


I bear a secret folden in my heart. 

Wafted on joy it sings with light suffused

rose-coloured as a frilly shell half-closed. 

Precious, my secret, reverently held, 

savoured alone. It is too soon to share, 

too soon to tell aloud. I contemplate with care

this whispered news, this hope, this plan springing to life. 

I would not violate the Now, the fragile Now 

forcing a future while my secret grows. 

I cradle, cherish this my dream. 

No…I will not speak yet. 

Sr Katharine Holmstrom 

From: Take This Day:Prayers and Reflections 2005 
Photograph: Jim Chestnut
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SPIRAL: “This is an ancient
symbol that reminds us of the
womb and the protective
mothering nature in all of us.
It takes us from the broad
sweeps of the outer life to an
infinitely small centre where
we cease to exist.”

The spiral logo was designed by Caroline Jariwala
for Initiative Interfaith Trust

Cited:
Mandalas: Spiritual Circles for Harmony & Fulfilment
Laura J.Watts (2002) Pub.Hermes House, 
London ISBN 184308 973 7

omewhere deep within our understanding of what it means to be
human is a hardwired searching process that never stops working.
Whether it is seeking solutions to specific problems or more general

aspects of our reality, this process takes us on a complicated journey that
can raise as many questions as it provides answers. This is graphically
illustrated in many of our articles featured in this issue - especially those
giving focus to our theme exploring aspects of Faith, Sexuality and 
Gender Identity.

Addressing this theme, our keynote writer, Derek McAuley, an Officer
within the Unitarian Church, and Jeremy Rodell from the British Humanist
Association, both independently highlight the importance of knowing and
understanding the ‘real’ lives of ‘real’ people; those whose identities are so
often hidden behind impersonal political rhetoric and numerical statistics.
The social, emotional and spiritual needs of the individual are lost in
sensational media soundbites, and religious discrimination that promotes
hatred and prejudice rather than love and acceptance, qualities that are at
the heart of all religions.

The personal stories of real people, living real lives, searching, 
journeying and/or transitioning into their real self, are deeply moving.  
What becomes apparent from these stories is that people are processing
multiple searches simultaneously, at a difficult and often painful time in their
lives. Reverend Chris Newlands recognises the significance of this search, 
and the need for acceptance within the faith community of the individual.  
His creation of a Service of Affirmation for a transgenderd person 
- so that they can pray to God in their new name and identity -
demonstrates a profound understanding of the importance and significance
of inclusion.     

Marianne Rankin, of the Alister Hardy Trust, writes of what has been an
almost exhaustive human search for truth, exploring the idea of a reality
of self, a divine reality and a connection between the two. A search
motivated for what is real and true – personal, divine or otherwise – is of
great worth to the individual, and also to humanity and the world as a
whole. Indeed, in this context our contributors illustrate that, in a search
for truth, they have found scriptures read with an open heart and mind
can reveal new and more inclusive meaning that benefits all of humankind. 
So why would anyone choose to close their mind to the possibilities of 
a life-changing revelation - what Marianne Rankin describes as a
'shaft of illumination': for only those who are prepared to 
search the depths and heights of their reality find love and
acceptance of self and of other. 

Lorna Douglas
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The institutions of some religions have regrettably promoted 
the exclusion of, and on occasion, legal sanctions against LGBT
people. The “kill the gays” legislation in Uganda, for example, 
has been promoted by some faith leaders in that country, and is 
a shocking illustration of the misuse of religion for political 
purposes. Conversely, it is not commonly known that the ongoing 
struggle for gay rights and decriminalization, both in the United
States and the UK, was supported by church leaders, particularly 
liberal Protestants.  

For nearly sixty years the Unitarian and Free Christian Churches
have come to understand and embrace LGBT people as valued
members of our own community. This was not without difficulties
and controversy along the way as we worked through many
challenges. As a small progressive faith group with its roots in the
Dissenting Protestant tradition, but open to the insights of other
faiths, and of humanist and secular ideas, we drew upon our 
long-standing values of  “freedom, reason and tolerance”. For other
more conservative traditions this will require seeing how their
fundamental values can include rather than exclude LGBT people.
Increasingly, for example, Evangelical Christians are reconsidering
the basis for their opposition to same sex marriage and some, such
as Baptist leader Rev Steve Chalk, are truly welcoming. Over the
centuries Unitarians have been open to change drawing upon new
understanding and insights. In the 19th Century, Unitarian girls
received an education in some cases similar to their brothers. 
We had our first woman minister in the early 1900’s - well before
women had the vote in national elections. In our evolving thinking
LGBT is seen as part of the natural spectrum, and that people
should give full emotional and physical expression of their sexuality. 

n his resignation, the former Prime Minister David
Cameron claimed that the introduction of same sex
marriage was one of his major achievements during the

Coalition Government. The contribution of Liberal Democrat
Lynne Featherstone in initiating the move, and driving it forward,
must not be under-estimated. The then Home Secretary, 
Teresa May, a vicar’s daughter, gave her support, as did many 
Labour members. The all-party support was important in ensuring
this did not become a party political issue, potentially embroiling
religion in some form of culture war, which we have seen
happening in the United States. Same sex marriage is therefore
about real people not political rhetoric. The desire to celebrate
love in its widest sense and recognise it in marriage is a truly
human aspiration. To encourage its followers to live an authentic
life must surely be at the heart of all religious traditions. Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual and Transgender people are working hard to find
their place within their own faith community, and can seek out
actual and mythical role models from their scriptural and oral
history, which are often hidden to the mainstream. 

The introduction of same sex marriage in Great Britain following
legislation in the UK Parliament in 2013 (except Northern Ireland)
and the Scottish Parliament in 2014 remains controversial in many
faith communities; although all the evidence is that the grassroots
is much more accepting than much of the formal leadership. 
In wider society there is growing acceptance and a recognition
that same sex couples wishing to mark their relationship with a
marriage ceremony should be able to do so. We understand that
many people of faith have struggled with the concept of same sex
or equal marriage and indeed with LGBT people more generally.

Values
Inclusion

OF

...we drew upon our long-standing values 
of “freedom, reason and tolerance”.

Derek McAuley • KEYNOTE
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Unitarian support for same sex marriage therefore arose out of

our deepest spiritual and religious values. Unitarians believe that

everyone has the right to seek truth and meaning for themselves. 

This commitment to private judgment in spiritual matters has, of

course, implications for how we see people. ‘The individual is a fact

of existence insofar as he steps into a living relation with other

individuals’ wrote the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber. Commenting

upon this statement, Unitarian Minister Rev Philip Hewitt has written

‘To put the same idea more simply, but not necessarily more

comprehensively, to live is to love. The person who is not loving

is to that extent not living.’ This underpins our response to the

LGBT people in our midst. In 1993 the General Assembly published

a book of special services Celebrating Life which won a social

innovation award for its creativity in responding to the changing needs

of society. It included a section with material to be used during a

blessing of a same sex partnership. Some Unitarian ministers had been

performing same sex blessings since the 1970s. Celebrating Life

highlighted that:

One example in the marriage section relates to the ‘giving and

receiving of rings’ with the words “With this ring I join my life with 

yours. May it be a symbol of my enduring love and the blessings of our

community” drawn from Becky Butler’s book Ceremonies of the

Heart: celebrating lesbian unions. As Rev Maud Robinson told the

Unitarian General Assembly;“marriage is a sacred covenant reflecting a

deep and sacred relationship, and applies to all marriages”. The Unitarian

and Free Christian Churches were amongst the small group of faith

communities to support the campaign for same sex marriage. 

We joined with The Quakers, Liberal and Reform Judaism, and many

individuals from other faith traditions in making the case that religious

same sex marriage should be made available as well as civil same sex

marriage. The original consultation paper had only proposed a civil

ceremony which we thought was discriminatory, and did not

recognise the wish of some LGBT people of faith to be legally married

within their faith community, rather than the Town Hall or local hotel.    

I was pleased to participate in a service held to celebrate one same

sex marriage in church when two friends were married at Rosslyn

Hill Unitarian Chapel in North London. It was a joyous occasion with

many family and friends in a packed Church with all the trimmings of

a British Wedding; ushers, flowers and hats. I have heard wonderful

reports of ceremonies in other Unitarian Churches and Chapels. 

I have also converted my own civil partnership contracted in 2006 in

front of family and friends, to a marriage in a fairly low key fashion.

In our approach to Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender people,

and acknowledgement of same sex marriage in faith communities, 

we can learn much from the principles underlining interfaith work.

As activist Chris Stedman has argued, “Interfaith work, which brings

together people from diverse activities to better understand one

another, and build inter-community networks that advocate for the

dignity of all people, must necessarily welcome all people”.1

Meaningful Interfaith work must, inevitably, challenge divisive

narratives, and commonly held stereotypes about different groups of

people. Interfaith dialogue is structured to help participants to see

the humanity in one another: we find common ground. I would

encourage faith leaders committed to interfaith dialogue to be open

to exploring a similar dialogue with the LGBT community and would

be willing to assist wherever possible. 

1 “Including LGBTQ Voices in Interfaith Work (Huffington Post, 14 May 2014)

Derek McAuley is Chief Officer of the General Assembly of Unitarian and Free Christian Churches

Photograph by John Hewerdine

‘The intentions of a same sex couple seeking a blessing on their
relationship are, for the most part, similar to those of a heterosexual
couple seeking marriage. So most of the material in the Marriage
section is appropriate and can easily be adapted. Within the
Marriage section there is actually some material which was originally
written for same sex ceremonies.’

“…to live is to love. The person who is 
not loving is to that extent not living.”

KEYNOTE • Derek McAuley
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Kuli Kohli • POEM

Broken
Out of strangers they became friends,
from a great friendship into lovers.
They chose each other; they chose their future,
bound by love, trust, commitment.

She married the one in her fate,
but he had more on his mind.
Days to months; seasons to years,
examined, abandoned, wasted, fooled.

Her reasons turn to madness,
her soul was bankrupt and she broke;
holding on to words as tears gushed,
as if she lay beneath a used spell,
slow suffocation, absence of love.

Reasons flood,
              the earth shreds
                              under her feet,
drained she sinks

   into quicksand.
Her pain
              accelerates beyond
                              into ever-

                                               winding thoughts.
Fearful demands,
              she begs to wake up into heavenly bliss.

“Grant me power, present me strength,
give me freedom to love myself;
not only to restore love for others.

When I know I have lost my path,
give me someone who understands;
a patient angel on my shoulder,
a powerful force to guide me back.
I fly with broken wings, I recover.”

Recovery
For a Surviving Friend

‘Patchwork’ by Kuli Kohli1 published 2016 by Offa's Press2, Ferndale, Pant, Oswestry 

Kuli was born in Uttar Pradesh in India but has lived in England since 1973. A council
worker in Wolverhampton, she is married with 3 children and helps to run Blakenhall
Writers’ group. She’s written a novel, Dangerous Games, about living with cerebral palsy
in an Asian family, as yet unpublished, and writes a blog for Disability Arts Online:  
www.disabilityarts.online 

1www.kulikohli.co.uk 
2 www.offaspress.co.uk 



Interfaith Encounter • Marianne Rankin
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n this age of global communication and with the multiethnic mix

in our communities, we have all become much more familiar with

the many different religions of the world and religious exploration

is easy. Members of other faiths are no longer strangers – they are

our neighbours. 

In the last 100 years in the UK many local interfaith groups have

sprung up and there is much co-operation, particularly in community

projects. Groups get together to share ideas and to encourage

dialogue between the faiths, so that they can learn about each other,

breaking down barriers and misconceptions. However, tensions

remain and as we have almost daily incidences of religiously inspired

terror on our news broadcasts, the wise words of the Catholic

theologian Hans Küng ring ever more true:

Dialogue is essential. But it is only a first step. I suggest that a deeper

mode of interfaith engagement is needed – one in which the various

faiths see themselves as different responses to the same Ultimate

Reality. This would enable them to learn from and with each other 

– rather than just about each other. Beyond mere co-operation, 

there would be mutual enrichment and joint exploration of what lies

at the very heart of religion. 

According to the philosopher William James, there are two main

aspects to religion, the institutional, which includes church, scripture,

worship and theology and the personal, experiential side. It is in the

latter aspect of religion that greater unity between faiths may be

found. Some people experience a sense of constant presence and

comfort throughout life, while others receive a sudden shaft of

illumination. Some experiences are the result of religious practice but

many are unasked for and unexpected.

Here is an example,

“I have a growing sense of reality, and personal identity, which
comes from being united to something more powerful than
myself, something that is helping me to be what I want to be.”

It may be helpful to think of a continuum of different types of

experience right across the spectrum - ranging from a momentary

feeling of wonder, or an awareness of  ‘Something Beyond’, to perhaps

the most intense form of all, the mystical experience. Often defined

as a direct experience of Ultimate Reality, mystical experiences are

eternally fascinating and found in all cultures in all times. 

In his Varieties of Religious Experience, William James defines 

four characteristics of mystical experiences which set them 

apart: Ineffability; Noetic Quality; Transiency and Passivity. 

James believes that the mystical experience defies expression, it is 

ineffable, more like a state of feeling than a state of intellect, 

an experience which only those who have had it can fully

comprehend. Mystical states are also noetic in that they impart

knowledge, being “states of insight into depths of truth unplumbed

by the discursive intellect.”1 They are of limited duration, thus

transient, and passive, as frequently there is an experience of being

grasped by a superior power.

In the UK it was Sir Alister Hardy who began the research into

religious experience. A Darwinian biologist who lived from 

“No peace among the nations without 
peace among the world religions.

No peace among the religions without 
dialogue among the religions.”

Pursuit
Mystical...
IN of the
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1896 -1985, Hardy had an illustrious career in mainstream science

with a knighthood for his services to the fishing industry. In his last

academic post, Hardy was the Linacre Professor of Zoology at

Oxford. However, throughout his life he maintained that humans were

by nature spiritual animals and was intent on closing the gap between

science and religion. In this he succeeded, being awarded the

Templeton Prize for progress in religion at the end of his life.

Hardy said, 

“Religion, this feeling of contact with a Great Power beyond the self, seems

to be some fundamental feature in the natural history of man.”2

He considered the findings of anthropologists who have, in fact, not

yet found a civilization without some recognition of a power beyond

the human being, something ‘other’ to which humans relate, and

which they revere. Hardy thought of religious experience as a natural

phenomenon of evolutionary value. He felt

that in exploring their environment, 

humans had become aware of something

beyond it, a transcendent presence which

met them in a different way from their

everyday experience. In other words, 

Hardy believed that spirituality was a natural

part of consciousness. 

The definition of religious or spiritual

experience given by Sir Alister Hardy was, 

“A deep awareness of a benevolent 

non-physical power which appears to be partly

or wholly beyond, and far greater than, the

individual self.”  

Hardy collected accounts of the spiritual experiences of ordinary

people, searching for experiences related to the spiritual side of life

but not to formal religion. He placed adverts in the religious press,

but met with a disappointing lack of response. So he turned to the

secular newspapers, The Guardian, Observer, Times and Daily Mail.

There, after a short article or example of a spiritual experience, 

he posed what is now known as ‘The Hardy Question’:

‘Have you ever been aware of or influenced by a presence or

power, whether you call it God or not, which is different from

your everyday self?’

There was an overwhelming response to his appeal, as readers sent

in about 3000 accounts of experiences they had never dared share

with anyone before, for fear of being thought abnormal. This was the

beginning of what is now an archive of about 6,000 accounts held at

the Religious Experience Research Centre at the University of  Wales

Trinity Saint David in Lampeter. 

The archive contains accounts of many different kinds of religious

and spiritual experience – visions, speaking in tongues, synchronicity,

spiritual healing and experiences around death: End of Life, 

Near-Death Experiences and After-Death Communication. 

Often we are unaware that people have spiritual experiences as

they rarely talk about them. yet despite that, those experiences often

have a profound effect on their lives. Some people are led to an

exploration of religion but many simply accept the spiritual value 

of the experience in their lives, which are often transformed for 

the better.

Here’s an example, 

“I find it difficult to describe my experience, only to say that it seems to

be outside of me and enormous and yet at the same time I am part of it,

everything is. It is purely personal and helps me to live and love others. It is

difficult to describe, but in some way because of this feeling I feel united to

all people, to all living things. Of recent years the feeling has become so

strong that I am now training to become a social

worker because I find that I must help people: 

in some way I feel their unhappiness as 

my own.”

Relating this to religious traditions - the

various traditions of the world may be seen

as resulting from the profound, revelatory

experiences of their founders (perhaps

better considered as mediators of the divine

to the human). The Buddha perceiving the

origin and cure for suffering through

meditation; Moses receiving the Law; Jesus’

experience of God as Father and subsequent

crucifixion and resurrection; Muhammad

receiving the Qur’an; Guru Nanak’s experience leading to the

establishment of the Sikh tradition. 

Within religious traditions there have been those who experienced

their central truths more profoundly, the mystics. They reveal the 

light of wisdom and the heart of love at the core of each. 

Mystical experiences may come after specific practice, and most

religious traditions have mystical branches and techniques associated

with them. Their experiences take the mystics beyond the boundaries

of their tradition, sometimes revealing greater depths of

understanding of doctrine, but often moving beyond the teachings.

Although usually trained within their specific religious traditions, 

the mystics have frequently found themselves on the margins when

their extraordinary experiences became known. Their revelations did

not always conform to received doctrine and in fact, the medieval

theologian and mystic Meister Eckhart was condemned by the

church. yet mystics in all traditions are often innovators, who can offer

a deeper understanding of faith and they may find themselves nearer

to each other than to the more rigid among their fellow religionists. 

Hardy believed 
that spirituality 

was a natural part
of consciousness. 
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One of the fundamental questions when considering mysticism is

whether mystical experience is the result of lengthy spiritual

preparation, thus ultimately rooted within a specific religious tradition,

or whether it is beyond doctrine and essentially one transcendent

experience, whether experienced as a Christian, Jew, Hindu, Buddhist

or non-believer?

In the 19th century, Sri Ramakrishna, an almost illiterate Hindu who

lived near Calcutta explored the mystical experience at the heart of

three religions - Hinduism, Islam and Christianity. He concluded that

they were the same. In his view God had made many religions to suit

the needs of different times and places. He saw the different religions

as paths to the same ultimate truth, that of God-consciousness and

drew followers of many religious traditions, as all were able to relate

to his experiences: 

“The substance is one under different names, and everyone is seeing the

same substance: only climate, temperament and name create differences.

Let each man follow his own path. If he sincerely and ardently wishes to

know God, peace be unto him, he will surely realize him.”

Aldous Huxley wrote of the essential message found in all

traditions at the beginning of The Perennial Philosophy and Alister Hardy

quoted it at the end of The Spiritual Nature of Man,

‘Philosophia perennis – the phrase was coined by Leibniz; but the thing

– the metaphysic that recognizes a divine Reality substantial to the world

of things and minds and lives; the psychology that finds in the soul something

similar to, or even identical with, divine Reality; the ethic that places man’s

final end in the knowledge of the immanent and transcendent Ground of

all being – the thing is immemorial and universal.’

Such an understanding links all religions in a shared quest for a truth

beyond them all. It is reflected in the spiritual experiences of people

who begin to see the world as one and who grow in love and

compassion – just what we need in this day and age when there are

so many threats to peace and to the survival of the natural world.

Marianne Rankin is Director of Communications for the Alister Hardy Trust, she writes and gives talks on spirituality and leads Quiet Days

1 Ibid. p.293.
2 Hardy (1965) p.274.

Have you ever been aware of 
or influenced by a presence 

or power, whether you call it 
God or not, which is different 

from your everyday self?
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faith, sexuality & gender identity

Margaret Mead
Cultural Anthropologist, 1901 - 1978 

Never doubt that a small group 
of thoughtful, committed citizens

can change the world; 
indeed, it’s the only thing 

that ever has.

Never doubt that a small group 
of thoughtful, committed citizens

can change the world; 
indeed, it’s the only thing 

that ever has.
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Not only are empathy and compassion important to use
individually, but also socially, as we live in groups. This feature of 
our common humanity explains why the embodiment of empathy,
the “Golden Rule” (treat others as you would wish to be treated 
if you were them) has appeared in some form in almost every
religion or ethical philosophy at least since Confucius, Buddha,
the ancient Hebrews and the ancient Greeks. Coupled with the
available evidence, the Golden Rule is the key tool in deciding 
which way forward will minimise suffering and maximise well-being
in the future.

But it can be difficult to apply objectively as we all view the 
world through the prism of our culture, beliefs and upbringing. 
That means we should be willing to allow our views on what 
is right and wrong to evolve as we become more enlightened 
– gay marriage is an obvious example of that happening. 
Humanists can claim an advantage here, as we do not need 
to worry about reconciling an evolving moral view with a 
fixed scripture.  

So is there an opportunity to increase overall human well-being
in our approach to gender identity? In this country, the law is not
too bad: the Gender Recognition Act 2004 enables people legally
to change gender; and among the “protected characteristics” under
the Equality Act 2010 is “gender reassignment”, covering people
who: intend to transition (whether or not involving hormone
therapy or surgery), are transitioning, or have transitioned.

hroughout its 120-year existence, the British Humanist
Association has been supportive of gay people, 
and humanist celebrants have been conducting 

same-sex partnership ceremonies for decades. LGBT Humanists, 
an incorporated section of the BHA, includes transgender and
bisexual people under its umbrella.  

But let’s go back to basics. Humanism is not a faith or a religion,
it does not have a scripture or religious authority, and encourages
free thinking. So anyone who claims to give “the” humanist view
on this or other topics is on dodgy ground and all I can do is give
a personal view. On the other hand, there are a few things most
humanists would agree on and which, I think, characterise a
humanist world view: 

•  Science and evidence provide the best way to understand
   the universe. On that basis, this is our one life, and there 
   is no evidence for a deity or “super-natural” realm.

•   As human animals, we have emotions and subjective 
   experiences which, through our relationships, arts and 
   culture, enrich our lives and enable us to create meaning 
   and purpose. 

•   We have evolved an ability to empathise and feel 
   compassion, which give us an understanding of what 
   is right and wrong, and our actions should be guided 
   by their effects on people and the consequences for 
   society and the world. 

“It is important as we feel our way through this new 

territory that political correctness, or fear of causing offence, 

should not prevent difficult questions being addressed.”

Finding MeaningFinding Meaning
and Purposeand Purpose in Evidencein Evidence
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But suffering in this area comes from two sources. Firstly, there
is the medical condition now known as “gender dysphoria”,
which is the distress caused by a mismatch between someone’s
biological sex and their gender identity. Secondly, there is distress
caused by the mismatch between our society’s norms and
expectations and the reality that, for some people, gender is clearly
and simply defined – a challenge to traditional assumptions not
only about sexuality but also what are seen as gender-specific roles 
and activities. 

Getting a fix on the size of the trans population is difficult. 
In 2012, the Equalities and Human Rights
Commission (EHRC) ran a trial survey
which suggested that around 1% of people 
(1.4% born male, 0.6% born female) “had
gone through any part of a process (including
thoughts or actions) to change their gender”. 
The Gender Identity Research and
Education Society (GIRES) reckon that
about 20% of these are likely to seek
medical help at some stage. 

A Trans Research Review carried out for

the EHRC in 2009 reported studies showing

discrimination and transphobia in a wide

range of areas: 64% of FtM (female to 

male) and 44% of MtF people reported harassment at school; over

50% suffered discrimination and harassment at work; 73% had

experienced transphobic abuse in public; 37% said they were

excluded from family events and had family members who no longer

spoke to them; problems accessing the “right” changing facilities in

leisure facilities and shops were common - many simply avoided using

the facilities altogether. Shockingly, a 2014 survey by Pace, a mental

health charity, reported that 48% of trans people under 26 said they 

had attempted suicide. That compares with about 6% of 16 to 

24-year-olds in the general population. 

Beneath the statistics are real people, such as Leelah/Josh Alcorn,

from Ohio, who killed herself in 2014 aged 17. Her suicide note,

posted on line, said “I feel like a girl trapped in a boy’s body, and I’ve felt

that way ever since I was 4”. Sadly her case was made worse by her

parents’ fundamentalist beliefs and their attempt at conversion

therapy. Here in Britain there was Vicky Thompson, who had lived as

female since her teens and killed herself aged 21 in 2015 when she

was serving a 12-month prison sentence and was sent to a prison

for men.

What can and should be done? Some of the answers are obvious:

raising awareness, adapting laws and regulations to take into account

the best evidence; challenging prejudice in others; identifying and

challenging prejudice in ourselves; being kind to people who 

are different. 

But it is not quite as simple as it seems. For a start, the evidence is

still developing. For example, at the moment it looks as if many

children with even severe gender dysphoria find that, by the time

they are sexually mature, they are comfortable with the bodies they

were born with, often finding they are homosexual or bisexual. 

But clearly some – like Leelah/Josh Alcorn -

do not. It is genuinely difficult. The NHS

approach is to offer a range of treatments,

but usually to limit hormonal treatments for

under-17s to those that are fully reversible.

There are relatively new and complex

issues here. The lack of nuance and goodwill

encouraged by social media is not helping

resolve them. That is a shame.  As Helen

Lewis says in an article in the New

Statesman: “There are hard questions that we

need to address”.  One of her examples is:

“Should trans women who have gone through

puberty as boys be allowed to compete in women’s sports and are cis 

(non-transgendered) women who do not want to compete against 

them bigots?”

It is important as we feel our way through this new territory that

political correctness, or fear of causing offence, should not prevent

difficult questions being addressed. While there are no easy answers,

there are simple principles we can apply in considering them: stick to

the evidence, apply the Golden Rule, look for the outcome giving 

the greatest well-being overall. Be kind.

Beneath the
statistics are 
real people

 

Jeremy Rodell is Trustee of the British Humanist Association and co-founder and Chair of South West London Humanists. 
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Identities
Merging

tonewall is Britain’s leading charity for lesbian, gay, 
bi-sexual and transgender equality. We are working to 
create a world where every single person can be accepted

without exception.
Faith communities are an incredibly important part of this work

and we have supported many faith organisations and groups in their
efforts to ensure that every lesbian, gay, bi-sexual and transgender
person feels accepted and included. LGBT people of faith face
significant challenges including “double discrimination” from both
the faith and LGBT communities. Many say they censor their LGBT
status in front of their religious friends, and censor their faith in
front of their LGBT friends.

This forces LGBT people of faith into an impossible position 
of having to choose between their LGBT identity and their 
faith identity. 

In February last year, Stonewall held a multi-faith seminar to
platform the voices of LGBT people of faith, and ensure
communities knew where to seek support. During this seminar it
was highlighted that LGBT people of faith are often invisible, 
both in terms of the media and in religious institutions.

To overcome this, Stonewall is delivering a free ‘Role Model
Programme’ specifically for people of faith, to empower them to
step up and be visible in their communities. The programme will
equip people with the tools and confidence to connect with,
influence and enable others to be themselves and achieve their full
potential. It will create a space where people can explore what
being an LGBT role model in faith communities means, and how
they can help make equality a reality for everyone.

   
   

   
    
  

   
   

   
    
  

LGBT people of faith face significant challenges including 
“double discrimination” from both the faith and LGBT communities.
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Michelle Booth is Head of Projects and Programmes at Stonewall

The Seminar ‘Stonewall Faith Role Models’ takes place on 14 February 2017. For more information and to apply,
please visit http://www.stonewall.org.uk/faith-role-models

““
““LGBT people of 

faith are often 
invisible, both in 

terms of the media 
and in religious

institutions.

LGBT people of 
faith are often 

invisible, both in 
terms of the media 

and in religious
institutions.

Acceptance without exception
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have been working in the interfaith sector alongside being part 

of the LGBT community my whole adult life. For a long time, 

my work/personal life was split down these lines; I did not dare

mention faith and belief in an LGBT setting, or sexuality and gender

identity in an interfaith setting. But this is changing; that this magazine,

which promotes inter-religious dialogue around the world, asked me

to write on this topic is another inspiring example of how we are

moving forward on this.

I am currently working as  Operations & Volunteer

Manager  at  3FF  (Three Faiths Forum),  one of the UK’s leading

interfaith organisations. Set up 20 years ago specifically to bring

together Christian, Muslim and Jewish faith communities, we now

work with 12,000 people a year of all faiths and beliefs, 

both religious and non-religious. I also volunteer as a trustee for

the LGBT Consortium, the national membership organisation for

LGB&T voluntary and community organisations, providing support

to groups, projects and organisations who deliver direct services and

campaigns for LGBT people. Always passionate about equality and

diversity, particularly in relation to faith, interfaith and LGBT issues, 

I previously worked at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue leading a

research project on using social media to tackle intolerance and

inspire social change. 

At 3FF, we run programmes in schools, universities and 

community spaces, with people from a wide range of faith and 

belief backgrounds, creating safe spaces to talk about different

identities. But crucially, we ask people to bring their whole identity

to our work – which means that rather than avoiding issues such as

gender and sexuality, we embrace them.

So when I speak in schools at a 3FF workshop, I tell the young

people about what being Jewish means to me. But I also tell them

about living in London with my girlfriend, and about growing up in

the north of England, and about life before the internet and

smartphones. The first time I told my story to a class full of young

people, I was nervous about how they would react. But I need not

have been, it turned out that they were more shocked by the idea

of a world without Facebook and mobile phones, than by the fact I

am Jewish and gay.

Early last year I was involved in organising 3FF’s first LGBT-themed

workshop to mark LGBT History month, which, for 2016, 

was themed Religion, Belief and Philosophy. We listened to stories

from people with a variety of different backgrounds and experiences; 

a spectrum of LGB&T identities and a range of religious and 

non-religious beliefs. Their reflections were inspiring, emotive and

complex, but most importantly, they were original and unique

These approaches to interfaith and diversity work illustrate an

understanding that identity is complex, and that people need to be

able to be themselves, completely. I am constantly inspired by my

colleagues and the work we are doing at these organisations,

providing opportunities for people to express their identity fully,

without censoring any part of themselves. 

A greater emphasis on initiatives such as these is essential if we 

are to create a more inclusive and positive society for all.  

Hannah’s career in interfaith began with her work as Community Development Officer at Kirklees Faiths Forum, an organisation which works to build
interfaith relations and improve community cohesion in Kirklees in Yorkshire. She has a BA (Hons) (International) in Philosophy and Religious Studies 
from Leeds University, where her studies included Moral Philosophy, Philosophy of Religion, Buddhism, Islam, the Hebrew Scriptures, Multiculturalism, 
and Muslims in Modern Britain.  As part of her degree, she studied abroad for a year at the University of South Carolina.

to who they are as human beings. Our sexuality, gender and beliefs

are all crucial and indispensable aspects of our individual identities 

– but they are not, in themselves, the full story.  

At the LGBT Consortium’s annual conference this year, a fellow

trustee and Director of Trade Sexual Health ran a session on

intersectionality, and the work he does with South Asian LGBT

communities in Leicester. The service offers support, advocacy and

guidance for those whose life is affected by their sexuality or gender

identity, taking into consideration specific South Asian cultural and/or

religious backgrounds. There is a monthly social group, support for

friends and families, and one-to-one support guidance.

“Our sexuality, gender and beliefs are all 
crucial and indispensable aspects of  our
individual identities – but they are not, 
in themselves, the full story.”

To find out more and get involved, visit:
www.3ff.org.uk or www.lgbtconsortium.org.uk

“They were more shocked by the idea of  a 
world without Facebook and mobile phones, 

than by the fact I am Jewish and gay”
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ome time ago, I was asked to provide a service for an individual

who had completed the transition from female to male and

had a burning desire to be “presented to God” with his new

identity, and a new name.  This was a very new challenge for me

and I wanted to be as affirming as I could, and so I devised a short

order of service which contained elements of the “Re-Affirmation of

Baptismal  Vows” in which a person is reminded of the vows made at

a baptism service, and renews their commitment to living their life as

a Christian in the world today. 

Although the short and simple service I proposed was in no way

revolutionary or shocking, it was still a bit of a novelty for the Church

of England, which likes to take its time to think about innovations. 

But with the permission of our bishop, who was content that the

service was true to the Christian faith, I proceeded to take the service

for the individual who had first asked for it. 

I was aware of people who had made the very hard decision to

transition from male to female or from female to male, and that 

this decision, once taken, had very serious implications for the life of

that individual. How they would relate to family and friends, as well

as work colleagues and the wider public, was a cause of grave

concern. But as I considered the people who made such a request, 

I quickly came to the view that the Church (acting in the name of

Jesus Christ) had to do its best to respond as Jesus would have

responded. And as to how Jesus responded to all who asked for his

help - Jesus responded with unconditional love. People who go

through the process of transitioning, often with painful surgical

procedures, need support and affirmation every step of the way of

their journey to becoming who they really are. It is my belief, as a

visibly dog-collared representative of the Church, that it is our

responsibility to show Christ’s love for all people when they most 

I believe it is our responsibility to 

show Christ’s love for all people 

when they most need it...
“ “

a Service of

for Trans People

AffirmationAffirmation
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The Revd Chris Newlands is Vicar of Lancaster 

One of England’s Greater Churches
A Welcoming, Inclusive Church serving the people of Lancaster 

www.lancasterpriory.org

LANCASTER
PRIORY

need it – and as transition is such a key time in the life of an individual,

that love is most needed right then. Not judgement, not a conditional

response, but God’s unconditional love, shown by those who are seen

to be his people in the world today. 

For this reason, I will be bringing a motion to the General Synod

of the Church of England, the governing body of our church – 

that we move towards a formal liturgy to show how much they 

are loved by God at this crucial time of their lives, so that they

may feel that God knows them in their new identity, and with 

a new name. Because names are important! Few of us get to 

choose our names – our parents often have a lot to answer for, 

especially when someone finds that their parents have gone for a

non-traditional choice which can lead to some mockery at school

and beyond. But when a person transitions and chooses a new name

for themselves, that name will often have a huge significance – and to

be (re)introduced to God with this name is a very meaningful

ceremony, enabling that personal relationship with God to be at the

most profound level possible. “Hello, God, it’s me, Anna” is a

wonderful way of beginning a prayer. Of course, God knows who we

are at our most deep level, but that is all summed up in the name by

which God knows us. 

So I hope that the Church of England will move forward and

authorise a liturgy by which people after transition may be known 

to God by their name, and feel the importance of that relationship

of a loving parent and child, unshakable in love, connected at the 

most profound level: and forever connected by that knowing, and

being known, and loved, despite our flaws, our faults and our foibles

– because God knows that we are his children, created and loved

from the beginning of time to grow, and to change and to develop

into the fullness of life in all its wonderful, rainbow diversity. 

“Hello,
God, it’s me,

Anna.”
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he hope that the world can be changed for the better’ will

perhaps be the most lasting legacy of Sir Sigmund Sternberg’s

unfailing support for so many interfaith organisations. 

‘There is an enormous reservoir of goodwill and creative energy 

in our faith communities which, if we harness it, can set our 

world free from its present agony’ he wrote.1 The tragedies of the

twentieth century could not dent his optimism. When he received

the Templeton Award, Sir Sigmund said: “Despite the Shoah, 

despite My-Lai, despite Rwanda, despite many horrors God’s

creatures have visited upon each other in His name, I share Sir John’s

optimism in human progress.’2 Writing this on the day that 

Aleppo has been finally recaptured by the Syrian army, with so many

civilians killed in the process, and when the Disaster Appeal for the

starving people of Yemen has had to be launched, his example

encourages me to continue to hope that change for the better is

possible. He was convinced that for this to happen, the coming

together of people of faith and active co-operation of interfaith bodies

was essential. 

Sigi, as he was known to his many friends,  escaped from Hungary

to Britain as a teenager, just before the start of World War II. He made

a fortune from dealing in scrap metal, but even then, as a thirty-year

old, he told his sister Suzi that making money was not an end in itself.

‘My money must aim to help people of different religions to respect

and understand each other… We must achieve knowledge and trust

to eliminate the hatred that can result in war… Everything I will do

and achieve, and any decorations I may get, will have this sole aim for

me.’3 He certainly was pleased to receive many decorations, but he

saw them and his money as a way to gain influence for the cause that

was closest to his heart.

His interfaith work began when he became Hon. Treasurer of the

Council of Christians and Jews (CCJ), just before I became Director.

It was an exciting time as - following Nostra Aetate - churches,

repudiating centuries of anti-Jewish teaching, began to recognise that

Jesus was a faithful Jew and that God’s covenant with the Jewish

people had never been revoked. Seeing that it was important for all

Christians to be aware of these dramatic changes, he helped the

International Council of Christians and Jews, establish branches in

many more countries. He also made sure that the Sternberg Centre

for Judaism made dialogue one of its priorities. The award of a Papal

Knighthood was an affirmation of his work, which included arranging

the first visit of a Pope to the Synagogue in Rome.

Increasingly aware of the need for a dialogue that involved all

religions he became a Vice-President of the World Congress of Faiths,

attended the first modern Parliament of the World Religions in

Chicago in 1993 and championed Hans Küng’s efforts to promote a

Global Ethic. ‘If we can agree on a global ethic, if we can create an

emblem that says “I share your values and I care”, … then the

adherents of faiths … anywhere on this globe can raise a hand in a

gesture of Shalom.’4

Sir Sigmund also saw a growing need to involve Muslims and with

the support of Zaki Badawi, and myself, the Three Faiths Forum was

founded in 1997. The catastrophic events of 9/11 and the London

bombings made the work even more urgent and 3FF arranged

meetings at which speakers from the three religions denounced

killing in the name of God as a crime against God and humanity. 

To Sigi’s delight, 3FF has grown rapidly and now does important

educational work among people of all religions and of none. 

Perhaps Sir Sigmund’s greatest achievement was convincing 

many business and political leaders that interfaith co-operation 

was not just for the religious but vital for the future of the world. 

For example, the Three Faiths Forum convened an annual gathering

of ambassadors at St James’ Palace to urge them to make interfaith

a priority. Sir Sigmund argued that the United Nations should have

an advisory body of faith leaders and persuaded the World Economic

Forum to invite them to the Davos gatherings. ‘Religious traditions,’

WEF recognised,’ have a unique contribution to offer … particularly

in emphasising human values and the spiritual and moral dimension

of economic and political life.’5

Sir Sigmund’s vision and energy knew no limits. He and his wife

Lady Hazel Sternberg, who was unfailing in her support for Sigi’s

work, had a great gift for friendship both with the famous and the

less well known. Rabbi Ron Kronish, Director of the Interreligious 

Co-ordinating Council in Israel, described him as a ‘simple, sweet,

loving and gentle soul.’6 His wide sympathies included support for

Harold Wilson’s Labour government, for the Royal College of 

Speech Therapists and for Cruse. 

Perhaps Sir Sigmund’s own words best summarise his life. 

‘Bringing people together, bringing religions together, bringing nations

together – that has been my obsession and also my pleasure.’7

‘

Photo courtesy of: Three Faiths Forum

1   Yes to a Global Ethic, ed Hans Küng, SCM 1996, p 106
2 Quoted by Emma Klein, sir Sigmund Sternberg, The Knight with Many Hats,  Vallentine Mitchell, 
  2012, p.145

3  p.225
4   p.145
5   p. 174
6 p.xi
7  p.202 

Revd Dr Marcus Braybrooke is a Joint-President of the World Congress of
Faiths and Co-Founder of the Three Faiths Forum and is the author of many
books on religions and spirituality 

‘Bringing people together 
- my obsession and my pleasure.’

A tribute to Sir Sigmund Sternberg
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herself. She would have brushed that spotlight away. So the idea 

was born to take the number of her years and find “100 Women

of Spirit,” women who had served their communities in a variety

of ways in differing fields. This was not to be the top 100, simply 100

representing a much wider community of women who support the

fabric of society and deliver change, often with trailblazing ideas and

initiatives but are largely unrecognised.  And with the BKWSU being

the largest (and probably only) global spiritual organisation led by

women, this was an opportunity to celebrate women in leadership

roles. Our other criteria was that, like Dadi and her mission to be

an instrument for God, their lives had been guided by spirit and their

work accomplished by using their spiritual inner compass to achieve

their vision. We did just that on May 14th when we had almost half

of our nominated 100 women awardees attend a ceremony in

London. Some of them described it later as “the best day of my life!”

Igniting the Flame

May 2016 gathering

n Saturday 14th May 2016, I took part in a magical day

that was created to honour Dadi Janki, the centenarian

head of the Brahma Kumaris World Spiritual University

(BKWSU). Apart from the fact she is an incredible leader and role

model, it is quite unbelievable that she is still working in her global

role at age 100. (And global it is with her 49,000 frequent flyer miles

clocked up last year!). I was invited to join a team at the BK UK

headquarters to help create something that would be a tribute and

celebrate her near century of service … we know of stories where

she offered comfort to the sick from the age of four, apparently a

child prodigy in terms of caring and healing. So yes, it is almost 100

years of being of service, a mother and server to the world. 

At the outset it was decided that offering our thanks to Dadi and

sharing her accomplishments with others would be better focused

on the people who have been inspired by her rather than Dadi
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You cannot be 
what you cannot see

How did we find those 100 women?  Well, in truth it was not so easy.

The trouble with highlighting those that have evaded the spotlight is

that they are not going to be so visible. We decided to cast our net

across the UK and ask all of the members of the Spiritual University

and who run the centres, who they had noticed

and found inspiring. Starting 8 months before, 

we sent out a brief and then names started to

pour in. We considered the different fields of law,

education, social justice, healthcare, mental health,

women’s empowerment, prison service, politics,

social change, spirituality, religion, policing,

community work …. we really wanted to cover

the whole of society and particularly areas that are

off the radar of most people.

We asked: “Who stands out in your community

as a woman who inspires others in the way that Dadi has inspired

you?”.  We were defining “Women of Spirit” as:

After many many discussions and research inside our judging panel

we concluded our first ever list of unsung heroines who were to have

their praises sung …at last.  And so it came to be that 100 letters were

sent out. Some of the women were actually well-known having already

had an OBE, national recognition as a member of the House of Lords,

or become high profile through their work. Many had laboured

tirelessly for years without anyone outside their community seeing

their efforts as being of particular value. But we used our eyes to see

them … we held up a different prism so that what matters deeply

could come into view.

It was planned that Dadi Janki would be at the event and personally

hand out the award certificates that she had signed but at the last

minute, a bout of ill-health kept Dadi in India. 

Her absence gave us a heightened reason to

celebrate her and reassure her that a new

generation of women are indeed taking her baton

and are moving out into the world with

determination and compassion.

To us Dadi Janki is a Trailblazer, having left India

in 1974 speaking no English, but with a vision and

courage to bring the spiritual messages of the east

to a more consumer-focused western world. 

To say that she was ahead of her time is an

understatement. Dadi is an incredible example of a Vision-Holderwho

inspired thousands to create a global movement of meditation and self

awareness programmes from just a handful of enthusiasts in London.

With centres in 120 countries in just over 40 years that is an amazing

achievement of her vision. Dadi as a Community Builder ensured

growth of the organisation from a tiny handful of people who were

nurtured by her careful tending.  And finally, Dadi’s ability and special

gifts for caring for others, listening and encouraging people ensured

her role as Sustainer enabled the spiritual organisation would thrive,

not just survive.

The 100 Women of Spirit are examples of one or more of these

categories that guided us in our choice: Trailblazer, Vision-Holder,
Community-Builder and Sustainer. This is what women do so well

in the world to make society function healthily and bring the social

change that communities are crying out for.

You cannot be what you cannot see, so this inaugural roll call of 

trail-blazing women of spirit will serve to highlight the important role

women are already playing in the world and inspire other women to

step forward, even with the tiniest and seemingly insignificant initiative

they can bring change.

• Women who are able to act for the greater good,
      not just benefitting themselves, but bringing benefit, 
      upliftment or inspiration to others.

•  They are working through the qualities of love,
      compassion, kindness, innovation, open heartedness 
      and the ability to see the inter-connection of all things.

•  They are motivated by something both within
      themselves and from beyond themselves.

•  They are resilient in the face of difficulties, stay focused 
      on their task and inspire others to do the same.

Dadi is an
incredible

example of a
Vision-Holder

had improved significantly and she had been able to travel to the UK.
It was expected that Dadi’s appearance with the group would be
brief, and that she might not have much energy to participate in the
ceremony. Not at all. Now aged 100 3/4  Dadi was alert, vibrant,

WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP • Gina Lazenby
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everal women nominees were not able to attend the inaugural
Awards presentation in May, and so another special event was
organised in August, and I am delighted to say that this time we

were joined by Dadi Janki herself. Quite unbelievably Dadi’s well-being
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Gina Lazenby •WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP

“If not me, then who?
If not now, then when?

“

engaged, spirited and joyful. She even danced to the music of 
Abba’s “Dancing Queen” - to the absolute delight of everyone
gathered.  That in itself was a joyous sight, to see a spiritual leader
being so playful. 

During this second ceremony which Dadi was able to witness and
enjoy first hand, I shared with the audience something about Dadi's
ongoing presence and influence in my life even when I’m not with her.
If at any time I am feeling less than resourceful, or not in the best
state to face a challenge, I ask myself: “What would Dadi do? What
would her wise counsel be, how would she like me to react to this?”
So even though the opportunities to spend time with her are rare, 
I always carry my “inner Dadi” with me as a continual source of
wisdom and comfort. Many of those present had their own
reflections on the inspiring role Dadi has played in their life, and it
was wonderful that Dadi was there to hear these.

Once again it was joyous to spend time with such an inspiring
group of women, and the awardees enjoyed getting to know each

other more; resolving to stay in touch so that we can all benefit from
the gifts that we each bring to the world. Further community events
are planned so that we can continue this legacy of recognising and
honouring women of courage and vision.

Many of those present feel that a flame has been ignited and an
unstoppable movement has begun: an emphasis on the qualities 
of feminine ‘spirit inspired’ leadership now being fully expressed 
as Women of Spirit step forward - a visible presence in guiding
humanity forward. In the words of one of our Women of Spirit:

Gina Lazenby is the Producer & Host of The Rise of the Feminine Radio; a Women's Advocate, writer on Feminine Leadership; best-selling author on healthy
living; award-winning Marketer;  author on feminine wisdom.

August 2016 gathering
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n the midst of the increasing chasm of discord and misunderstanding that exists between the
creeds and cultures of the Middle East and the West, CARAVAN presented ‘THE KEY’ exhibition
at St. James’s Church Piccadilly, London.
THE KEY was an East-West contemporary art exhibition showcasing the work of 40 premier

and emerging Egyptian, Middle Eastern and Western artists using the world’s most ancient symbol
of harmony and pluralism, the Egyptian Ankh; the hieroglyph that reads “life” as a message of hope
for a harmonious, peaceful and tolerant world. Today, the Ankh is globally recognized as invoking
the tolerance of diversity as existed in Ancient Egypt. 

With the Ankh often referred to as ‘The Key of Life’, 
the participating artists used a modern 3D fiberglass portrayal
of the Ankh, 1.20m in height, to highlight what they saw as the
‘key’ to us all living in a harmonious world, with the goal of
engendering peace among peoples of different cultural
heritages and faith backgrounds.

Designed to grab the imagination, THE KEY sought to
inspire its viewers to play a part in shaping our world into
one, where understanding and compassion are
valued above all; a world that inherently respects
and honours diversity.

THE KEY was a travelling exhibition that
opened last March in Cairo, Egypt on the banks
of the Nile, before being showcased at St. James’s
Piccadilly from 15th June through to the 15th of
August. THE KEY then travelled to New York where it has been
exhibited at the majestic Riverside Church, built by John D.
Rockefeller Jr, a stronghold of peace activism over the decades.  

This cultural endeavour, with the Ankh at its heart
presented an incredible opportunity to unite people of
different backgrounds and to show the world the importance
of embracing diversity.

Harmony
UNLOCKED

2016 CARAVAN Exhibition of Art
THE KEY

Guirguis Bekhit - ‘Untitled’

Language of art • Paul-Gordon Chandler 

Paul-Gordon Chandler is Founder and President of CARAVAN
Dr. Reda Abdel Rahman is Sculptor of the Ankh form  
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Mohamed Negm 
- ‘Humans in the Key of Life’

Mohamed Negm
- ‘Humans in the Key of Life’

“We are all Human II”. Humans hoping for hope, for
harmonious understanding; still “Learning to Walk”. The Ankh
is represented as the symbol of life, with (Nile) water as a
source of regeneration and new beginnings. Ancient Egyptian
influences inform the Key, in the use of Egyptian Blue (Lapis
Lazuli / Ultramarine), yellows, greens, purples and patterns
inspired by Ancient Egyptian art, such as the tomb of
Ramses. The Lotus flower reaches outwards, representing
renewal, as do the illuminating symbolic sun rays from the
Aten period of Akhenaten’s and Nefertiti’s rule replacing
many mythical Egyptian Gods with One. The movement of
the brushstrokes are purposely painted to give a sense of
energy, the figures moving towards the future. The aim is to
project a semblance of hope, the natural togetherness of
humans through our shared societal
human condition and struggle – the
desire for newness and to simply
live and appreciate life.

 ‘Surely the fruit cannot say to the root “Be like me, ripe and
full and ever giving of your abundance”. For to the fruit giving
is a need, as receiving is a need to the root.’ - Khalil Gibran (in
The Prophet, ‘Good and Evil’)

- ‘Untitled’

Fatma Abdel Rahman
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Language of art • Paul-Gordon Chandler 

Elizabeth Bolza 
- ‘Syncretic Ankh’

Ahmed Al Bahrani 
- ‘A Wall of Baghdad’

The movement of the brushstrokes are purposely painted to give 
a sense of energy, the figures moving towards the future.

Mahfouz Salib Bestowrous
- ‘The Unique United’

Mohamed Negm



Guirguis Bekhit 
- ‘Untitled’
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Paul-Gordon Chandler • Language of art 

Imagery includes the Sinode, the Bismillah, the menorah, 
the Jerusalem cross, elements of old maps of the Holy Land, 
‘Our Father’ in Aramaic, early Jewish frescos, searching hands and
two quotes in Arabic by Khalil Gibran  - translation: 
“I love you my brother, whoever you are – whether you worship
in a church, kneel in your temple, or pray in your mosque. For you
and I are children of one faith and that is the Spirit.”      
“And he closed his eyes and prayed in the silence of his soul.” 
- Khalil Gibran

The Key of Life elicits all the aspects of visual art, merging the
various aspects of organic, geometric and the symbolic. 
Pharaonic writing and prayers by Akhenaton add a historical and
spiritual value while the Egyptian girl’s face, which calls for love,
peace and hope ties together and interacts with all the elements
in a visual dialogue that increases the expressive strength of
the piece.

- ‘Syncretic Ankh’

Elisabeth Bolza

- ‘Untitled’

Guirguis Bekhit

The Lotus flower and the Papyrus - north and south - and the
Nile running through ... planting life in the desert ... watering love
and peace in the hearts of the offspring to blossom a faith that
bonds their earthly lives with heaven ... and creating a great
civilization that witnesses how the Egyptians sanctify life. The Lotus,
the Papyrus and the Key of Life: symbols of the Egyptian Greatness.

- ‘The Unique United’

Mahfouz Salib Bestowrous

Born in Babylon, Iraq, the artist lives and works between Sweden
and Qatar. He writes: Babylon, with her legends and holy books,
was my support during  my exile. I bore her with me in
my belongings and my history… I bore the music of my injured
city and the pain of its inhabitants in my veins….There is nowhere
more beautiful than its deserts, its forbidden fruits, its sad and
wearying dreams….

- ‘A Wall of Baghdad’

Ahmed Al Bahrani
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Language of art • Paul-Gordon Chandler 

At a time of deepening prejudice and intolerance between East
and West, much of my work highlights the urgent need for
interfaith, respect and cultural exchange. In this particular case I
have sought to express the integration of faith by focusing on the
future (children) through the use of the timeless and ancient. 
This Ankh depicts children at play, conveying a sense of wonder,
curiosity and innocence, against a background of day/light that gives
way to night/darkness.The children play with ancient symbols, many
of which allude to concepts shared by all faiths. Most notably
amongst these are the Alpha and Omega, the Baha’i Star
(representative of the unity of religion and humankind) and the
Ankh symbol upon which this sculpture is based. I have also
depicted the ‘N’, or ن in solidarity with persecuted Christians
across the Middle East. 

It is my belief that these symbols come from one beginning.
Through the ages the division in our understanding of such lies in
our choice of interpretation. In this piece, I urge the viewer to
consider the beginning, through the universal innocence of a child
and the shared applicability of such symbols, and the hope for the
unity of humankind and religion that this could imply.

- ‘Hatmehi’Ahmed Saber
My inspiration for this project stems from ancient Egypt and

incorporates the highly symbolic figure of ‘The Fish’. While the fish
is of great significance for Christians it also represents grace and
prosperity and evokes the spirit of Egyptian folk art. I have used it
in this context as a reminder and connection with the pure natural
world, in a time of fast-paced technology. In ancient Egypt  fish were
given a special status and there was even a fish goddess, Hatmehit,
shown here as a woman with a fish on her head. She was a goddess
of life and protection and was also regarded as the wife of Osiris.

Cats were also revered, with Bastet, the cat goddess of
protection being very significant. Festivals were held in her honour
and some cats were mummified after death in the same manner
as humans.

This is a philosophical piece, exploring and considering
fundamental truths, their  importance and how vital it is to 
protect them.

Arabella Dorman
- ‘Children of God and the 
Inheritors of the Earth’

This is a philosophical piece, exploring and considering fundamental 
truths, their importance and how vital it is to protect them.“ “

28
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Rukhsana Khan • POEM

Why are you looking at me like that?

I didn’t do anything

It was them

Not me

Not us

I don’t care if they say they’re one of us

They’re not

Because we would never do that!

Every time something like this happens I want to cry

And I want to hide

It’s so sad

It’s so wrong

Nobody should be hurting anyone like that

I was scared to come to school today

Because even if you don’t say it out loud

Even if you’d never hit me with sticks or balled up fists

You might still look at me 

Like you’re looking at me right now

Like just for a moment you’ve forgotten who I am

I am your friend.

I help you up when you fall down

I pushed you on the swing

Even when I got tired and wanted a turn

Remember that time we were brave 

And chased away that big dog that was scaring

The little kids in the sandbox?

And the time your Popsicle fell 

And I gave you half of mine?

Did you forget all that?

That we’re your neighbours? 

That we’re part of the community?

GuiltyGuiltyNotNot
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Because just now

For an instant 

I saw something in your eyes

Not quite a question 

But almost

Saying, “Would you ever do what they did?”

And even before you can put that thought into words

And before the words can leave your mouth

And cross the space between us 

And long before the words can hit my ear 

I want to shout, “NO.”

As loudly as I can

“No, I would never do what they did. 

I would never hurt you.”

And even if they look like me 

Or talk like me 

Or pray like me 

Or come from the same part of the world as me 

They are not like me 

Because they did that 

And I wouldn’t! 

I will say it loud and clear, 

“I am not like them.”

I wish it were easy 

I wish we all wore signs 

Saying if we’re good or bad

But we don’t

And we can’t just go by what group we belong to

Because none of them are perfect

They’re all made up of people 

Different kinds of people

And people can look good but be bad 

Or look bad but be good

You just can’t tell

Good and bad, we’re all mixed up,

In every group 

In every race 

In every culture, 

Like a bunch of jellybeans that have never been sorted out 

So that we don’t have to taste the minty green ones that you hate 

Or the black ones that you like 

But I spit out because they taste like black licorice

POEM • Rukhsana Khan
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Rukhsana Khan • POEM

Rukhsana Khan

First featured in Well Aware: a series of short books that provides an awareness of mental health issues for students, 
and fosters discussion on a wide variety of topics related to their emotional well-being. Published by Pearson Canada Inc. 
ISBN: 0133875806

The poem ‘Not Guilty’ (pp.24-27 Module7.1) reprinted with permission by Pearson Canada Inc.

Illustration by Rahima Begum shroomantics@gmail.com - commissioned to appear alongside the poem 'Not Guilty' by the 2015
Young Muslim Writers Awards magazine, www.ymwa.org.uk, a Muslim Hands project presented in association with the Yusuf Islam
Foundation www.yif.org.uk, www.muslimhands.org.uk  

Remember last time when I said 

I was really sorry it happened?

It’s true this time too 

But part of me is kind of tired 

And kind of angry 

A little bit 

That I even have to say I’m sorry 

Because I never did it

And part of me wishes it were obvious

Obvious that I’m sorry it happened 

Obvious that I think it’s wrong

But tell you what 

I’d say sorry all day long if it could turn back the day 

So it didn’t ever happen

And part of me wishes I didn’t even have to explain 

Like this 

I wish you knew without me saying a word 

Like you would run up to me 

Touch my arm 

And say, “Of course! We’re ALL sorry it happened!

Let’s make it better. 

Let’s help everyone who got hurt.”

And we’d do just that. Together.

If your foot were in my shoe 

I’m sure you’d want that too

To be measured by what you do

Not by what group you belong to
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ainism is one of the oldest religions of the world and one of the

three ancient religions which originated in India: Buddhism,

Hinduism, and Jainism. Just like the other two: “Jainism is 

believed by its followers to be everlasting, without beginning or 

end, the Universal History describing just one tiny portion of an

eternal process.”1

In terms of numbers, the current Jain population in Britain is a small

fraction of the total population.  The community estimates the total

world population at around 5 million of which the majority is in India.

Published data from the India 2011 Census states the total population

to be 1,210,569,573 and based on historical analysis by religion, 

Jains are estimated to be 0.4% ie 4.8 million. 

The largest Jain diaspora is in North America: “JAINA represents

over 160,000 Jains in USA and Canada”. Britain is second with 

an estimate of around 35,000.  Smaller numbers are to be found 

in many other countries. The Jain diaspora in Britain is a mixture 

of direct migrants from India and indirect migrants who came 

from the British colonies in the African continent.  The earliest 

Jains to arrive in Britain came from India for further studies, 

or trade. Champat Rai Jain was in England during 1892 – 1897 

to study law and returned as a Barrister. He published several 

Jain books in English. A world renowned scholar of Jainism, 

Hermann Jacobi, was one of the earliest authors to translate Jain

literature during 1894-1895. 

Virchand Raghavji Gandhi “captivated 1893s’ first ever world

religion of parliament organized in Chicago”2.  V R Gandhi delivered

hundreds of lectures in the USA, England, France, Germany and 

other European countries and was nationally and internationally

felicitated with many medals.

The majority of Jains living in Britain came from the East African

colonies comprising of Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda. The UK

government was concerned about the 200,000 Kenya Asians, 

among other countries, who had the right to reside in the UK as

Citizens of the United Kingdom and Colonies. As a result The

Commonwealth Immigrants Act 1968 was proposed to restrict their

entry to the UK.  This caused an exodus from Kenya to beat the

deadline proposed in the Act.  The second major exodus came from

Uganda when the erstwhile President of Uganda, Idi Amin Dada, 

broke relations with Britain and decreed all British passport holders

to leave the country in a limited number of days.  An estimated 50,000

Asians were forced to leave Uganda3 and of course there were many

Jains in this group.

The majority of the Jains living in Britain today are from these

colonies, supplemented by migrants from other British colonies

including India, over a period of time. 

Although the Ugandan exiles arrived with little or no possessions,

they are well settled and affluent because of the ‘joint family’ tradition,

honesty and hardworking attributes. Jains are, by nature, business

folk, but the new generation has moved into professions with

university qualifications.

Jainism as a religion is taught in universities such as Cardiff, School

of Oriental and African Studies [SOAS] University of London, 

and King’s College.  Primary schools teach Jainism under the 

Non-statutory guidance issued by the Department of Children,

Schools and Families [DCSF]4. To provide assistance in teaching

Jainism, Institute of Jainology [IoJ] have published two books:

Discover Jainism and Jain Tales.  These are associated with a special

website which provides fun-learning and notes for teachers.

[www.learnjainism.org]. Regular weekend classes are run by a 

dozen Jain organisations in various cities.

The Institute of Jainology is an umbrella organisation representing

over 30 Jain organisations in Britain under the title One JAIN with a

mandate to represent Jainism in civic, government and inter-faith

organisations.  It operates using art, culture and education as a basis

for preserving, presenting and propagating Jainism. Jains are

represented at the Inter Faith Network of the United Kingdom, the

Religious Education Council of England and Wales and IoJ is in the

process of forming The Jain All-Party Parliamentary Group [APPG].

IoJ is recognised as an ‘institute’ by the Companies House5 and

runs regular classes in Jainism in the community; certificate courses

are offered on demand in the UK and abroad.  Help is available from

the IoJ world class website: www.jainology.org and via contact 

at info@jainology.org 

1  DUNDAS, PAUL, The Jains, London (1992), p. 11.
2  http://indiatribune.com/virchand-gandhi-a-gandhi-before-gandhi-an-unsung-gandhi-who-set-course-for-his-namesake
3   www.newstatesman.com/when-labour-played-racist-card
4  https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/190260/DCSF-00114-2010.pdf 
5  www.jainology.org/education   

Dr Harshadray Nandlal Sanghrajka is a migrant from Kenya

where he worked until 1978.  After assignments in various countries,

he settled in the UK in 1981. With a desire to serve the community,

he took early retirement in 1994 and studied at the School of

Oriental and African Studies for an MA in Indian Religions. He was

invited by the Intercultural Open University of The Netherlands to

submit a theses for which he was awarded his Doctorate in Jainism. 

As Deputy Chair, Board of Directors of the Institute of Jainology,

Harshad represents Jainism at interfaith meetings, at the Vatican,

and internationally on request.

The Jain Diaspora in Britain
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Faith, sexuality & Gender Identity

Pawan Singh 

I find it challenging,
especially when 

I meet people who 
twist scriptures 

and quotes from 
religious books to

promote hatred.
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Faith, sexuality & Gender Identity • Reverend Sally Hitchiner 

s a university chaplain, my role is to support university

students in exploring faith and spirituality. In coming to

terms with my own sexual orientation as a Christian, 

I realised that the group who felt most excluded from mainstream

faith in my university, was the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender

community. So I offered to support their work in any way I could.

As it happened, they were looking for a safe space to hold their

‘LGBTea and Cake’ welfare drop-ins, so they started to use my

chaplaincy centre. At first they were apprehensive, but gradually they

realised I was genuinely on their side. When friends who were

religious came out to them, they pointed them

to me. The stories of the Christian young

people were tragic: often they had thought

about taking their own lives, and many felt that

they had to give up their faith, as they were

unable to get rid of being LGBT through prayer

and counselling. I’m just an average pastor, but

when faced with these 19 and 20 year olds, 

who felt they were riddled with the worst

possible sin, and that life and faith contained so 

little hope, it was difficult to pass by on the 

other side.

The biggest thing they needed was simply to find they were not

alone. I looked around for something to link them into, but at the

time there was nothing in the UK that was specifically for LGBT

Christian young adults, that would support them in both parts of their

identity. So I set up a confidential Facebook group and added all the

young people plus other LGBT Christians and allies. The group quickly

grew and we realised we had the potential to reach out to stop the

cycle of self-hatred from starting in the first place. I felt it would be

empowering for the young people, whether they were out or not,

to get their voices heard, so we looked into how we could create

platforms to enable this to happen. Some of the group were out and

we invited six of them to tell their stories as part of a short 

YouTube film. 

It was one of the scariest things I have ever attempted as it was 

the first time such an initiative has been undertaken from the

conservative wing of the Anglican Church in the UK, and we 

did not know what the consequences would be.

However, the film went viral and had 2000 hits in

the first four days. The requests to join the closed

group started flooding in.

I created the name Diverse Church to emphasis

that we are not about LGBT supremacy, but about

drawing the whole wider church back to its 

call to be truly diverse, as a reflection of God 

the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, who celebrate

difference within the context of loving

commitment. Instead of a strict mandate of action,

we formed values that would infuse all the creative things we could

do. Joy and celebration felt important along with community and

solidarity. If you come out in most evangelical settings, the pastor or

priest will usher you in to a back room, away from others and get

out a box of tissues for when you start crying. It’s often well-meant,

but we didn’t see a reason to hide or to associate this with sadness

or suffering in itself.

The biggest thing

they needed was

simply to find they

were not alone.

PowerThe
of

God’s Hope
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Reverend Sally Hitchiner • Faith, sexuality & Gender Identity

A senior figure in the church said that she felt like we were turning

a corner in the UK, where a group like ours did not need to define

itself as outside of the mainstream church. “Please don’t let them feel

like they’re exiles” she said. I realised a lot of people I knew, who were

sympathetic to what I was doing, were in high office in the church

and I started calling in favours.

Our first national meet-up included a welcome from St Paul’s

Cathedral in London. Two of their Canons hosted a meeting with

about 40 of the young people, listening to their stories and showing

they cared. Then they officially welcomed us at Evensong and had one

of the young people in Diverse Church, who had been told that he

was not allowed to speak in his church after he came out, to do the

reading in the service. It was life changing for so many of them. 

They had felt like lepers in their churches, but here, in one of the

most famous church in the UK, they were welcomed with open arms.

This journey is changing me too. I grew up in a conservative church,

but, though I have known I am gay since my early teens, I have never

felt like God didn’t love me for it. At first I thought I just had not met 

‘Mr Right’, then I assumed I would be single - the maiden aunt who

threw herself into her work. Then, in my late 20s I began looking 

into the theology for myself and came to the unexpected conclusion

that the Bible is not against faithful gay marriage after all.The gospel

took on a new light and hope.

The message that God really does love everyone made so much

more sense without this seemingly arbitrary extra rule for one group

of the population. In the meantime, I had been promoted to quite a

senior position in the church for my age. I had been given a lot of

opportunities to talk in the media and in organising general strategy

within the wider church. I was advised to continue through life

without sticking my neck out:  “…let other people with less to lose

fight the LGBT battles”.

But then I think God himself reached out to me. I was showing

the film ‘Les Miserables’ in the chaplaincy, and there is a scene where

the lead character realises another man will be charged for the crime

he committed. He comes to the conclusion that God is calling him

to be honest for the sake of the other – to stop him going to a living

hell. It hit me like a sledgehammer; a second conversion. I sat at the

back of the dark chaplaincy unable to hold back the tears. I had to

act. For the sake of the young people I had met, I had to live openly

and in trust that God, who had helped me so far, would help me as

I helped others.  And God has.

I have been amazed at how much God is working with our little

group. We seem to be at the point of history where a 19 year old,

shaking as they tell their story of God’s hope for their lives, is more

powerful than the confident, booming, well-rehearsed arguments of

bishops and theology professors. We see young people come back

to life on a daily basis, and my faith feels more alive than ever. 

I wouldn’t trade being part of this for anything.

Sally leads the multi-faith Chaplaincy for a London university. She founded DiverseChurch.org.uk a support group and online
safe space for young LGBT Christians.

“I had to live openly and in trust
that God, who had helped me so
far, would help me as I helped

others.And God has.”
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was born into a very religious family, and for as long as I can

remember weekends were about spiritual discussions, prayers 

and feeding the poor. My mother is a very caring person; 

she took care of the homeless, abandoned

animals and the needy. But above all she had an

insatiable need to find peace through meditation,

which involved extended sessions of prayers in a

congregation at the gurdwara, at our house, 

or through pilgrimage.

All I wanted was fun and play and naturally I

rebelled. Homosexuality was never discussed in

any conversation, and I started to grow up with

the idea that it is a phenomenon external to my

culture - this was a very lonely feeling. But things changed, I noticed

one of our family friends was in relationship with a man – he was

married and had a beautiful, loving wife who I admired.  This had a

huge impact on me. Homosexuality was no longer an external

phenomenon, but a part of my culture. Seemingly it was never

discussed and as long as you got married and had

children then it was almost excusable. I did not

want to grow like that and cheat someone, and

even more importantly I did not want to cheat

myself. I had to rebel: I had to flee.This came about

through education and by moving abroad - 

I moved to the UK 12 years ago. It gave me space

and time to fend off any marriage offers, and to be

myself. Eventually I told some of my family

members, most of them were cool about it and

for some it was hard reality check, as they had no point of reference,

as most homosexual men lived their lives as bisexual.   

Self
Evolving

into

“ I find it challenging, especially when I meet people 
who twist scriptures and quotes from religious books 

to promote hatred.”

Homosexuality was

no longer an external

phenomenon, but a 

part of my culture.
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But all along I had a deep faith in myself, and an unflinching love for

god. I developed a unique relationship, which was not prescribed by

anyone but self developed. I became more casual about religion.

I never hated what it preached but questioned what was being

practiced and propagated by the institution which runs it. I have

grown closer to god now; I try to pray regularly and practise 

some of the basic principles of Sikhism – love, and to care about all

humanity without any distinction.

Sometimes, I find it challenging, especially when I meet people

who twist scriptures and quotes from religious books to promote

hatred. But I remind myself every time that at the end of the day 

we are social animals - we prey on the weakest and bully them in 

the name of sex, gender, caste, colour and class. We can all 

easily judge others, and we do. The culture in which we grow up,

or that which we adopt, can have a deep impact, directly and

subconsciously, on our thinking. So it is very important to remind

ourselves of the values of love and care, and I got these through 

my mother and her own quest for god. I find peace in my religion

but on my own terms. I will never take something off the shelf and

practise it. It took a long time for me to relate to god and I am 

still on that journey, but a very pleasant one this time - I don’t feel 

inferior to anyone.  As the scriptures says “Manas Ki Jaat Sabhe eke

phechanbo - Treat all humankind as one” I have the license to be

who I am.

Sarbat was founded in 2007 as a means of promoting the rights of

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgendered (LGBT) Sikhs in Britain and

globally. Sarbat is a social, political and support group for LGBT Sikhs.

We offer a platform for likeminded Sikhs from all walks of life,

and aim to promote the LGBT Sikh cause in a fair and courteous

manner. We also want LGBT issues to be discussed openly within

our communities without the taboo or any awkwardness attached

to it. We hold regular social events in London, and as often as

possible in other UK cities. These events provide opportunities for

LGBT Sikhs to meet others in a safe and friendly environment.

The Sarbat website - www.sarbat.net - also hosts a discussion

forum, where members can meet and interact as well as post 

articles of interest. The name ‘Sarbat’ is taken from the final couplet

in the Ardas or the Sikh congregational prayer of supplication, 

where Sikhs pray for the happiness and goodwill of the whole 

of mankind.

Manas Ki Jaat Sabhe eke phechanbo 
- Treat all humankind as one 
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bdul Sattar Edhi was a legend, and an unconventional hero,

in his lifetime. He was born in India to a traditional Muslim

family that was forced to migrate to Pakistan in 1947, 

along with many Muslim families at that time. From the age of 11 to

19 years he was care-giver to his mother. Faced with her suffering

on a daily basis, due to physical and mental incapacities, he learned

hard lessons in compassion, the awareness of a need for a welfare

system, and also the need for palliative care for the dying.

These lessons instilled in him a tenacious dedication that shaped his

adult life.  

A driven humanitarian, Edhi inspired millions of

global benefactors to donate their money to his

many charitable activities: they did this willingly

knowing, from his hugely regarded reputation,

that every penny would be put to the best

possible use. He developed a multifaceted and

unique welfare state within a state, shaped by his

impartiality to language, religion or background of

those in need. His commitment was to one and

all – those in need of care, those neglected, those shunned by society,

and those in peril.      

Edhi was himself a notable grass-roots community worker. 

He was involved in street fund-raising; urging people to donate freely:

he bathed corpses of the poor with the prescribed Islamic religious

rites, and holds the world record for providing the prescribed bath

to over 58,000 bodies, which includes shrouding them with his own

hands, and making all the necessary arrangements for their burial.

Furthermore, he made regular ambulance rounds of the city in which

he lived, picking up the dispossessed and anyone who needed

emergency care, bringing them to his EDHI Relief Centre. 

Edhi leaves behind his legacy, the ever expanding EDHI Foundation,

Pakistan’s major relief organization which grew from a free dispensary,

mentioned in the Guinness Book of World Records for their

emergency ambulance rapid service - the Largest Voluntary

Ambulance Service in the World. Whenever there are casualties 

from an accident, bomb blast or terrorist attack in any area of

Pakistan, EDHI ambulances are recognised to be the first to arrive

on the scene. The Foundation is also a major resource in Pakistan

for assisting survivors of internal disasters, and being the largest

network for the transportation, within Pakistan and overseas, 

of those killed. It has established graveyards, not only in Pakistan but

also in the USA. Moreover, EDHI Centres provide burial services 

in accordance with other religious rites, with

assistance provided by a local Church or Temple.  

One of the most notable major projects 

of the EDHI Foundation, relating directly to 

the care of children and babies, is the 

Educational Services providing elementary,

primary & secondary schools; and Jhoolas or 

Baby Cradles which are installed in places 

where unwanted babies, mostly born to

unmarried mothers, can be left anonymously.

The Foundation offers helicopter services to airlift babies left 

in garbage dumps to the central nursery for medical and nursing

care: the garbage dump, horrifically, can sometimes be seen 

as the last resort for a desperate mother – or her family - 

who may not be aware of the Baby Cradles offered by EDHI.

The welfare of disabled and mentally challenged children and 

Child Adoption Centres are also fundamental to the care offered

by the Foundation. Edhi himself spent quality time playing with 

the orphans of EDHI Homes who affectionately called him 

“Nana” meaning grandfather. He has empowered women by

employing them in various roles, such as office workers and as

managers of EDHI centres and maternity homes and dispensaries.

Also, women are trained in voluntary fund-raising to instil the 

legacy of helping others.  

humanityIN SERVICE TO

Abdul Sattar Edhi:

EDHI Centres provide
burial services in

accordance with other
religious rites, with
assistance provided 
by a local Church 

or Temple.  
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The Foundation also provides care homes for the elderly; 

‘CNG Auto-Rickshaws Rozgar’ for unemployed youths; Animal

Sanctuaries for stray animals; and large-sized Mortuaries to keep

unidentified bodies recovered after drowning, homicide victims or

unclaimed victims of road accidents, followed by their burial in cases

where family of the deceased cannot be traced.

Beside this successful humanitarian was his committed companion

of 51 years – his Pakistani born wife Bilquis Bano Edhi, a professional

nurse whom he initiated to active community work. A hands-on

woman, she heads the Bilquis Edhi Foundation, and especially 

oversees women and children specific projects like hospital,

emergency service, free maternity homes and the adoption of

abandoned infants. Their charity has saved the lives of thousands of

unwanted infants. Prospective adoptive couples are properly vetted

through a centralised system, with all documentation kept confidential

to protect the identity of adoptees from future social dishonour. 

Bilquis Bano Edhi has earned the title of ‘The Mother of Pakistan’ 

and she, with the help of their four children, continues with 

her husband’s monumental legacy which earned them respect, 

and millions of fans, the world over. This distinguished couple who

did not draw any salary for their work, are recipients of many 

national and international awards in recognition for their public and

social welfare services. 

The last project which Edhi undertook before he died was to start

building Emergency Medical Centres at every 25 kilometres on

Pakistani highways to deal with victims of road accident.

Abdul Sattar Edhi has earned many endearing titles from his

countrymen, such as, Yateemo ka Waali [Guardian to the Orphans];

Besahara ka Sahara [Supporter to those who have no support];

Insaniyat ka Azim Mohsin aur Khedmatgar [An outstanding

benefactor and servant of humankind]; Lawaris ka Waris [A family

member for the All Alone]; and Insaniyat kay Azeem Minar 

[A towering monument of humanity].

Dubbed the richest poor man, and considered eccentric by many

for living an incredibly austere life, he died on 8th July 2016 at the

age of 89. On the day of his funeral the Nobel Laureate Malala, 

in her interview to GEO News of Pakistan, said that she had been

inspired by Mr Edhi when she read about him in her Class 3 Social

Studies Text Book, and aspired to walk in his footsteps.

The essence of this man, and his mission, is encapsulated in his

statement in an interview in the 1990s:  “I want to request the people

not to invite me to social gatherings and inaugural ceremonies. 

This only wastes my time which is wholly devoted to the wellbeing

of our people.” 

Indeed, the late Mr Edhi embodies ‘Sadaqah Jariyah’, a word 

literally meaning ‘perpetual charity’, an Islamic concept to define

human charitable activities that continue to benefit others long after

the death of the benefactor, thus earning him everlasting rewards. 

Photographs courtesy of:
Edhi Foundation UK www.edhiuk.org
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his book is intended as a tribute to my family and to the many families who suffered similar and worse fortunes
in the terrible years of Nazi persecution. It is written in recognition of the challenges faced by those who survived,
and in tribute to the humanity and spiritual courage of those who were killed.

There have been too many terrible wars and acts of genocide since. The book is also offered as testament to what it
means to have to flee for one’s life from violent tyranny and as a plea for compassion, understanding and peaceful 
co-existence between all faiths and nations.
Studying the letters and documents which describe the fate of my father’s family has taken me on a profound and at

times perhaps over-absorbing journey into the past. This does not make me forget that the preciousness of existence is
attested to most of all through appreciation of the gifts of the present, the beauty of the world, the wonder of life, 
the opportunity to try to do good, and the blessings of the family I am lucky enough to have around me. This book, 
and all my work as a community rabbi, is made possible by the love and understanding of my wife Nicky and our children
Mossy, Libbi and Kadya, as well as by the support of my mother Isca and my brother Raphael and his family.

DearOnes
My

One  Fam i l y  a n d  t h e  F i n a l  S o l u t i o n

y father’s family had felt at home in Germany. 

They were leaders in the highly cultured world of German

Jewry. They fought on the German side in the First World

War; my grandfather’s brother was welcomed home to great acclaim

as a hero twice-wounded. They spoke German, wrote in German and

baked kosher cakes according to German recipes. ‘You have good

family connections,’ my father told me. His mother’s father was a

world-famous authority on Jewish law, from a dynasty of rabbis.

In 1945 all that was left of my father’s family in Europe were

scattered ashes, one grave, their former homes, of which the surviving

members were never able to regain possession, and memories. 

‘So that you will know where to look for us afterwards,’ his aunt

Sophie had written in a final letter informing her brother of her

impending deportation. But in her case, and that of her sister Trude

and their families, there was no one left for their relatives to find.

‘At first they did it all within the sanction of legality,’ my father 

used to say. Step by step, in small measures which initially 

sometimes showed little of outright violence, the Nazis and their

supporters removed the Jewish populations in their midst from their

positions, hemmed them in with restrictions, laid claim to their

belongings, stripped them of their savings, dispossessed them of 

their homes, isolated them from those they loved, starved and

tortured them, robbed them of their lives and turned them 

into ashes.
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Of course I knew as I was growing up that my father’s family had

come from Germany and that they had fled when he was in his teens.

But I didn’t understand about his part of the family in the same way

as I knew the story on my mother’s side. Her parents, also refugees

from Germany, lived around the corner and I saw them several times

each week. My father’s relatives resided in faraway Jerusalem; his father

had died even before my older brother was born, and I had met his

mother only two or three times, on her occasional trips to London.

She had struck me as generous, gentle and kind, but quiet and 

self-contained. It never occurred to me, a teenager absorbed in my

own life, that it could be important to traverse her quietness and

listen to who she was. She used to send us big wooden cases of

oranges or grapefruits, an exciting treat from an Israel which I had

never yet visited.

I knew, but I didn’t really know; perhaps it would be more honest

to say that I didn’t pay sufficient attention or care. There are many

things of which one is aware, but only at the periphery of the mind.

They never properly penetrate the consciousness,

but hover like a distant landscape beyond the

parameters of one’s immediate concerns. It

doesn’t occur to one to ask the important

questions; nothing provokes one to enquire. Only

after it is too late is one overcome by a compelling

urgency, and in retrospect the failure to have

shown sufficient curiosity while there was still time

seems as inexplicable as it feels inexcusable: why

did I never trouble to ask, before those who could

have answered were all dead?

But my brother and I grew up safe in England, a long way away from

the past, too far to be minded to put the difficult questions while

those who could have responded to them were still alive.

I remember one occasion when my father was in the scullery; I was

in the kitchen rehearsing the script for the school assembly which

was to be led the next day by the A level German set to which I

belonged. It included a mocking comment about the Nazis. 

‘Don’t forget that Hitler murdered millions of people,’ my father, who

wasn’t in the habit of intervening, quietly observed. ‘He turned

thousands of them into bars of soap, including several of your

relatives. Don’t ever have anything to do with anyone who makes

light of it, even in a joke.’ I felt instantly ashamed.

A few years before he died, my father instructed me to make a

record of all the family members who had perished in the Holocaust

and Israel’s wars. He carefully dictated their names in the vernacular

and Hebrew, including the patronymic by which a person is referred

to in formal Jewish documents. Slowly I typed them out, creating a

testament which, following his wishes, I placed on the table every year

on the bleak fast of the Ninth of Av, the date on which the Jewish

people remembers its martyrs, and on the atonement fast of Yom

Kippur. Then I would light a memorial candle and often, after coming

home from the syna-gogue, sit and watch it flicker in the darkness,

briefly illuminating the names, the walls and the small Ark containing

the Torah scroll rescued by his family from the devastation. It was

when he gave me that list that I understood for the first time the

relationships between him and those people whom I had heard

mentioned, though only infrequently and in passing, but never

properly located on my internal family tree, his aunts Sophie and

Trude and their families, his uncle Alfred, his grandmother Regina. 

It was then too that I began to realise quite how many of his family

had perished and to ask myself what this must have meant to him

and where in his heart he stored the sorrows of so much loss.

By then I understood his family better. I had stayed many times

with his sisters Hella and Steffi in Jerusalem. There had been a third

sister too, Eva, who had died very young, during the war. ‘She had

leukaemia. The doctor said, “She needs red wine and chicken.” 

We can afford them now, but at that time in Palestine we had no

money for such things. Who did?’ I’m not sure my father ever showed

me her picture. But she was more important to him than the paucity

of his references suggested and in his final 

illness he would often call out, ‘Eva, Eva, help me,’  

raising his arms and stretching out his bent hands

as if his long-dead sister would reach down and

raise him from his sickbed. It struck me as I

listened to his semi-conscious pleading that the

two of them must have been closer companions

in those impoverished years in Palestine than he

had previously allowed anyone to perceive.

I learnt equally little from my father about his

grandmother Regina. From time to time he would

refer to the famous rabbinic lineage to which the Freimann side of

the family belonged. Regina had been married to the distinguished

rabbi Jacob Freimann, of whom I had sometimes heard my father

speak with deep respect and quiet pride. But that was virtually all 

I knew.

My father’s reticence may also have been due to the complex

geography of his life. From Breslau, then part of German Silesia,

he had fled with his parents and sisters to Palestine when he was

only sixteen; from there he had gone in 1955 to Glasgow with my

mother, Lore, three years after their marriage and, after her death at

the age of only forty-four, had moved with my brother and me to

London in 1963, where he married Isca, Lore’s younger sister, 

who now became my second mother. It took me a long time to

realise how many losses had ruptured his life.

I find it hard, too, to understand my own ill-timed curiosity. 

Why had I asked him so little about his relatives, and why was I so

full of questions now, when he was no longer there? Or maybe my 

need to explore the destiny of my father’s family was part of my 

own mourning, both a tribute to him and an attempt at the

impossible task of forming some kind of tally of what was lost. 

Or maybe there are questions that cannot be framed, not, at least, 

until long afterwards. ‘Many people come to see me with their 

There are many things of 

which one is aware, 

but only at the periphery 

of the mind...why did I never

trouble to ask, before those

who could have answered

were all dead!
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enquiries,’ the German holocaust historian Goetz Aly told me. ‘They

almost all have one thing in common; they’re over fifty, mostly over

sixty, and those from whom they could once have enquired are dead.’

I was there in Jerusalem when Steffi died. The youngest of the four

siblings, she’d been just ten when the family fled in 1937. She’d fallen

in love at once with the new life in the developing Jewish homeland

with its vital spirit, enthusiastic youthfulness and warm outdoors

culture. She’d trained as a nurse and worked in Cyprus with the

thousands of refugees held there by the British. Hoping to put the

horrors of Nazi Europe behind them, they set sail from ports on the

Black Sea or the Mediterranean, illegal immigrants on overcrowded

boats, desperate to reach the shores of Palestine and begin fresh lives

in the incipient Jewish state. Some made it safely to the new

homeland; some drowned in sight of ports which offered them no

anchorage; some were intercepted by the Royal Navy and interned.

‘Whenever she was home for the weekend they’d come for her

passport and use it to smuggle in new immigrants,’ my father recalled;

‘she’d have it back the following day.’ Later she served for years in a

small clinic in the Old City of Jerusalem. ‘The first nurse in the Jewish

Quarter’, read the simple inscription Michal, my one and only cousin,

later chose for her tombstone.

It was a burning June day when we buried her in the ancient Jewish

cemetery high on the Mount of Olives overlooking the city she had

loved. Few friends joined the small cortège of cabs which followed

the hearse; this was East Jerusalem and the steep, narrow lanes

bounded by high stone walls could not be considered completely

safe. It would have been more convenient to have arranged the funeral

elsewhere, but it felt appropriate to lay Steffi to rest in the same

cemetery where Eva had been buried back in the Mandate days,

before the State of Israel had been declared in 1948 and the city riven

in two by the War of Independence. Remarkably, a space had been

found where the two women could lie not quite next to each other

but at least head to foot, and resume after sixty long and battle-ridden

years their sisterly companionship in their final resting places.

After the grave had been filled with dust-dry soil and the memorial

rites completed, I went for the first time to visit Eva about 

whose early death my father had so rarely spoken. I read the words

on her gravestone:

This was puzzling. The letters ‘z’l’ stood for zichrono liverachah

(‘may his memory be for a blessing’). Eva’s father Raphael, 

my grandfather, must therefore have been dead when these lines

were composed. Yet he only passed away in 1954, ten years after Eva, 

a time in which those extra letters could scarcely have been added

since the Mount of Olives was under Jordanian rule from 1948 until

1967 and Jews were allowed no access, even to the cemeteries. 

The inscription continued:

‘For the sanctification of God’s name’ was the traditional phrase

with which those killed for their faith were honoured. The objection

that the Nazis persecuted the Jews not on account of their beliefs

but simply due to their Jewish blood could not be raised here: my

great-grandmother had perished not just because of, but deeply

immersed in, her faith. As for the words ‘May God avenge her blood’,

they had been found scrawled in blood itself on the insides of cells

and on the stony surfaces of fortresses where Jews had been shot,

kicked or bludgeoned to death.

I walked slowly through the rows of graves to the wall at the 

edge of the ancient terrace, looking out over the Temple Mount 

and the city beyond. When did the family first learn of my 

great-grandmother’s fate? I remembered how my father had shown

me a copy of the postcard she sent from Theresienstadt late in 1943,

at the Nazis’ behest of course, explaining to her family that all was

well and that conditions in the town were perfectly satisfactory. 

But when did they know for certain that she had been murdered? 

It could not yet have been in that summer of 1944 when her

granddaughter was laid to rest. The brutal facts of the Final Solution

were not then understood in their entirety and the family wouldn’t

have relinquished prematurely the hope, however improbable, that

they might yet hear when the war was over from der lieben Mama,

their beloved mother, and that somehow she might have managed

to survive.

It struck me then that years later, sometime after 1967 when the

Mount of Olives was once more a part of Israel and she could again

visit her daughter’s grave, my grandmother must have chosen to 

Our precious daughter and sister
Chava Elka Wittenberg
daughter of Raphael z’l,

born on the 18th of the month of Menachem Av,
5682 (1922) and taken in the midst of her days
on the 22nd of the month of Tammuz 5704 (1944)

Granddaughter of the great Rabbi Jacob,
son of Rabbi Avraham Chaim Freimann,

who was born on the 21st of the month of Tishrei
5627 (1866) and died on the 19th of the month 

of Tevet 5698 (1937)
and of Rebbetzin Rachel, daughter of 

Rabbi Yisrael Meir,
who was born on the 1st of the month of Shevat
5629 (1869) and killed in the Holocaust for the
sanctification of God’s name, in the month of

Shevat 5704 (1944),
may God avenge her blood.

May their souls be bound up in the bond of life.
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commemorate her parents and her husband here, where her

precious child already lay, bringing together in death all her loved ones

who were prevented by visas, quotas, and decisions the ill-fated nature

of which would only be revealed with hindsight, from ever meeting

again while they were still alive. Her thoughts would have taken her

not only to the memory of her beloved daughter, but of her whole

family as once it had been, her father, mother, sisters and an entire

world destroyed.

My father’s last remaining sibling, Hella, died nine months after Steffi,

just before the carnival festival of Purim. She too was buried on the

Mount of Olives, close to her sisters. I went to Jerusalem for the

funeral, then hurried home to be with my father during the shivah,

the seven days of prescribed mourning. He was suffering from an

unspecified illness associated with an autoimmune condition and had

been growing progressively weaker for several years. But, as all the

family agreed, it was the news of Hella’s death which destroyed his

will to live.

Before I left Israel, my cousin Michal and I met at the 

flat in Jerusalem where the family had lived since the end of 

the 1930s to go through their remaining possessions. It was 

the close of an era, especially for my cousin, to whom that 

apartment, on the first floor of 29 Rechov Ramban, the main 

route through the centre of the Rechavia district where so 

many German Jews had settled, had been home from her 

earliest childhood.

I too had strong associations with that apartment, where I had

stayed many times on visits to Israel. There was the bookshelf with

the old prayer books from Germany, most of which are now in my

own home in London; here in the dining room hung the portrait of

Rabbi Yacob Ettlinger, known after his chief work as the Aruch LaNer;

outside on the balcony was a pile of old suitcases. As I remember,

the case we opened that afternoon was one of those large 

wood-ribbed travelling trunks that used to be fashionable in the days

when railway stations still had porters. Inside was a smaller suitcase

in which we found an inauspicious-looking off-white linen bag. In it

was a bundle of old papers, letters, bills and documents. In another

package were notebooks written in a small, tidy hand. A quick 

examination showed that they were commentaries to verses 

from the Bible and jottings for lectures, presumably by my 

great-grandfather Rabbi Jacob Freimann.

But it was the letters that captured my curiosity. I picked up

random envelopes and began to unfold the delicate sheets they

contained. A brief glance showed that they were mostly written in

German; the paper was thin and time had turned the ink of the

addresses on the envelopes from blue to fading turquoise. It was the

dates which caught my attention: June 1938; November 1938; 

March 1939. I began to read. Much of the handwriting eluded my

first, hasty efforts to decipher it, but some of the letters were readily

legible and a few were typed. I sat for several minutes absorbed 

and oblivious.

The sender was Sophie, my father’s aunt. Scarcely a month later

she wrote again:

What, I wondered, was Omega, and why was her eldest daughter

sending poultry to her mother through the post?

There was a list several pages long in pale black ink; 

the letters were slightly blurred around the edges indicating 

that this was probably a second or third copy, made by inserting 

a sheet of carbon paper between the pages. Every conceivable

household object was itemised: one clock, twelve knives, 

twelve shirts, two belts. No doubt the top version had been sent

elsewhere, or handed in at some office to satisfy its tedious

bureaucratic requirements.

So far all the letters were from 1938. But then I drew an equally

thin but larger sheet of writing paper out of its envelope; it was dated

10 January 1947:

“Her thoughts  would  have  taken  her not  on ly  to  the  memor y 
o f  her be loved  daughter,  but  o f  her whole  fami ly  as  once  i t  had  
been , her father,  mother,  s i s ters  and  an  ent i re  wor ld  destroyed . ”

1 7  J u n e  1 9 3 8

Dear Mama,
Hopefully the parcel arrived safely. This Saturday is
going to be sad for you . . . What’s happening about
your coming to visit us, dear Mama? Have you still
not received any information?

1 1  J u l y  1 9 3 8

Dearest Mama,
The weather has become so nice and cool that 
I’m going to send off a small box tomorrow. 

It’ll hopefully be a duck and a chicken, and I’ll pack
the gaps with Omega and flour.
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new book • Jonathan Wittenberg

Ella was my grandmother; this letter had been posted in Berlin to

her Jerusalem address. But who was the sender, Charlotte Tuch? 

This was not a name I had ever heard mentioned before.  And what

relationship did she bear to my great-grandmother that she should

be aware of her innermost thoughts before she died?

‘If it’s all right with you, I’d like to keep these,’ I half asked, half told

my cousin as I returned the bundle to its off-white bag. I did not

realise then the depth of the journey on which they would lead me.

I took the bag back with me to London, where we were all

absorbed in caring for my father during his final days. 

I remember asking him about his aunt Sophie shortly before he

entered that domain in which it was no longer possible 

to elicit the kind of information which is dependent on a practical

and sequential awareness of the affairs of this 

world. ‘She came to visit us in Palestine in 1937,’ he said. 

‘We told her not to go back to Europe but she wouldn’t 

listen. Her husband was a Czech nationalist; he believed they would

be able to fight the Germans off.  They were very wealthy in

Czechoslovakia. “It isn’t safe there; stay here with us,” we told her.

She wouldn’t hear of it.’

That was the last time I was able to ask my father about such

matters, or about anything else.

It was the following year, on the night of the fast of Tishah Be’Av,

next to the light of the memorial candle and in the presence of the

list of names of the martyred members of the family, which my father

had enjoined me to place there, that I began to organise and file 

the papers I had found in that trunk. Now at last I could begin to

study them.

Dear Frau Ella,
I received your letter of the 14 September at the 
end of November. I beg you not to be angry that 
I’m only answering it today . . . Your dear mother 
wrote the following words: in spite of everything 
my faith in God remains unshakeable. These words
accompanied me through the long years 
of persecution and bombing, when more 
than once our life hung by a silken thread, 
and gave me the strength to bear it all and come
through.

‘My Dear Ones’ by Jonathan Wittenberg (2016) published by William Collins ISBN 978-0-00-815803-3

. . . Your dear mother wrote  the  fo l lowing

words :  in  sp i te  o f  ever y th ing  my fa i th  in

God  remains  unshakeable . T hese  words

accompanied  me  through  the  long  years  

o f  persecut ion  and  bombing . . .



From: The Moth Snowstorm: Nature and Joy By Michael McCarthy 
Pub 2015 by John Murray (Publishers)
Photograph by Bernadette Reid

Michael McCarthy • BOOK EXTRACT
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……It was a blue.

It was a blue that shocked you. 

It was a blue that made you giddy. 

It was a blue that flowed like smoke over the woodland floor, so that the trees
appeared to be rising out of it, a blue which was not solid like a blue door might 
be solid but constantly morphing in tone with the light and the shade, now lilac,
now cobalt, a blue which was gentle but formidably strong, so intense as to be
mesmerising: at some moments it was hard to believe it was composed of flowers.
But that was the beauty and the joy of the bluebells, their floral richness and their
profusion, a dozen blue bell-heads nodding on every stem, a hundred thousand
stems pressing together in every glade until it ceased to be plants, it was just an
overwhelming incredible blueness at the bottom of the wood……  

MothThe
Snowstorm

Page 159
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RI has a high doctrine of respect for people of different

religions, for the environment, for women, for the

marginalized, for diversity as a gift, for fairness in financial

matters. Up until November 8, 2016, URI thought it was in sync with

similar attitudes in the USA. But the winning message of this election

made an appeal to the country which seemed to promote opposite

values. Many in URI are of a heavy heart and deeply worried just now.

…the USA has been around for a long time and gone through

manifold moments of crisis and evolution. In the long run, the USA

can be trusted to correct its mistakes and forge a better path. 

But each change has to ripen at its own pace. It is possible that the

pace of our cultural and common life has moved faster than all of our

people could accommodate…

…we need to have a moment of humility and reflection. “No one

saw this (the election results) coming” was the shocking comment

of the evening. There were subterranean forces at work which, 

when surfaced, caught everyone off guard. We “know-it-all” folks

need to bow toward the unexpected, deep yearnings that escaped

our view but which have appeared and now demand respect. 

Hidden hurts deserve attention.

…no one knows what is going to happen next in the USA.

Perhaps, someone will do the right thing for the wrong reason.

Perhaps, some desperately needed things might just get done.

Perhaps, we will cast off the 24/7 cable news propagandizing that

comforts us and choose the harder path of reconciliation with our

suspected enemies. Who knows? The “surprise factor” keeps us 

from a false sense of omniscience and keeps us hopeful. 

About United Religions Initiative

URI is a global grassroots interfaith network that cultivates peace and justice by engaging people to bridge religious and cultural differences
and work together for the good of their communities and the world. Our member groups and organizations, called Cooperation Circles,
engage in community action such as conflict resolution and reconciliation, environmental sustainability, education, women's and youth
programs, and advocacy for human rights. URI’s networks spans over 96 countries.

A URI Perspective 
US Presidential Election

ON THE

EXTRACT FROM A LETTER...

...Given that the voice of the people of the United States was heard 
on the night of November 8, 2016 General Election, as President 
and Founding Trustee of United Religions Initiative, I have several

comments to make from a URI perspective....

The Rt. Rev. William E. Swing
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s a newly retired General Practitioner, the art of stone carving is a considerable change of
direction for me, although I have always conducted minor surgery in practice, so mindful
attention to the ‘form within’ is familiar. To my surprise, I found carving both easier and

harder than expected: good tools certainly help, but the properties of the material are very different
from wood and other media.  I am also an Anglican minister and felt called to allow the carved stone
to live for itself, and be a talking point for discussions about spirituality and faith.  

I believe that people of different faiths and none need to work together in a search for the essence
of human compassion and mutual understanding, and I hoped that interfaith dialogue, in the context
of art, could take place in the public arena. Indeed I have now had experience of a number of
interesting conversations about faith - usually in a secular context! I would not want to anticipate
where such conversations might lead in a spiritual sense, because essentially the spiritual quest is a
deeply personal one, but I do recognise that we may all come to different conclusions. However, it is
these differences that would illustrate for me our individual freedom to seek God and explore the
unknown, that which in our eyes separates us from that source of strength. It is these very differences
that are often used by sceptics, however, to criticise and undermine a sense of belief held by others. 

Differences
Inside-Out

It is these differences that would illustrate for me our individual“ “

freedom to seek God and explore the unknown.

James Royse Murphy • FAITH AND THE ARTIST

‘Diptych’
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The Abrahamic religions, I believe, recognise the need of
doctrine, but also acknowledge a degree of uncertainty that
requires faith.  I feel called to Christian ministry whilst recognising
the value of, and taking an interest in, other faiths. St Paul spoke of
seeing God ‘in a mirror dimly but then face to face’ (1 Corinthians
23:12) and I believe we work with what we are given. For a
Christian believer it is compassion towards others, and recognition
and return of the love of God that is our calling. 

I belong to a group of Gloucester artists (2 painters, 2 textile
artists, and 2 stone carvers, men and women of 3 different
Christian denominations) engaging in Christian Art events in the
last 12 months as ‘Inside-Out Gloucester’. I am interested in
exploring Christian themes but also spirituality beyond individual
creeds. Our use of art also celebrates God’s creation, and our
individual reactions to it. However, ethical and emotional issues 
- as well as scriptural themes - figure in our work. For one event
this year I completed a larger piece, ‘First Light’ (2016), based on 

John 1:9 - ‘That very light, that lights up Everyman (each and every
one of us) was making an entrance into the world’ (my translation).
Light from the creation, itself highly red-shifted, falls to earth all the
time. We can witness early creation through astronomy, but that
light also spiritually illuminates us.

My church in Gloucester is actively involved in an art-based
interfaith dialogue through portraits painted by Russell Haines, 
a rugby player who became an artist after suffering a stroke four
years ago. The exhibition entitled ‘Faith’ will be held in Gloucester
Cathedral in January 2017. Gloucester is a multi-faith society and
so, for me, it has been refreshing to find ways of discussing faith
with others in the context of art. I am conscious that in the
Abrahamic traditions graven images of gods are discouraged so as
to avoid the worship of idols; and that in Islam, artistic images
displaying human or animal forms can be controversial as the
creation of living beings is believed to be unique to God. 

The awareness of differences, and deep concern about conflict,
led me to carve a tile shaped piece with the words for Peace
carved in four languages, and simple representation of plants.

‘Peace Prayer’ represents the historic and current conflicts
between peoples of the Abrahamic faiths and between the

major denominations in Christianity. Each of those
conflicts results in sorrow, but in the tear pools there

is new growth. In the centre is Lily of the Valley,
representing Death and New Life, Peace and

Purity. This piece has inspired several
conversations with visitors to exhibitions.  

‘Old Hands’ is recognised as a
Christian piece with a Trinitarian message
- the hands pray to the Father, in
imitation of the Son, in the power of the
Spirit - but it also represents the prayer
of centuries: prayer for times of
division and anxiety. Old Hands that
have seen the world: Old Hands that
have developed skills, held loved ones,
served and shaped. The roughness 
of the hands contrasts with the
smoothness of the frame. The fingers
are wrinkled with deformed nails and
aging arthritic joints.

“We are all on a journey of discovery, and who 
we meet may very well change our lives.”

FAITH AND THE ARTIST • James Royse Murphy

‘Old Hands’
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For Old Hands, prayer becomes even more relevant with age -
not so much for the promises of the life to come but for those
who will be left behind, for a fallen world in need of 
God’s grace. The hands are surrounded, and intersected, by the
Trinity. The flow is from the Hands to God,
from earthly to spiritual realities, and back
again. The smooth uniform surround
represents for me an infinite universe
extending into the immeasurable spiritual
realms of God. 

The most recent piece, ‘Diptych’ is a
combination of two themes. This piece is
inspired by 1 Kings:19, in which Elijah 
hears the still small voice of God in a cave after
sheltering from the hot sun under a Broom
Tree, and then turns back to anoint Hazael as
king. The Hebrew Bible passage can show how God comes into
distressed lives as with Elijah. The two scenes also show how
Christians believe Jesus prayed in the garden, suffered and rose
again, leaving the Holy Spirit to continue his work. One side is the
Earthly view of Easter (what is ‘happening’) - the first three
Gospels. The other is a spiritual view (what is ‘going on’) 

- the Gospel of John. The carvings are different, in mood and in 
content, though they share the same apertures. I think of the rain
also as the tears of God. The strut that carries a right hand
stretching out to the tree of shelter or crucifixion is the same strut

that stretches from Jesus' hand to the Wild
Goose of the Holy Spirit on the other side.
The Holy Spirit of God acts in both history and
the present. The heart at the base of the tree
signifies the way in which the Gospel is
experienced through compassion. All of this is
seen through a ‘mirror dimly’, which completes
the point.

‘Inside-Out Gloucester' believes that there is
a need for spiritual growth in people today. 
We participated in the Christian Arts Festival
this year and will do again next year, 

in Cheltenham and Gloucester. We display and work both Inside
and Out, and see engagement with public of varied faiths, or of
none, as positive and inspirational. We are all on a journey of
discovery, and who we meet may very well change our lives. 
I believe the source of that transformation is divine, and that each
and every one of us is needed to make a difference to this world.  

          
       

James Royse Murphy • FAitH AND THE ARTIST

‘Peace Prayer’ ‘First Light’

I think of
the rain also
as the tears

of God.



The fields are in old man’s whiskers,

white, uneven, coarse. Slacking, gently,

now they’ve yielded the grain. They could

tell you a thing or two, brag, like all ancients

about their age, the things you’d learn

if you listened. Hint at horrors they’d keep

you from: the cannon fodder they’ve fed,

the indifferent dead they’ve sieved

back to fecundity, the predators grown

so successful they forget the power

of famine. Forget the land itself is not

inexhaustible. But fields are fields.

The sun is autumn warm, and they’re free.

Voles and mice, hares and badgers

are genial in their bestiality. The cold,

the cleaning cold, if it comes, will open

new possibilities. But now, scruffed up,

unfurrowed, they are an invitation 

to rest. Doze with them, while you can.

Down Time

Rebecca Bilkau

Photograph: M
ichael Bilkau




