the churches, are there spiritual reasons why Handel's Messiah should be having 400 performances (a record) around Britain this Christmas? 

Or why the number of A-level students taking Religious Studies should have been rising for the past six years making it (at 21,000 candidates) a more popular subject than French, history or geography. 

Why are these signs of an apparent upsurge in spirituality happening? 

One reason could be that Britain is just catching up with a worldwide trend. Faith has been climbing in many other nations for some time. 

Another reason is the strange paradox that Britain's Muslims and atheists seem to have stimulated new levels of spiritual commitment and curiosity among the 72 per cent of our population who call themselves Christian. 

The seriousness with which some young Muslims pray and talk about their religion has challenged many of their fellow Britons to explore their own faith more deeply. 

Like so much to do with Faith, the portents of spiritual renewal have a touch of mystery about them. 

They are not susceptible to simple explanations produced by discontent over troubled times. 

Economic recessions, banking crises, fears about Afghanistan and the widespread disillusionment with Parliament and government are merely the superficial symptoms of the deeper malaise of a society that has lost its spiritual compass. 

At this time of the year, there can be movements of our personal compasses, steering us to listen again to the message of Christmas. 

When there is, metaphorically, no room at the inn in our lives, we instinctively search for something that will lend us succour. 

Should we try to find the 21st- century equivalent of a manger  -  a humbler, quieter environment, where we can start the search for a spiritual meaning to our lives? The signs are that more and more people are trying this. 

Perhaps we are waking up once again to the desire to make sense of the spiritual mysteries that sustained humanity for so many centuries. 

