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Bishop Christopher

EUROPE AND INTER-FAITH

AN ENGLISH PERSPECTIVE

Catching the vision

The mosaic which is the floor of my Europe footing and feeling is made up of many diverse elements going back to quite early years: the memory of Mrs Bosworth speaking out one Remembrance Sunday on the pain of war; the work of Italian prisoners-of-war encountered in the Memorial Hall in our Parish; contacts with French pen friends and all the impressions such exchanges made; the inspiration and energy of a school geography teacher who enthused us about the Puy-de-Dôme.  Then in later adolescence there was a wider curiosity and understanding, a questioning of that “otherness” of the other side of the Channel – a work camp in Arnhem at the Johanna Stichting and the memory of a Food Cupboard in a house in Groningen; another work camp, this time in Brussels, and a growing realisation of the sense – and difficulty – of international co-operation; the awareness of the beauty and complexity sensed in family holidays in Eckenhagen; all interspersed with holidays, family and others, and youth work – such as a diocesan visit to Cologne.

What was emerging in my growing consciousness at this point I suppose was an awareness of the importance of human friendship and of the need for reconciliation; the recognition that international co-operation is all-important if war and suffering are to be prevented; and moving on to the recognition of the joy, enjoyment of difference, beyond the fear and avoidance.

The mosaic has of course another element in my early impressionable years – that of becoming more and more conscious of history and of politics.  I was in Monmouth, at school, when I followed the Empire turning into the Commonwealth and heard MacMillan speak of the “Winds of Change”.  I saw that new alignments were being forged – something made visually apparent in the very Coronation Procession of Queen Elizabeth II which so many of us retain as an early, or not so early, memory.

The Church

Meanwhile the Church was to be my path for the future – and there too was growing awareness: of the difficult birth of ecumenism and the pain of divisions between denominations in the Protestant, Anglican, Non-conformist world; the overwhelming impact of my first international Christian encounters, and the deep encounters and searchings within the Student Christian Movement.  At that time however, the Church of England was still very largely focussed on the old Empire and then the Commonwealth in its “overseas” vision – Europe did not really appear on the radar, seemingly had no real reason to.

Let me fast-forward here somewhat and come to the time when I was already at St Albans – and had a first contact with a Member of the European Parliament – Christopher Beazley who was a pillar in the EP for contact with other Christian MEPs and for the Church of England’s links with the EEC as it then was.  Those were the early days of actually “discovering” Europe – when we took groups of clergy to Strasbourg and Brussels to find out the work being done there by Churches and the human faces within the European institutions; and when ecumenical links started to be forged in various parts of Europe, town and parish twinnings and more – in Italy, Sweden and Germany.

I should back-pedal momentarily to recap the history of the Church of England’s engagement on this front – which as far as Brussels is concerned goes back actually to before 1973 when Britain joined “the Common Market”.  Pioneering work had been done too in Strasbourg – linking in closely to Brussels too – by Barney Milligan and James Barnett; and behind all this were some very strong personal links not to be under-estimated in their importance, with a number of expats over in Brussels and Strasbourg such as Guy Wilkinson and Michael Franklin in this room here tonight, with people in the embassies and permanent representations, and in various offices, pastoral, consular and other, just across the Channel.

This all led in due course to my proposal to the House of Bishops, that what was needed in this complex and very different Europe was a House of Bishops Europe Panel.  Its job was first of all to be one of fact-finding and establishing links through visits at all levels – culminating with the Archbishop of Canterbury himself going to Brussels.  More recently the particular issue of Climate Change has been one that the Church of England and Bishops in particular have recognised as being one where European cooperation is vital, and a direct consequence of an ecumenical visit of the Bishops to the European institutions and church offices has been the appointment of Gary Wilton, seconded by the Church of England to work partly in Holy Trinity parish in Brussels and partly in the Ecumenical Centre there on the climate change issue specifically.

The picture has taken colour and shape
So those strands in my earlier life and throughout my career have indeed found expression and some meaning in the work I have been able to do.  Remember –

· the importance of human friendships

· the awareness of the need for reconciliation

· the recognition that international co-operation is important to prevent war and suffering

· the recognition of the joy and challenge of difference

· leading to the sowing of the vision of Europe amongst young people

· the recognition of what is Realpolitik  - not least in Britain’s changing role in the world, as it moved from Empire to … well, to what ?!

· the importance of ecumenism

· the sowing of the vision amongst clergy and parishes

· and in return, back on the island, getting Europe embedded in the structures of the Church of England.

And where is the inter-faith perspective?

The strand leading from my early days was held by Lydia Lee – and my encounter with her amply exemplifies that point I made about the importance in one’s life of human friendship in general – and certain people in particular.  While in St Albans I was invited to take over the Chair of the Council of Christians and Jews and this was the opening of a whole new world of encounters.  On 9/11 this world changed again – the agenda, the urgency, the scope – but certain things remain the same, and my memories of the work with the CCJ are above all of the challenge and joy of “dialogue”.  Doing theology together was a huge source of joy and again a challenge, and I recall here especially the importance of Ed Kesslar’s work; the challenge too that we had of trying to influence all kinds of movers and shakers; and the immense challenge of what “Israel” represented – and represents.

And the coming together

These different focal perspectives in work and theology and encounter – which have been the two major elements in my professional and intellectual life – came together in two particular moments and places:

· in Italy, during a meeting under the Italian Presidency when we held a meeting on inter-faith relations in the Mediterranean area

· in Istanbul, an important encounter with the Orthodox world, and the work we did on the European Values project.

· Aachen was another particularly memorable occasion and place – the International meeting of the CCJ

And back in England?

These perspectives have taken shape in some profoundly important events and encounters with particular people here in the UK.  Let me recall some of them:

· the importance of RE in schools in the UK stands out for me, especially the early pioneering work of the SHAP project in the 1970s

· the importance of Brian Pearce – who is here tonight – and the Interfaith Network which has been so important

· the importance of the CCJ in providing a template for others to develop  in new multi-ethnic communities in the UK

· the work that has been done on Race Relations and Equality the growth of work between Government and “faith communities”

· the Three Faiths Forum – and we are particularly here to honour Sir Sigmund Sternberg tonight and to remember Sidney Shipton – and this Forum deserves to be congratulated for having worked so hard and so effectively.

In all this the strands of Values and Beliefs – which have been worked on on the other side of the Channel and in so many other encounters – are interwoven and underpin the whole.

And what are the challenges?

Challenges there are indeed – be they philosophical, politico-philosophical, sociological – or other.

On the philosophical front I would recall Isaiah Berlin’s concept of a “framework of expectations”.  The Judaeo-Christian framework has certainly shaped European law, culture, education.  But that framework of expectations has been under stress for a very long time.  One thinks for example of

· World War I, with the Chaplains on both sides believing that God was on their side

· The Holocaust

· The increasing secularisation of parts of Europe

· The demise of a theological/cultural meta-narrative

But the Judaeo-Christian meta-narrative posits for us

· a God who is Creator

· a God who is just

· a God who relates to his world

· a God who makes moral demands on his people

· a God who calls us into a new future

From this perspective we can – and should – become involved in talking about a European soul …

Meanwhile though – moving into the politico-philosophical sphere – there is a slightly inchoate political meta-narrative being constructed across Europe – which surfaced in the debates on the Constitution, especially around the mention (or not) of God or of transcendental powers in the Preamble.  

In the sociological field there is so much to weigh up in relation to migration, to cultural change, to the internet …  All of these leading to questioning all the meta-narratives of any kind be they theological political or cultural.  At the same time, whatever the questioning and however great the scepticism, the media are fascinated by those who live by an apparently powerful meta-narrative – Islam.

So I end with a philosophical question: does Isaiah Berlin’s concept of a “framework of expectation” need to be re-worded?  Are there perhaps “frameworks of expectations”?

My guess is that across Europe there are.  And if that is the case, there is a necessary and challenging conflict between those who have a religious meta-narrative and those who have a secular meta-narrative.  Perhaps it is not even as simple as that – because within each of those apparently monolithic blocks there is extraordinary diversity …..

What then is the role of inter-faith work in Europe?  One might say

· to help to create or shape human understanding

· to combat stereotypes and anything which demeans human value

· to hold up and create – and reflect upon – a set of values which have the scent of eternity upon them

· to be profoundly involved in the great ethical dilemmas of our time in a way that has integrity but is also very humble

· to work for a vision of humanity, human purpose and human flourishing which is greater than materialism and utilitarianism and secularism

· to hold out the possibility of hope – a hope grounded in the nature of the Almighty

There followed a discussion, chaired by Canon Guy Wilkinson, WPCT Chairman

GW  There are two things that I would like to pick up – anxiety and humanisation.  One of the characteristics of where we are today in our society is anxiety – people are anxious about almost everything – not least are they anxious about religion, because religion has traditionally been a source of identity.  And within a globalising world, a migratory world, the ways with which people have found their identity no longer work, so wherever we look we find anxieties of all kinds: this is the characteristic of our time.

Things are encouraging in all kinds of ways - in terms of governmental policies, even – but in many other ways are anxious-making.

As you say, what goes in, what is set against anxiety at the end of the day is human relationship: the actual meeting of two human beings who are different.  Because that is in the end the only way which anxiety is diminished.  We know what anxiety leads to: it leads to fear of a higher order, fear leads to separation, fear leads to stereotyping – and what you proposed to us is the foundation of something else – of the otherhood – which is engagement of human beings across our differences, which tends to reduce anxiety because we encounter real people who actually share the same ideas about what is important – our families, our loves, our jobs - all kinds of ordinary things that human beings genuinely worry about or enjoy irrespective of their religious, political or other commitments and groupings.

That is just my own quick summary of the oppositions and the possibilities that you’ve put to us today and I think we’re immensely grateful just to be able to reflect with you and to hear from you that extraordinary story from back in the early days at the Remembrance Day service and Mrs Bosworth’s tears right through to where we are today – in a world apart in a sense but with the same reasons for tears as Mrs Bosworth had back in the fifties.  

I suppose the only other thing is that every month there are other reasons to see why occasions like this or other occasions are so important, and I suppose just these last years past, whether it’s the Gazas or the tsunamis or any number of other circumstances…  those events around the world that have raised our anxieties pose the question as to how as Jews, or Muslims or as Christians or whoever it may be, in our own communities, we will not be driven apart by those kinds of anxieties.

So a real thank you to you and we’ve got a little bit of time – let’s use it just to reflect on what you’ve said.  

Let me in turn as a person with a long story and in some sense – I won’t quite say parallel – but a long story which in many ways intersects with some of the things that Christopher Herbert has said.  Obviously in my case I sat there alongside a whole host of other people in all sorts of roles - national, international, local - and that’s why one of the aspects of the time that I spent working with the Interfaith Network which has struck me very strongly is the way there are all these linkages along the way.  And even when things seemed totally unmanageable – for example Guy mentioned Gaza and other events elsewhere in the world – we ultimately come back again and again to the whole question of what is happening at the local level and the neighbourhood level, and how is that reflected and does it interact with what’s happening at the national level.

Then comes the whole question of the theme of this evening – where within that multiplicity of linkages and frameworks do we see Europe as one of these entities, one of these levels?  For me it’s always interesting when you hear people say “I’m going to Europe” rather than saying “I’m going to another part of Europe” – it’s not just a matter of use of language, there is something very profound there – what do they actually mean?  We are part of Europe

It seems to me that the challenge of Europe, as the challenge of ecumenical work and interfaith work in your broad narrative (I use the word narrative but of course you may say, ah but what about the metanarrative !) -  it seems to me in a sense what we have to do is to carry with us our metanarrative and put it on show to other people who discover they have metanarratives; and then we have to say well, is there a way of putting all these metanarratives together?  While we’ve got to kick off with the difficult task of dealing with our own traits and so on, and events, and relating all the while to world events, there is always this need to be kind of reconstructing our metanarrative.  And the more we can draw on the diversity of experience and understanding – the more we have some hope of constructing a more valid European metanarrative.  That seems to me to be a very important task, but it’s immensely complex and biblical.

My final remark is your reference to the political secular world – those who do not understand themselves to be religious, alongside those who do.  And I think that within the Interfaith Network we are beginning to recognise that we should grapple with that inner diversity as opposed to the different and traditional so-called categories.   I think one thing that interfaith dialogue teaches us is that we may be using the same words for things that are actually different, or we may be using different words for things that turn out to be the same.  And discovering which is which is quite an important distinction.

CH  I’ll try a response to your remark.  One of the things I find troubling in this country or the state of this country for example, is the remarkable gap between rhetoric at top political level about interfaith and community and all that, “deriving from our faith relationship or community relationship” – and what is happening on the ground.  And I find that very very puzzling.

And I’ll give an example from the NHS.  The government talks a lot about so-called neighbourhood renewal, and in one such meeting there was a lot of talk about “Community Pioneers” capital C capital P.  So I stood up and made a speech and said I was delighted to know that this was being put forward but that I’d never met such a person.  And in the discussion indeed it transpired that such a person does not exist – they admitted it’s a fantasy.  And there’s a kind of fantasy at government level about community, and I think there’s a fantasy at community level about what is government.             I’ve met a mayor and I’ve met an RPS leader, I’ve met a Rabbi and a priest but I’ve never met anyone who spoke as “community leader”  or who would style themselves a “community pioneer”.  It is a journalistic myth that there is somewhere in the town a letterbox which says “community leader”.  It’s not true.

But looking now to our faith communities – that is a different matter.  What I experience within each of our faiths in this country is absolute trust.  People do have to rely on each other – here we cannot fantasise about what we value pretty strongly about community.  If you’re in your synagogue or gudwara or in your mosque or in your church, you have to relate - there are some catastrophes of course but you have to relate.  And I get enormous hope from each of our faiths in this country because they are radically a fact of reality which much rhetoric in the media isn’t

So the metanarrative, just to put it all on its head, is absolutely essential – not least to keep a check on what is happening at the fantasy level.  I do find it troubling that that fantasy language is getting increasingly fantastic:  it’s like a “snow event”, a severe weather event.  It grows in space.

I get great faith from our faith groups, our churches or whatever, because there is a sort of reality about that which is true true true in a way that the fantasy isn’t.  

There’s always this battle between the two.

With respect to Inter-faith dialogue, has the Lord's Prayer something to offer?  Was it introduced as the lead prayer just to Christians?  In reading Wendy Beckett and Archbishop Rowan William’s Book on the Lord's Prayer I was surprised there was not a deeper, biblical, analysis of the word "Father": "Our Father": the Father we share.  This suggests a Darwinian journey back through the generations: back to Moses; and further, to Abraham.  

 

I remember a question from a year or so ago that I asked via the Trust's e-mail address.  I was put in touch with Sidney Shipton.  Sidney confirmed the Abrahamic link, to Abraham as Father to Ishmael and Isaac; but took me further back: to Noah and to the God of Noah: the Noahabic religions and an Ark and a covenant different to, and similar, to that of Moses.

 

You just mentioned something akin to "community organisers" and queried the name.  I have limited experience of them; but it has been positive: an event organised in Bedford by the local council to bring "Social entrepreneurs" together; and in US President Barak Obama's first book "Dreams from my Father". In that book, Barak Obama describes his early work as a community organiser.  He was first employed under that title by a Jewish gentlemen; and, having been employed, worked with Muslims and Christians in Chicago to deliver change that all found acceptable.

 

In reading that book prior to last year's election result, I wondered at Barak Obama's use of the word "Father" in the title.  His own, biological, father is described in the book; but his relationship with God is also described.  Given that Barak Obama is apparently the first US President to have not grown up in an exclusively Christian household, I wonder how his Christianity interprets the Lord's Prayer? and a deeper understanding of his theological grounding might be worth developing?"

CH  I want to start with that – as this is such an interesting second question!

One of the things I learnt in the CCJ is that I must hold on to my integrity as a Christian.  This is my Jewish friend, and I won’t do anything anything anything to damage that friendship because Christian interference can be very subtle, horrible – but I am and remain a Christian.

But I do think there is much that we could explore between our faiths in this country about how we understand the nature of prayer and spirituality.  And to be honest in my early life as a priest back in the 1960s, I assumed that the word spiritual would go back to the bowels of the language of psychology but to my amazement that was not what happened.  The word spiritual has been rediscovered and has now surfaced all over the place – it can probably be purchased at Laura Ashley in those shops that sell dresses!  But it’s a word that hasn’t gone away, it refuses to lie down and die, and when a word refuses to lie down and die, it means there is something about it which echoes with people deep down.

So I would want to say I think, without being sentimental about it, that as I, as it were, drill down into the well which is my inner faith, I think I have discovered a level at which my well is as it were taps into the water table of true and essential spirituality.  That’s how I see it.   That’s central to my experience.   And when I was recently with a close Jewish friend at her death, her powerful death, I was very conscious of the privilege of being in her home, and yes of course I was an onlooker, a bystander, but also as a fellow human being totally participating at the level of shared spirituality.  It all meant so much.  Something like going down into the subsoil of the theological metaphor without losing the integrity of the two wells.

And that I think I would want to remember, hold on to, that is the sense of spirituality I would wish to retain.

I was fascinated by your story of the Italian city which figured so markedly in your earlier reminiscences.  Did they realise that you are not a Roman Catholic?  Of course in St Albans, there is the Abbey but even so …

I do quite a lot of showing visitors round - I have to explain to them that when it was built it was actually Roman Catholic!  I was wondering how the contact was made and why?
CH  The contact was made – it’s a very pleasant little story.  It so happens that the Duc of Farno had accepted St Albans as a  twin city.  The mayor of St Albans was an Anglican, he went across to the Italian city of Cimpi, bumped into the priest over there who had already established very close relations with the Romanian Orthodox, and there was already a lot of influence from that quarter.   And so there was also this basis of some kind of political cultural Christian faith – and on this basis I then accepted the offer to go across, making it very very clear what the differences are.  There was lots of shrugging of shoulders on their side, and yet I gave them lots of examples.  Having said to them when I was there, you understand, I’m a Bishop.  I guess there were about 40 in our party - 6 Roman Catholics, the rest were Anglicans, and they said, we know you are a Bishop and you can’t receive the mass but we would like you to come to mass.  And I said I’d love to very very much but you know I can’t receive it.  I was sitting in the congregation, and about five minutes before the service started, the door opened and a little monk came out saying “ ecce ……….” And I followed him through – “can you say the mass for us?”  What am I supposed to do?  He added this sentence “you don’t do it with your lips, you do it with your hands”        

It was so funny, the whole way through, they then set out the rules of hospitality and tradition literally there and then.  And it’s that kind of ability to know the rules are broken on both sides that I think was being somehow reflected in that honorary citizenship - because they did know about bishops.  They saw the Archbishop’s cross and they’ve stayed in our house, been to St Albans Abbey and all of that and all of that and all of that.  And they’d been intrigued and impressed by our particular structures – and yet …

And therefore we had learnt a huge amount from them and they said they’d learnt a huge amount from us, so yes, they did know.  I’d been across two or three times, and then they said we want you to come back privately.  And we saw dinner was laid for about twenty people and we said, “but we’re here privately”, and they said, “ah, there’s a difference between ….       !”.

GW  While I give Christopher a moment’s breather to recover, I’d like to turn to you Zaki – Zaki Cooper who has just become a member of the Wyndham Place Charlemagne Trust and has also just joined the Council of Christians and Jews: what are your thoughts about this story?  How this kind of involvement with the religious “other” has entered your life.  

ZC  That’s fine - you’ve put me on the spot!  My previous job was working for Jonathan Sacks.  There’s so much to grapple with tonight it’s hard to know what the way in is.   But one of the formative influences on anyone is their upbringing and their schooling and the interactions they have with other traditions and other faiths and other cultures.  I happened to go to a school which was incredibly mixed so it had a good number of boys – it was a boys’ school – a good number of Jewish boys but a lot of Muslims, Hindus, Christians too, and I suppose in a surreptitious and very low-key way that means contact with a lot of different faiths, on a very personal level, and it’s what Bishop Christopher was referring to before.  And so the point about the importance of personal links in building up a kind of trust between people of different traditions is very important.

That’s at one level and then I think there’s the practical imperative in not sheltering yourself within the confines of your own community which can be a comfort zone but in trying to extend beyond the boundaries of it to people of other faiths, because just as the European Union is constructed along the way where people of different nationalities can interact with each other, and however strained and difficult that is at times, it is also very necessary for people of different faith traditions to do that.  Now there are all sorts of difficulties and problems and limitations of course but it is all highly necessary and I guess some of the people here tonight as well as some of the institutions that have been mentioned have played very important key roles in that.

I just wanted to raise one question as we make our way home - about the role of government in all of this and perhaps if I had asked a question it would have been that: a lot of the very positive interfaith initiatives have come from the grass roots up, and they’ve come from people of faith with an interest, but how government then plays a role - or doesn’t play a role - maybe it should just sit back in a sort of free-market way and let the free market of inter-faith take place, or to what extent it’s interventionist: it’s a very interesting question, I guess at  EU level and at UK government and there’s no easy answer to it.

GW  Precisely to address the question about what is the current level, the internal state of thinking of the structures, of our politicians - and vice versa what is there in the way of increasing engagement of our religious communities in government or public structures of one kind or another?  What does government think of religion?  And I think that’s one of the questions which has been changing over the last thirty years or so.  Now there is an increasingly high level of government involvement, now in the department of community and local government there are two posts, theological posts, there are two civil servants dealing with theology in the titles of their posts.  Now what does all that mean this just as a matter of attitude?

Well, we must leave it there.  I really enjoyed this evening.  We all go to lectures, but tonight was not a lecture but a human story in so many parts we could engage with, when somebody said something and something happened to us which set us on a path to … who knows?  But it’s those encounters that actually makes the world a better place.  So I think we are immensely grateful to you Christopher.  We have heard something of Sidney’s enthusiasm for the coming together of human beings, and I think that that will remain with us all. 
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