Faith is not the clinging
to a shrine but an endless
pilgrimage of the heart.
Abraham Joshua Heschel

Finisterre, Spain
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ur theme of Dialogue in Action throws a spotlight on
the issues that draw us together as people of faith,
but also it throws light on the contentious issues that
provide stumbling blocks to the goal of unity. Given the very
complex nature of organised religion, and the personal commitment
to faith, total unity is probably never going to be achievable,
neither I feel is it desirable, for who would want to lose the richness
of diversity. Relationships based on respect and understanding,
combined with trust and integrity is a strong foundation for
achieving great things in the community and beyond, providing the
will is there. Our writers convey the unexpected nature of the
rewards of interfaith engagement and the space it provides for some
self-examination, but they are realistic too as to what may seem
insurmountable hurdles, and appreciate that open discussion and
transparency are essential if these are ever to be overcome.
The timing of this theme could not be more appropriate as we all
struggle to come to terms with wide-spread tragedies created by
terrorism, in the UK, Europe and beyond, and then the stand-alone
tragedy of the Grenfell Tower fire. So much sadness and loss,
with lives transformed forever, and human potential that will never
be fulfilled. It is all the more remarkable therefore that out of the
depths of this despair there has been a marvellous growth of
compassion and love for neighbours and strangers alike. There is
still for many an overwhelming concern at the rise in hate crime
and, no matter what form it takes, this undoubtedly is a very
distressing experience for those subjected to it - indeed as we know
it was taken to its extreme in the murder of the politician Jo Cox.
It is heartening to learn from the writing of Brendan Cox,
Jo’s husband, that such a heinous act of hatred has drawn people
together in acts of kindness rather than driven them apart in acts
of revenge. In this context it is also good to know that the
Community Engagement team of the Metropolitan Police work
closely with schools and colleges to reduce the fear of hate crime,
and support them in developing their own interfaith initiatives.
Involving young people and women is absolutely essential if interfaith
is to flourish in the future: as members of faith communities they
offer fresh perspectives and valuable insights – resources that
L
should never be ignored.
RA

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

Cultural Soil
The Rt Revd Dr David Walker • keynote

I

f it is possible for something to be at the same time deeply dreadful
and profoundly uplifting, then the story of the city
of Manchester through late May and into June comes clearly
into that category. Twenty one years ago the city centre suffered
massive damage when an IRA bomb exploded in the shopping area.
What was different in 2017 was that the target appeared to have
been deliberately chosen in order to inflict the greatest loss of
life among the young. When the attacker prepared to detonate
his murderous device in the Arena foyer, he would have seen
that those in the line of the blast were children, young adults,
and parents waiting for their sons and daughters to emerge from the
auditorium. Part of how I seek to discharge my role as a bishop is to
try to think myself inside the heads of people very different from
myself, so that I can both understand and appreciate where they are
coming from, even if I still disagree with them profoundly.
But the mind of an individual who believes their cause is best served

by perpetrating such an atrocity is a place so dark and cold that
I cannot get anywhere near to it.
Where I can go, and where I have often needed to go in the weeks
since the attack, is towards the hearts and minds of the victims and
survivors, and the families of those affected. I cannot fully comprehend
the depths of their loss and sorrow, but I can apprehend enough of
it to know that for decades to come, people will be living with the
physical, mental and emotional consequences. Amongst those who
will suffer the deepest and the longest will be the young people
whose life chances and expectations have been dramatically reshaped
and restricted by their injuries. Public attention has understandably
focussed on the 22 killed, but the demands in those who will live
many years with permanent disability and disfiguration are profound.
Some of the injured remain in hospital as I write. To date, and to
the best of my knowledge, none of the victims have responded with
the hate that the bomber would have wished to evoke.
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keynote • The Rt Revd Dr David Walker

It is deeply impressive to meet young people
who are at ease both in articulating their
own faith and in responding warmly to the
beliefs and practices of others.
I've also gone again and again to the hearts and minds of the the decades I had lived away, but it was still recognisably itself,
people of Manchester, who have responded so magnificently. the heart of its culture intact. The large majority of Manchester
Yes, we have had a rise in islamaphobic hate incidents, along with people embrace the reality of living in a diverse, cosmopolitan city.
hate incidents directed at other groups in society. Reports of racist That was evident on the streets within hours of the blast.
and homophobic hate also rose, along with hate incidents directed It provided the soil within which seeds of kindness, compassion and
against those with disabilities. But my sense is that those who wish hospitality could grow.
to abuse others, often anyone visibly different from themselves,
The longstanding culture of Manchester provided the soil,
increasingly need to find ways of doing so where they are less likely but that soil was nurtured and enriched by the strong relationships
to be exposed to challenge and rebuke; the shout from a car that exist within the Manchester area both between the different
window rather than comments made in the public arena: or more faith communities themselves, and between them and the
seriously an arsen attack at midnight when there are no witnesses. structures of wider civil society. Every couple of months the leaders
Yet what we have seen from the vast majority of Mancunians is a of the faiths gather in my home for an evening of conversation
determination to come together, to show our
and reflection about our shared interests and
defiance by doing the very thing that those who
concerns. The pattern is one that goes back well
They
would
love
perpetrate or inspire violence least want to see
before my time. At most of these meetings we
us doing.They would love us to be cowed, fearful,
have an invited guest, such as the Greater
us to be cowed,
and driven into mutual suspicion. Manchester did
Manchester mayor, the Chief Constable or a
fearful, and driven
not do that. From the very day after the attack,
senior health service leader. We know each
into
mutual
suspicion.
whilst our grief and bereavement was still at
other well, trust each other, and move easily in
its most raw, people chose to come together,
each other's company. Over the years we have
Manchester did
to build bridges instead of walls. If I had eaten all
built that trust and confidence not just by being
not do that.
the snacks kindly offered to me, and to everyone
pleasant with each other but by being prepared
else on the city centre streets in the days that
to tackle complex and tricky issues, over which
followed, I would have burst.
we will not automatically agree. It's a great honour for me to
I was born and grew up in the Manchester area. Its culture be a voice for this group in wider society, but I could not
is deeply embedded in me. And it has been a culture that possibly undertake such a role without staying as close as I can
has embraced and enjoyed the benefits of diversity for a very to the diverse range of beliefs and traditions that we are.
long time. Since the early years of the nineteenth century, I’ve also cherished the opportunities I have been given to address
when Manchester became the world's first truly industrial city, assemblies at both Jewish and Muslim schools. More importantly,
people from all over the globe have come to make it their home. for that younger age group, who have often been marginalized
They have brought their skills, their entrepreneurship, their food during formal dialogue, I am struck by the positive impact
and drink, their arts, crafts and culture. They have grown and children and teenagers gain from studying alongside those of
sustained our economy and enriched our lives. As a schoolboy other faiths in our Church schools. It is deeply impressive to meet
in the late 1960s, I learned from the many Jewish pupils in my young people who are at ease both in articulating their own faith
class that having a different faith was not weird, it was just and in responding warmly to the beliefs and practices of others.
another way of being normal. The Manchester I returned to as We saw very little by way of heightened tensions among pupils
bishop four years ago had grown even more diverse during after the attack.
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The myth, of course, is of Britain being a very secular society,
where religion only impacts upon us when it can be blamed
for doing something dreadful. The reality is that the majority of
us identify with some religious tradition, whilst even more find a
need to engage at a spiritual level when events around them
require them to dig into their core values. I learned from
the Albert Square vigil and the memorial concert that a minute's
silence is far more than just an absence of noise. It needs
careful introduction and explanation, in order to allow those
participating in it to gain the most they can. Some will pray,
others will reflect, many will allow the outer stillness to link them
to their emotions and feelings. Crucially, the silence is a shared
experience, not simply a set of private acts performed at the same
time and place. Equally, when people in their thousands lit candles,
laid bouquets of flowers, or had the Manchester bee tattooed on
them, it was important that we were doing the same as others
were doing. That in itself became an icon for our common grief,

our shared defiance, and our deliberate and repeated choice of
love over hate. From sixteen years of being a Church of England
bishop, I felt able to help people curate their feelings and their
actions so as to become the best response to terrorism that
we could be.The omnipresence of both local and global media over
the first few days and weeks after the attack gave us the
opportunity to share something of the Manchester way with the
wider world.
I profoundly hope that we never have to live through events like
those of these last few weeks again.Yet Manchester feels stronger
today than it was before.The cause of terrorism was not advanced
by the bombing of the Arena, it was set back. From speaking with
my London colleagues, I am confident that the same can be said
of those affected by the attacks in Westminster, on London Bridge
and at the Finsbury Park mosque. The work and witness of local
and city wide faith communities, both after these events and long
before, has played a significant part in that.

The cause of terrorism was not advanced by
the bombing of the Arena, it was set back

Bee on lavendar: David Rose
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two-metre tall, granite Celtic cross marks the site in
Derry City Cemetery where James Martin Pacelli
McGuinness is buried, high above his Bogside home.
While the monument is similar to many others in this hillside
cemetery, the epitaph - Óglach Martin McGuinness, Óglaigh na
hÉireann, MP MLA Minister - testifies to his remarkable journey
from IRA man to statesman, from violence to peace.
Delivering the eulogy at his funeral, former US president
Bill Clinton said Martin McGuinness’s life could be summed up in
eight words: “I fought. I made peace. I made politics.” He did all
three with an intensity and commitment that have established him
as one of the most revered and most reviled figures in Northern
Ireland history.
I would never claim to have ‘known’ Martin McGuiness but
during almost thirty years as a BBC journalist in Derry, we came
to be on professional and friendly first name terms. Chatting to
him in the early 80s after I returned to work from maternity leave,
he asked me if I still lived in Portrush - a town frequently confused
with Portstewart, where I actually live, three miles away.
Relaying the conversation to my husband that evening,
he responded, “I hope you told him ‘Yes’”. He was joking of
course but his reaction reflected the fearsome reputation
McGuinness had garnered by then as an Irish Republican Army
(IRA) commander and Sinn Fein negotiator.
Had he been born anywhere other than Northern Ireland,
it is reasonable to assume that Martin McGuiness would not have
led the sort of life that drew a former American president,
past and present presidents of Ireland, the Chief Constable of the
Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) and politicians from
across the religious divide to his funeral. British army officers
have described him as ‘Sandhurst material’ - a man who led from
the front, militarily, strategically and politically. But born into
a working-class Derry family in 1950 - the second of seven
children - he was conditioned by the extraordinary and violent
circumstances which enveloped him.
He trained as a butcher’s assistant after leaving school at fifteen.
In 1968, he witnessed for the first time the violent unrest which

would soon become synonymous with his home town when police
clashed with nationalist civil rights demonstrators. While most
people opted for the path of peaceful political protest, many of his
generation - nationalist and unionist - resorted to violence instead.
McGuinness joined the IRA as an ‘óglach’ or ‘volunteer’ and,
according to The Observer newspaper, ‘While others threw
stones and petrol bombs, launched sniper attacks on British
soldiers, planted bombs and sacrificed personal lives for the
cause, he did it all to Olympic standards.’
By 1972, when members of the Parachute Regiment shot
dead thirteen civil rights marchers in Derry, he had gained
sufficient stature in the republican movement to be flown by
RAF plane to London for secret talks with the British government.
Aged twenty-two, he was the youngest in the delegation.
Giving evidence to the Saville Inquiry in 2003 - six years after being
elected an MP - he stated that he had been second-in-command
of the Derry Brigade of the Provisional IRA on Bloody Sunday,
and refused to answer a number of questions because of what he
called ‘the Republican code of honour’.
Of the three and a half thousand people killed in the
Northern Ireland ‘Troubles’, eighteen hundred were victims of
the IRA. Today, there are men and women on both sides of
the community - including some of those injured and bereaved
- who hold Martin McGuinness, as a former IRA commander,
directly or indirectly responsible for their suffering and loss.
They are unable to forget or forgive his past. Few people,
if any, believed his assertion that he left the IRA in 1974 - but his
role as an architect of the peace process is undisputed and
internationally recognised.
“He expanded the definition of ‘us’ and shrank the definition of
‘them’”, President Clinton told the congregation who packed
St Columba’s Long Tower Church for his funeral in March.
Never in Northern Ireland’s history has the sense of ‘them’
and ‘us’ - unionist versus nationalist, loyalist versus republican,
Protestant versus Catholic, and British versus Irish - been more
keenly felt than during the thirty years of conflict preceding the
signing of the 1998 Good Friday Agreement.

Eimear O’Callaghan • LIFE STORY
When McGuinness resigned as deputy First Minister in January
over the Democratic Unionist Party's handling of financial scandal
allegations, the veteran BBC World Affairs Editor, John Simpson,
wrote on social media: ‘Back in the early 70s in NI I found Martin
McGuinness terrifying. Now I have real respect for him. It took
serious courage to change.’
It can be argued, however, that the Sinn Fein chief negotiator
did not change. Despite his transformation - from someone described
by ITV’s The Cook Report as ‘Britain’s number one terrorist’
into the first republican to shake hands with a British monarch
- he did not undergo a Damascene conversion. At no point did
Martin McGuinness disavow the IRA or his past actions, and his
commitment to the republican cause was unwavering and lifelong.
Ironically, it was his leadership role within violent republicanism,
and the trust and respect he had earned in its ranks, that enabled
him to sell the idea of ‘a complete cessation of military operations’
to the overwhelming majority of IRA members and supporters.
Persuading republicans that the time had come to end a violent
campaign he had defended for much of his life placed him at
considerable personal risk. A rump of ‘dissident’ republicans
- opposed to the IRA ceasefire, to Sinn Fein’s participation in
the Stormont administration and to its support for the police continue to pose a serious security risk. When Martin McGuinness
stood on the steps of Stormont in 2009 and denounced the killers
of PSNI officer Stephen Carroll as ‘traitors to the island of Ireland’,
there were fears he had signed his own death warrant.
The characterisation of Martin McGuinness and Dr. Ian Paisley as
‘the Chuckle Brothers’ after they were appointed to head the
Northern Ireland Executive in 2007 is one of the most powerful
images to emerge from the peace process. A working relationship
between two embittered foes developed into a deep friendship
and mutual respect that confounded their critics. When Martin
McGuinness’s mother was dying, the two men prayed together.
One can only speculate as to what role, if any, faith played in
his reconciliation with the DUP leader who in 1988 had denounced
Pope John Paul II as ‘the Antichrist.’ In common with Dr. Paisley,
his Christian faith played an important part in Martin McGuinness’s
life. Despite frequent condemnation of violent republicanism by
Catholic church leaders, he was a regular Mass-goer and, in a 2015
BBC interview, said he tried “to be the best Catholic I can be”.
An ability to connect as easily with the lowliest security man at
the doors of Stormont as with members of the monarchy helped
him to negotiate difficult encounters and build unlikely relationships.
In June last year, the Queen responded with unexpected levity when
Martin McGuinness told her it was good to see her again and
asked if she was well. “Well, I’m still alive,” she quipped with a laugh.
There is little doubt that his affability and his ease of conversation
about sport - particularly fly-fishing, Manchester United and cricket
- helped to ‘humanise’ him in the eyes of opponents and break
the ice in frigid atmospheres. Tony Blair’s former Director of
Communications, Alastair Campbell, said he grew to ‘like him
a lot… and to see somebody very different from the murderous,
hard man, IRA commander image.’
Many people will never regard Martin McGuinness as anything
other than a terrorist. Social media channels were inundated with
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hate-filled messages when his frailness at a news conference
announcing his resignation showed the severity of his illness.
After he died, aged 66, from a rare genetic disease, Lord Tebbit
said the world was “a sweeter and cleaner place”. The peer,
whose wife was paralysed in the IRA Brighton bomb attack which
killed five people in 1984, said he hoped Martin McGuinness
“would be parked in a particularly hot and unpleasant corner of hell
for the rest of eternity”.
In contrast, Jo Berry, whose father Sir Anthony Berry MP was
among those killed, said Martin McGuinness’s legacy was one of
“reconciliation and peace-building”. Ian Paisley Junior MP - son of
the late First Minister - said the “remarkable journey Martin
McGuinness went on has not only saved lives, but has made the
lives of countless people in Northern Ireland better”.
Thousands lined the streets and applauded as his funeral cortege
made its way from his home in the Bogside. But the loudest,
most spontaneous applause erupted when DUP First Minister Arlene
Foster – whose policeman father was shot by the IRA, and whose
school-bus they bombed -- took her place in the pews in Long
Tower Church. Her presence, after much deliberation, was one
of the greatest testaments to Martin McGuinness’s legacy. “If you
want to continue his legacy,” President Clinton told the mourners,
“go and finish the work he has started.”

Eimear O'Callaghan is author of 'Belfast Days: A 1972 Teenage Diary' (2014) Merrion Press (extract featured in this magazine issue 32)
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he Burmese Nobel Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi has
earned global sympathy for her personal family sacrifices;
recognition as an inspiring revolutionary leader and praised
as a prisoner of conscience. She has always been a moving media
presence, with an ever-growing number of international supporters.
Following her release from house arrest in 2010 she has risen to
become a political leader of her country, now known as Myanmar.
Supporters around the world celebrated her progress to power,
with expectations of great leadership from the woman who
appeared to have suffered so much. The reality however, in 2017,
is a wave of criticism from around the world, including fellow
Laureates, for her refusal to recognise that an ethnic minority
of Rakhine, one of the poorest states in Myanmar, is suffering
an abuse of human rights by the military, and is subjected to
ethnic cleansing.
The people in question are known as the Rohingya Muslims,
and their total number is estimated at around one million.
They claim to be descendants of Arab traders and other ethnic
groups, and have been settled in Rakhine state for many
generations alongside the Buddhist Rakhine people. Yet, they are
considered illegal immigrants from Bangladesh by the Myanmar
government, and as such face routine official and public
discrimination, and denied the right of abode. As a consequence,
no less than 140,000 Rohingya in the Rakhine state live in
ramshackle ghetto-like camps made from mostly plastic sheets and
mud with no electricity or drinking water. Officially, they cannot
leave the camps without government permission.
Largely invisible from the world’s view, the Rohingya people,
including babies and children, are reported by the UN to
have been victims of slaughter, abduction, arson attacks and
sexual violence, including gang rape. Barbaric brutality includes
an 8-month old baby and a 5-year old child being killed with
knives as their mothers were raped. Accounts of extreme
xenophobia on the basis of complexion, race and religion are
also plentiful. They suffer impoverishment and displacement in
a Buddhist majority country, where their leader Aung San Suu Kyi
is recognised as a torch bearer for human rights.
The army has exploited the ethnic diversity to tighten their
control in the country, and at least 70,000 traumatized Rohingya
have fled the violence to neighbouring Bangladesh, and hundreds
of thousands more undocumented Rohingya have escaped overstretching the deprived border areas, as well as being
manipulated by criminal and rebel networks active in those
regions. Nicknamed "boat people" Rohingya have escaped on
flimsy boats to Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia and Malaysia.
Some are drifting on Thai waters whilst others have drowned or
are missing, exploited by people-smuggling gangs.
On a recent visit to the area Yanghee Lee, the UN special
rapporteur on rights in Myanmar has accused Myanmar security

Power

forces of committing crimes against humanity.The UN human rights
council has published a ‘damning’ report on the ‘devastating’ abuses
by the security forces. BBC’s Fergal Keane, who first met Suu Kyi in
July 1995 and has expressed admiration for her ever since,
writes in April 2017 of an altered person. He reports: “One of
the most powerful memories I have of ethnic intolerance –
and this is after reporting on Rwanda and atrocities in the
Balkans – is seeing the plight of Rohingya penned into a ghetto
in Sittwe, the capital of Rakhine, and listening to the toxic
rhetoric of Buddhist monks near a burned out Muslim village.”
The situation has created a demand that the Nobel Peace Laureate
take a vociferous stance against torture and discrimination of a
community in her own country. Her initial silence was profound,
giving rise to the suspicion of complicity of sorts.When questioned,
and challenged, in media interviews, she called it a conflict between
two communities, and claimed that her lack of action is to avoid
inciting more hatred. Her rejection of claims of ethnic cleansing in
the face of compelling documented evidence, has created dismay
and criticism amongst her international supporters.
Aung San Suu Kyi is still idolized by her Buddhist majority
followers and her current stance on the Rohingya situation may
be seen as politically motivated; to keep the military happy,
so they may one day relinquish their hold on the constitution,
and key ministries like defence and home, enabling her to become
President. To the wider world however, it seems that the merits of
the universal human rights that she once elucidated are lost on her
political goals.
With growing global awareness of their sufferings, Rohingya are
now considered by many the world's most persecuted minority,
giving rise to a militant insurgency in some areas, resulting in deaths
on both sides. Even as I write, reports are coming in of a massacre
of 130 Rohingya, including women and children, by Myanmar
security forces and Buddhist vigilantes. This increasing conflict,
and ongoing persecution of a whole community, cannot be ignored.
If Aung San Suu Kyi will not act to bring justice and peace to the
Rohingya, then there is a desperate need for the world to act to
alleviate the terrorization and oppression of a people who feel
rejected and reviled in their home country: for them to be
recognised as citizens of Myanmar and housed appropriately with
economic, political, educational and religious freedom to live the
life they have been denied. The humanitarian crisis created by the
dislodged Rohingya refugees outside Myanmar also needs to be
addressed.As undocumented refugees they cannot access aid given
to registered refugees on foreign soil. Several Muslim International
Charities and other Aid Agencies are providing some livelihood
support here, but as state-less refugees their rights as human
beings are viewed as non-existent and, as such, their future is
without hope.

….Of all the interfaith initiatives I have participated in, the most
profound impact on me has been engaging either with women of other
faiths in general or specifically in a women-only event. As women of
faith we can certainly come with our own historical religious and
cultural baggage but it usually does not take long to see beyond any
differences to focus on the human relationship in the encounter.
In my experience, even extremely controversial issues (and I have
been in the middle of a few) can be worked through, or at least it can
be agreed to differ, with respect. The result is that I feel privileged to
say that there are many women of other faiths that I feel I can call my
friends and with whom it is possible for me to be open and sincere….

dialogue in action

Humera Khan • dialogue in action

Humera Khan

Extract from an address given at a JCM Conference, and published in European Judaism by Berghahn Journals. Published here with permission.
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dialogue in action • Daljit Singh

A Mancunian

Sikh Born and Bred
As a Mancunian Sikh I was proud to see images on television, of Sikhs standing
alongside others from faith communities and those with secular views providing food
and drink and committing themselves to eradicating prejudice and discrimination.

A

s a caring humanitarian and British born Sikh, I condemn
all senseless and barbaric acts of violence. The actions of
Ramadan Abedi a British born Muslim, on the night of
22nd May 2017, resulted in the deaths of 22 people,
including children. Many more suffered from life changing injuries,
both physical and psychological, with severe trauma for their
families and community. I cannot comprehend how a person
born here, with all the rights that go with that status, could have
the desire to indiscriminately attack and murder innocent
people in the city he has made his home: and my question to
those propagating and supporting such extremist actions is
“how can you ignore the humanity of those you wish to kill”.
Undoubtedly the callous acts of terrorism, claimed to be in the
name of Islam, should not be confused with the teachings of Islam
a peace-loving faith.
According to the teachings of Islam, as I understand them,
the Prophet sent the following message to his military leaders
who were setting forth in the way of Jihād to stop hostile advances
and defend Muslim territories: He Said

- an unnecessary sectarian war which took the innocent lives of
many Sikhs, Hindus and Muslims. Both my parents, and older
brother were eternally grateful for the support they received
as migrants. Their influence and guidance has been instrumental
in helping me to make informed decisions about how to
appreciate life in a multi-racial society. My father's appreciation
of an English education, its people, the democratic system and
opportunities he received in business ensured that I fared well in
the UK. Likewise, my mother and brother’s experiences of life in
India; especially during the Indian civil war are a constant reminder
of how different my life would have been if I had been born in India
in 1947.

Advance in the name of Allah, with Allah, on the pattern of
the Messenger of Allah. That means do not to kill the elderly,
infants or women …“and do good. Lo! Allah loveth those
who do good.”

12

How did Abedi and those that espouse the teaching of revenge
and violence get it so wrong? Unlike Abedi, I have learned
to respect the core values of other world faiths, including Islam
and Christianity. My parents were immigrants who taught me
and others in our extended family to value justice, equality and
freedom of thought which are the hallmark of this society.
We are a third-generation family and I have spent my 64
years living working, studying and enjoying life as a Mancunian.
My father arrived from Africa in 1936, as a Commonwealth
citizen to pursue business interests, and my mother joined him
in 1950, primarily as a result of the 1947 Indian civil war
between Muslims and Hindus. She was forced to leave her
homeland in the Punjab as a result of the Partition of India

A community gathering in 1962: many of the same families were represented in
Albert Square and St. Ann's Square following the attack

I know many Sikh families who reside in Manchester that
came as result of the civil war in India, and some of their decedents
were present in Albert Square, and St Anne’s Square the days after
the bombing, denouncing the attack on innocent people at the
Arianne Grande concert. As a Mancunian Sikh I was proud to
see images on television, of Sikhs standing alongside others from
faith communities and those with secular views providing food and
drink and committing themselves to eradicating prejudice
and discrimination. Their actions demonstrated the principle
of human dignity, which forms the core teachings of Sikhism,
Islam and other world religions.Also, it is the fundamental concept
from which all human rights derive, and the basis for social
order. Bhagt Kabir (1440–1518) an Indian poet, mystic and
philosopher, who revered the teachings of both Hinduism and
Islam put it well. “AWWAL ALLAH NOOR UPAYA, eaek noor thae
sab jag oupajiaa koun bhaae ko mandhae“ Sri Guru Granth Sahib:
GGS JI Page 1349
From the beginning of time Allah created the light: then,
by His creative power, He made all mortal beings, From the
One light, the entire universe welled up. So who is good,
and who is bad?
Many of his teachings are recorded GGS Ji (the holy scriptures
of the Sikh faith which are recognized as their eleventh Guru)
such as those quoted above.
It was on the core values of these Sikh teachings that the first
Gurdwara, Sikh temple was built in Moss Side, Manchester, in 1953.
This Sikh venture received financial support from the indigenous
community and enabled the Gurdwara governance, other Sikhs
and Indians (Hindus), to modify a dilapidated terraced Victorian
house. Mainly it served as a place of worship but it had multiple
uses as a community center, providing housing support both short

and long term, employment opportunities and a place for Sikhs and
the Indian communities, both Hindus and Muslims to practice their
culture, and fortify their customs and traditions to co-exist with
the laws of the land.
As a child I recall the celebrations of the main Gurpurbs:
the birth of Guru Nanak, founder; Guru Gobind Singh,
founder of the Khalsa, and tenth human Guru: the two martyrs
Gurus Arjun (fifth) and Teg Bahadur(ninth): Vaisakhi which
recognises the transfer of power from Guru (teacher to the
Community). All of these Gurpurps were celebrated to integrate
Sikhs into the wider community, consisting of Muslims, Hindus,
Christians and those representing the secular community. It was
the celebration of Guru Arjun that was most significant for me.
Guru Arjun, (1563-1606) was the fifth Sikh Guru and the
first Sikh martyr (He gave up his life for Sikhs and other faiths to
ensure they were free to practice their respective faiths without
fear of persecution from those in authority). The greatest
contributions he made to the faith were to compile the teachings
of other Sikh Gurus and revered Bhagats from Islam and
Hinduism highlighting the importance of tolerance, respect, equality
and justice, and condemning discrimination against females
and violence into the Adi (original) Granth which is accessible to
all people.
Manchester Sikhs and people from neighbouring towns,
including Liverpool and Preston, gathered in a very small front
room in Moss Side in 1960, they congregated to enjoy the
warm and friendly atmosphere, and to be served with free soft
drinks and vegetarian food. The aim of this momentous occasion
and other Gurpurbs was to ensure peace, unity of humanity
and to recognise the diversity of Mancunians, especially those
living in Moss Side. We gathered as we do now to condemn
the violence, which is a tool for those unwilling to recognise
our growing interfaith community, and their aim to divide us.

Family and members of the community celebrating my daughter’s wedding
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The Gurdwara in Manchester and those further afield continue
to promote effective race and community relations, but the
management of these sacred places lack the much needed voice
of women and young people. There are very few Gurdwaras that
can claim to include women in senior positions and decision
making, which must affect the decisions they make when dealing
with issues such as “forced marriages”, increasing levels of divorce
and domestic violence towards women. Our spiritual leader is
called a Granthi - (ceremonial reader of the GGS ji) who leads
the congregation in prayer, performs the Kirtan (musical rendition
of the Scriptures), Katha (Discourses), Ardas (Prayers), in order
to inspire and provide spiritual direction and motivation to the
Sangat (congregation). A Granthi is also a religious minister
performing all the Sikh rites of passage from birth, baptism and
death. In practice the majority of UK Gurdwaras appoint men in
this role, and therefore cause an imbalance between the genders
and can undermine the practical and spiritual support for women.
Many Sikh women are uncomfortable sharing their concerns about
family and personal issues with a male Granthi, and feel isolated.
There are no specific support mechanisms for women in the
majority of Gurdwaras.
Young people in the Sikh community are making distinctive
progress in education, leading to the take up of professions
such as medicine, law, accountancy, business and commerce
and social work, but their involvement in the Gurdwara
may still be negligible: ageism appears to suppress some
of the current good work. Many of the positions of high
office in Sikh Temples are reserved and assigned to elderly Sikh
males often retired from work, or unemployed, which enables
them to find solace in voluntary work in the Gurdwara. But the
present system does little to encourage recruiting the
young professionals with experience of work in institutions,
skills and knowledge to match. Their experience of how
to adopt systems and procedures to ensure effective
leadership, keep accounts, budgeting, marketing and care for the
welfare and wellbeing of the community is under-utilized.
Why are young people excluded from working alongside the
elderly, and from sharing fresh ideas which may improve the
management in the Gurdwara and prevent community disputes
which are on the increase.
Young people, and women especially, suffer cultural discrimination
that prevents effective integration of all minority communities
into contemporary society. This particularly affects those with
distinctive appearance and dress codes, such as Punjabi Pakistani
Muslims and my own Sikh community: males with distinctive
turbans, long hair and beards, and females with their salwar and
kamas. Some teachers and employers are reluctant to embrace
such differences, pushing black and ethnic minorities on to the
periphery and forcing individuals to question their identity.
This is bound to affect the self-esteem and confidence of adults,
and especially young and vulnerable children. Surely it is time for
the Gurdwara, Mosque,Temple, Church and schools to unite in an
endeavor to provide a broader religious education which may help
stop us “sleep walking into racial and religious segregation”

(Trevor Phillips (2005) former chairman of the Equality and Human
Rights Commission).
There is no excuse for any member of the extreme political right,
or those with extremist religious views, to dictate the way we
should live and worship. If all people of faith practiced qualities such
as freedom, tolerance, respect for the rule of law, belief in personal
and social responsibility, then maybe this could stop us breeding the
hate that ignited the bombing at the Ariane Grande concert.
Sikhism at its best can help: at its worst it needs to be helped,
and the solutions here may well lie in the under-utilized breadth
of talent of the younger members of our community, and by calling
on the skills of Sikh women.

The management of
these sacred places
lack the much needed
voice of women and
young people

My daughter - our next generation
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‘We’ve got a signature dish from Kurdistan today’ I announce happily to my fellow volunteer, a Western Muslim convert.
‘But is it halal?’ she replies immediately. My heart sinks. Why can I never remember to make sure our cooks know that
whatever is prepared must include a vegetarian option and that meat must be halal?

W

e are at the East Meets West drop-in centre in
Lancaster for asylum seeker and refugee women and
children, a weekly event which began in the autumn
of 2016. East Meets West is a women’s community group which
was formed in 2006 when two women, one Christian and one
Muslim, united to create a cookery club for Lancaster women of the
two different cultures. The aim was to foster friendship and solidarity
in the wake of the tragic events of 9/11 and 7/7, and to bridge
the cultural divide. Classic recipes and cooking methods from
both traditions were demonstrated in the Priory Church Hall,
the weekly sessions ending with a stall on Market Square, Lancaster.
There, women from both cultures served a variety of dishes they
had learned to make, free of charge. The friendships that were
already developing were clearly visible that day, and those fledgling
experiences made us aware that whilst Lancaster has been a

multicultural city for many years it was unusual to see a group of
middle aged and older women from different cultural backgrounds,
doing something in public for the public, together.
Since then there have been more cookery clubs, three embroidery
projects, outings, parties, swimming, ten pin bowling, a Faith
Communities project and a lottery funded ‘Healthy Living’ project.
Last year was our tenth anniversary and we celebrated with a
‘Grand Day Out’ with picnics for the family: the previous week we
had held an ‘Open Day’ in Lancaster library, with opportunities for
visitors to try on a hijab, sample Indian snacks, see contemporary
Islamic art, and learn about the background to the crisis in the
Middle East from Dr Simon Mabon and Dr Roger Mitchell of
Lancaster University’s Richardson Institute. Over 100 people came
to see us that Saturday and we felt that as a group we were becoming
more visible in wanting to celebrate the diversity on our door step.
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...we are also challenged to think
again about our own priorities

16

It has been both straightforward yet challenging to maintain the

also witnessed the commitment to elderly family members, and the

momentum over the past ten years. Straightforward in the sense that

benefits of living as extended families so that mutual support can

we have a programme of events, and have become practised in the art

sustain communities. When we have been ill our Muslim friends

of form-filling for grants, and for hiring different venues: but challenging

have cooked for us. We have also prayed for one another and

in terms of every day cultural expectations. For those of us from the

been to each other’s place of worship so frequently that we feel

‘West’, dates in the diary, committee meetings with an agenda and

quite at home there. Some of us are also quite familiar visitors in

minutes, time-keeping, and reliability are aspects of our social

each other’s homes, having tea and biscuits alongside spicy snacks

and cultural training that we often take for granted. It seems to us that

and dates, and chatting as fast and with as much ribbing and laughter

the ‘East’ has different priorities: religious practices and commitment

as with women from our own background culture. The sheer joy

to family are sacrosanct, so we from the ‘West’ tend to be annoyed

this brings enhances the pleasure to be found in everyday life and

if our fellow committee members do not turn up for meetings,

offers an intriguingly new perspective on almost everything.

or give last minute apologies because their family needs them, or they

Our focus changed in 2016. As asylum seekers began arriving in

are fasting, or because it is 40 days since a member of the community

the UK we felt we were in a very good position to offer a welcome to

died and they must pray. But we are also challenged to think again

women and children who might come to Lancaster. We represent

about our own priorities. Should we be more prepared to put our

different cultures, have different faiths, speak a variety of languages,

families first despite what our diaries say? Are we rather too casual

and over the previous ten years had established bonds of friendship,

about religious practice? Although fasting is part of the Christian

trust, solidarity and understanding that equipped us to reach out to

tradition it is rarely practised.

newcomers. A group of us who were interested met in early February

Some of us have had the privilege of being invited to three day Indian

and decided to assemble welcome boxes of groceries, toiletries and

weddings and witnessed the scale of preparation for such major events,

baby care items. These were stored in people’s homes, garages and

as well as the bonding process between the two families. We have

cellars but mice, sell by dates, and damp threatened our efforts

whilst we waited for the arrival of the first women: then the news
came that the first women had arrived. The boxes were distributed
and a weekly drop-in was quickly arranged at Lancaster Priory
refectory. The difficulty was not in finding volunteers to run the
drop-in, but in communicating the information about it. For reasons
of confidentiality and security we could not contact the women
directly so were dependent on the co-ordinator and volunteers of
LMARS (Lancaster and Morecambe Asylum Seeker and Refugee
Support), who, of course, were much in demand. In each of those
first few months however, we were able to welcome between one
and eight women of different ages and circumstances, some came
with children but more often they came on their own.The slow start
meant that we could spend time with individuals, and steadily gain
their trust.We also organised three clothing events to enable all
the asylum seekers to access the growing pile of donated clothing.
We had one of our usual ‘bring and share’ parties during this period,
and several of those who had only just arrived walked in, to our huge
delight. After experiencing so much danger and trauma, not only in
the countries from which they fled, but also on the journeys they had
undertaken, many of the women were amazingly cheerful and actually
brought us new life and energy. We also realised what a steep learning
curve we were on. Our preconceptions were being challenged:
“So you’re from Afghanistan, but are Sikhs and speak Punjabi?”
I blurted out. “Yes!” came the reply and very quickly the question:
“Do you know where the nearest gurdwara is?” Fortunately I did.
In January the drop-in volunteers met again to review progress.
We decided a more central venue would be easier to find, and a
better equipped kitchen would encourage more to offer to cook
lunch for the women. We also decided to organise activities such
as beauty treatments, hairdressing, crafts, and whatever else might

appeal to women whose morale was low. Confirmation came from
the house volunteers that a drop-in centre would be appreciated as
a safe place, especially by women who had experienced abuse from
men. Fortunately Lancaster Baptist Church was willing to offer us
a suitable space and so we planned a launch of the new revamped
drop-in for 16th March 2017. Two East Meets West volunteers,
one a Quaker and one a Muslim, spent two afternoons making
hand-made invitations in the language of each woman. A buffet
was organised, as well as badge making and an art board where all
could write ‘Welcome’ in their own language. Since then numbers
have steadily grown. We are never short of volunteers to make
lunch.Through volunteering to cook the women have visibly grown
in confidence and self-esteem. One woman said to me “Without you
guys we just wouldn’t cope.” Another hugged and hugged me and
then looked at me very tenderly calling me “Sister.” Two more told
another volunteer that the drop-in was now “in our hearts”.
We start each session with games to help us learn each other’s
names, and laughter breaks out regularly as we stumble over
pronunciations. We have so far done relaxation and stretching
exercises, knitting, painting and drama is on our list. Our coach
outing on 13th May to the Lake District provided an opportunity
for the asylum seekers and refugees to meet the rest of the
East Meets West community. It was a buzz of different languages
and a feast of al fresco international cuisine. For the refugees it was
the first time they had been to the Lakes, to visit the English
countryside. A day in the fresh air, surrounded by nature in the
company of friends with the chance to feel both safe and free was a
health tonic for us all. The bonds between us were certainly
reinforced by our day out, with many saying goodbye and adding
“See you on Thursday at the drop-in!”
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Tackling Hate Crime:
A Collective Response

dialogue in action • Metropolitan Police

Question put to the Community Engagement team of the Metropolitan Police: by Heather Wells, Editor

The involvement of every section of the community in condemning these
hate crimes is absolutely critical to alleviating tension within the community
embers of the public have found the tragic
consequences of recent events to be incredibly sad.
For members of the Metropolitan Police Force,
particularly those involved in the Westminster terrorist
attack, the London Bridge terrorist attack and the Finsbury
Park mosque terrorist attack, the emotional strain must have
been immense. The local community will have turned to
them for support, especially with concerns about a rise in
hate crimes – many of which were well founded. In the hope
of relieving some of the tension that gives rise to such crimes
Faith Leaders promptly made public demonstrations of unity,
presented joint statements such as ‘Not in our name’, and
organised vigils and services in places of worship. Do you feel
that this interfaith/multi-faith action has helped alleviate
some of the concerns raised by the local communities?
How important is this to future relationships between
local faith communities and the police? Have lessons been
learnt for the future about planning for such emergencies,
and can these be shared with the faith leaders and the
wider community?

M

Response from Chief Superintendent Dave Stringer of the Community
Engagement Team, Metropolitan Police Service
We have been working closely with faith communities across
London for a long time, both in raising awareness of hate crime
and how to report it, also to help build resilience in the face
of threats to community cohesion, such as terrorist attacks.
There are already many outstanding examples of inter-faith
work all across London, including the London Resilience Forum,
which has a specific faith sector working group. This in itself gives
credence to the belief that faith communities are increasingly

recognised as significant partners in their localities, and have
a long tradition of responding to the needs of their local
communities in times of crisis. A national guide: ‘Engaging the
Faith Communities in Civil Protection’ is available through the
government website www.gov.uk
As part of our contingency planning for serious incidents,
we developed a 14 day plan with the support of senior faith leaders.
The purpose of this strategy is to visibly demonstrate community
cohesion and resilience in the aftermath of serious incidents;
faith/belief communities play a crucial part in this plan. This plan
was put into place following the terrorist attacks in London earlier
this year, and feedback from local communities and key stakeholders
has been positive about how the plan has worked in practice.
Joint statements by faith leaders, vigils and commemorative
events we believe have served to calm tensions, provide a
collective response to hate crime fears, and demonstrate that
there is no place for hate in London. We will of course continue
to work with local and regional faith organisations to further
develop our contingency planning for the future.
We have, however, as expected seen an increase in hate crime
in the immediate aftermath of these incidents. Although initial
analysis suggests that the vast majority of these incidents are
opportunistic and non-violent in nature, we recognise that
abusive words and behaviour can feel very threatening to victims,
and cause significant concern to those involved, their families
and wider communities. The involvement of every section of the
community in condemning these hate crimes is absolutely critical
to alleviating tension within the community, and demonstrating
support for all its members. We also work very closely with
schools and colleges in particular to reduce the fear of crime
among young people and to support them in developing interfaith
initiatives themselves.

With thanks to Charanjit Ajit Singh for her intermediary assistance with this feature.
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Obstacles

Interfaith dialogue can actually be as contentious as it can be beneficial

M

y particular passion in interfaith is in the areas of
campaigning and pastoral interfaith as they appeal to the
activist in me. There is something exciting about the
idea of religions stepping out of their ‘worship’ role to engage in the
messy business of social justice. Campaigning interfaith includes
initiatives such as supporting the homeless, feeding the hungry
and working with alienated young people. Pastoral interfaith is
what faiths do best. It is providing care in the community such
as counselling, chaplaincy and shelter. The idea that an interfaith
approach may have equal if not more traction to influence
critical issues (such as countering extremism) is fast gaining ground.
As more and more faith communities feel confident, the ability to
work side by side with other faiths, as suggested by the former
chief rabbi Jonathan Sacks, becomes more and more of a reality.
***
The idea that interfaith can play an essential role in countering
extremism within our faiths and within faiths generally is shared
by Muhammad Hamidullah in The Life and Work of the Prophet of

Islam (2007):

...dialogue can enable us to explore together solutions to all
kinds of shared problems. Today we face global problems
such as moral degeneration, environmental pollution,
unfair distribution of economic gains, disease, poverty,
collapse of family values, fanaticism in the name of race,
religion and nationalism, and problems threatening world
peace such as terrorism, war and exploitation. Religions and
their adherents can contribute to the solutions of these
problems, especially when interfaith relations are strong
and different groups can trust each other and work
together harmoniously.

While I agree with his sentiments, if it was that easy there
would not be any problems in the world in the first place. In fact,
interfaith dialogue can actually be as contentious as it can
be beneficial. The contentions which are often ignored are
multifaceted and need to be put up for discussion in order for
genuine encountering and engagement. Negotiating our intentions,
understanding political contexts and sensitivity to social and cultural
issues can require as much effort as the initiatives being suggested in
the first place.

dialogue in action

Encountering

Humera Khan • dialogue in action

I mention this because in practice there are very few interfaith
initiatives that do not require a certain amount of diplomatic
negotiating. A careless comment, unresolved prejudices or what
can be seen as unequal power and privilege can easily ignite
conflicts. In my experience the most difficult interfaith experience
to defend is most probably Jewish–Muslim dialogue. The politics
of Israel–Palestine continues to make this dialogue contentious
and difficult to justify within each of the faiths. Therefore, to get to
a point of working side by side to tackle controversial issues such
as extremism would require tremendous work beforehand to
make any initiative have some long-term benefit. To highlight this
I will give a simple personal example.
An-Nisa Society’s Supplementary Muslim School was asked by
West London Synagogue to be part of a Jewish–Muslim interfaith
project aimed at young people aged about fourteen to fifteen years
old. This project was a year-long project which culminated in a
five-day heritage trip to Morocco. When it was first suggested to
me I was very excited but my challenge was how to convince the
Muslim community I work with of the importance of the project.
It was not easy as there are strongly held sentiments amongst some
Muslims that the situation in Israel and Palestine requires a boycott
of relations with people whom they consider to be Zionists or
supporters of Israel. To overcome such sentiments in this emotive
context and to persuade people that there is a peace worth fighting
for requires sensitive handling by people who are trusted and have
proved their commitment to the community in their work.We are
now in the third year of this project and thanks to God the project
has gone from strength to strength. From initial rumblings in some
quarters, which actually resulted in one family leaving the school,
our families have been persuaded of the importance of this work
and the benefit to their children of having been part of the project.
This year the students and parents were themselves asking me
when the project was to start – which was a great sign that
the message had got through. There is a lot of potential for this
initiative to be taken further but these things depend on resources,
commitment and the role of community advocates who continue
to engage with and persuade community members that there is
nothing to fear.
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If interfaith working for the common good is seen as something desirable
then why is it that such initiatives are so hard to sustain?
Another example where interfaith has been harnessed has been
with the British government’s counter-terrorism policy Prevent.
Without going into a long explanation about the ins and outs of this
policy, our concerns at An-Nisa Society were based on the following:
The most glaring concerns of the Prevent strategy are
the targeting of the whole Muslim community as
potential terrorists, the fusion of counter terrorism with
community cohesion and community development
initiatives and the mainstreaming of Prevent in the core
services of local councils.

The strategy has a heavy surveillance focus, which has
considerable risks involved and is morally dubious.
(Preventing Violent Extremism (PVE) & PREVENT –
A Response from the Muslim Community, p. 4,
by Khalida Khan, Director, An-Nisa Society (email
info@an-nisa.org for pdf copy).

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/

attachment_data/file/97976/prevent-strategy-review.pdf)

I unreservedly believe that faith communities and interfaith can
play a significant role in tackling our internal and external problems
but critical questions need to be asked as to whether we should
allow ourselves to be led blindly into solving problems that may
compromise our independence and moral objectivity. The funding
carrot played into a desire for the work of faith communities to be
recognized in the mainstream. But are we so hungry for recognition
that we are willing to compromise our own objectivity by promoting
a flawed strategy that demonizes a whole community? Or, rather,
should faith communities work with governments critically and
independently to be an objective moral compass for the myriad of
vested interests involved in such issues?
Tackling extremism is not easy because to some extent we are
reacting once the horse has already bolted and what do we actually
mean when we say that we are ‘working to eradicate extremism’?

The issue here is not questioning the importance of security but a

Are we talking about theological ‘extremism’ or is it a socially

policy which has engaged with the Muslim community only through

constructed one? Is religion turning its adherents into narrow-minded

the lens of counter-terrorism. On this basis significant funding has

radicals or is it something socio-political – a response from a

been made available both at a national and at a local government level.

voiceless, marginalized and excluded population? Religions certainly

Interfaith in particular has been identified as a medium through which

have a role to play in challenging the abuse of religion but for a

to tackle extremism in the following way:

government to harness the goodwill and expertise of faith

It follows that faith institutions and organisations can play
a very important role in preventative activity. They can
lead the challenge to an ideology that purports to
provide theological justification for terrorism. They will
often have authority and credibility not available to
Government. They can provide more specific and direct
support to those who are being groomed to terrorism
by those who claim religious expertise and use what
appear to be religious arguments. They can also play a
wider and no less vital role in helping create a society
which recognises the rights and the contributions of
different faith groups, endorses tolerance and the rule of
law and encourages participation and interaction. People
who subscribe to these values and principles are unlikely
to turn to terrorism. (Prevent Strategy 2011, 10.115.

communities for its own purposes and without question is a very
dangerous position.
Money for interfaith dialogue is now drying up and many of the
funded initiatives with potential have not been able to be sustained
independently. If interfaith working for the common good is seen as
something desirable then why is it that such initiatives are so hard
to sustain? There are many reasons for this, including, as already
mentioned, that most faith communities are preoccupied with their
own issues and interfaith is therefore not a priority. There is also a
lot of historical baggage connected with minority–majority relations,
engaged and disengaged communities, discrimination and prejudice.
Unless these issues are also addressed or at least part of the agenda
then collaborative working in an interfaith context will always
encounter obstacles.

Humera Khan is a freelance consultant and researcher on Muslim affairs. She is one of the founder members and trustees of An-Nisa Society.
Extract from an address given at a JCM Conference, and published in European Judaism Volume 48 by Berghahn Journals. Published here with permission.
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FROM

‘Every tree is to be known by its fruits: not by
its dead wood or thorns or parasites,

BUT BY THE FRUIT OF ITS OWN INNER LIFE AND NATURE.’

(Margaret Sykes 1957 27.11
Quaker Faith and Practice)

A

s a Quaker married to an Anglo-Catholic ordinand I am difficulties, but offers the prize of a transformed, transformational
privileged to learn from the Church of England, whilst living relationship with others and God.
much of my spiritual life alongside it.The theological training
This brings us to Bradford, at times beset by socio-economic
college where we are living is rich and varied, hosting various hardship and tense inter-community strife, exacerbated by ignorance
priests on sabbatical, and this has led to recent
and complacency of some uninvolved policy makers,
conversations with a number of people involved
magnified by certain vested interests. Against this,
The path through the
in interfaith dialogue. At the conclusion of
it is all the more remarkable that positive interfaith
interfaith forest is
my wife’s training, we will move to Yorkshire,
relationships have developed there. Commenting on
fraught with difficulties,
close to both Bradford and Sheffield, so we
a chain of events that formed links between
but
offers
the
prize
are extremely interested in discussing such
Muslims and Jews, leading to a positive change in the
of a transformed,
matters. Our conversations have reinforced our
fortunes of the Bradford Synagogue, Rudi Leavor,
transformational
awareness of the need for ongoing interfaith
the Chair of the Synagogue, said: “If it weren’t
relationship with
work, something as a Quaker I feel called to do.
true, you couldn’t make it up.” The 19th Century
others and God.
As the quote in 'Quaker Faith and Practice'
Moroccan-influenced Grade II* listed building is a
conveys, each faith bears beautiful fruits, but also
proud monument to the hard work of Bradford’s
some darker seeds. These 'darker seeds' may be seen as prejudice Jewish community, which helped to create an earlier ‘northern
between religious communities, inter-cultural ignorance, or practices powerhouse’. In the course of the 20th Century, and more recently,
which may raise moral, ethical or logistical challenges needing candid local Jewish numbers have gradually declined, whilst the city’s Muslim
discussion. The path through the interfaith forest is fraught with population has grown – but its legacy still has a discernible influence.
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“BUT WHAT IS MISSING IS THE
ADDRESSING OF [VARIOUS CULTURAL]
ISSUES AT A NATIONAL LEVEL.”
Jani Rashid, former Head of Diversity at Bradford Council,
has worked for many years to develop links between Bradford’s faith
communities, and enjoys the notable status of being the only Muslim
to have been co-opted onto a synagogue council. He recalled in an
interview with the Jewish Chronicle: “I walked in [to the synagogue]
out of curiosity as a child and was welcomed and shown around.
I guess that positive experience has influenced me.” Later, when it
was in need of repair, with few members and low funds, its council
members were in danger of falling liable for the whole cost.
In the course of his work Rudi Leavor was delegated to work
alongside a local Muslim in relation to a planning application.
During a debriefing meeting he mentioned the synagogue’s
financial problems and this led to a successful application for an
emergency grant from the Carlisle Business Centre Charity, and a
donation from the Metropolitan Council for a Chanukkah service.
Subsequently, an anonymous Muslim mill owner, keen to honour
the Jewish heritage of his mill, made a considerable donation to the
building fund which led to community groups and the Bradford
Council of Mosques raising funds to save the building. The Muslim
community has been a partner in the undertaking ever since.
Rashid sees the importance of the project: “…this purpose-built
synagogue from the 1890’s is an important part of the Jewish heritage
in Bradford (which) contributed enormously to the economic and
social regeneration and fabric of the city…. It could not be… turned
into another carpet warehouse”.
From this ‘small acorn’, various roots are now growing.
Rudi Leavor already enjoyed links with local churches and Bradford
Cathedral, now each year there are Jewish-Christian-Muslim
events: Oneg Shabbat at the synagogue, Iftar at a local mosque,
and Harvest Festival at St. Paul’s church, Manningham. There have
been successive Yom Kippur services with sermons featuring
different speakers. Previously, then Vice-Chair of Bradford's Council
of Mosques Zulfi Karim and both the Bishop and Dean of
Bradford have spoken. Likewise, Rudi Leavor has delivered a talk
at the Cathedral about his 1937 escape from Berlin.
Leavor has a cautiously optimistic but level-headed view of the
situation, which informs his advice on initiating dialogue: “If someone
wants to start, they have to seek out a significant person in
that religion, start a conversation and let it grow. I didn’t start

22

Birmingham Conversations please see www.faithfulneighbourhoods.org.uk

with the intention of it growing into this, but it has.” As to whether
interfaith dialogue can reduce tensions, he offers no easy answers:
“Only one hot-head need speak to a few others… It could well be
that the good relations fostered with senior faith leaders may not
always trickle down to the grassroots…. Hot-heads will not
necessarily choose to mend their ways… but there we are.”
Kevin Barnard, a parish priest and interfaith officer in Halifax,
is equally balanced: “The mere fact that the most potentially deeply
divisive factors can actually… draw people together is good…It is
moving slowly but at least it is moving….It comes down to the
steady work of maintaining dialogue and making connections.”
An interest in proselytising by different faiths, and indeed successive
governments, has supported a certain form of interfaith dialogue
which aims to fulfil a missionary zeal, or act as a surgical intervention
to aid social cohesion. In recent years, terrorism, a rising tide
of radicalism, and increased racial discrimination on all parts
of the spectrum, have conspired to dull the shine of early
promise. Yet for Barnard there is another possibility: “You have
to accept… a kind of porousness. I don’t expect to become a
Muslim, Jew or Hindu – but a different kind of Christian.”
One of the previous positions held by Toby Howarth, the Bishop
of Bradford, was as Secretary for Inter Religious Affairs for the Church
of England. . Like others, he has a clear-eyed, not entirely rosy view of
interfaith work: “We are shifting to a new situation… It is perceived
that interfaith has not really delivered as an engine of social cohesion.”
He considers that the causes of this underlying concern range from
intra-community conflict to “…the government’s reluctance to engage
with the Muslim Council; there has to be a willingness to open up a
dialogue with any suitable group”.
Bishop Howarth argues in favour of ‘near-neighbour’ relationships:
“…it is multi-layered, goes through the Church and is interfaith at
the point of delivery”. He offers the ‘Birmingham Conversations’ as a
promising development, where representatives, advisers and artists
have met to discuss ideas, challenges and limits of faith. He is
enthusiastic about local projects, such as the Catalyst Programme,
which recruits, trains and supports young leaders from different
communities to engage in city-wide initiatives: “but what is missing is
the addressing of [various cultural] issues at a national level”.

For him there also needs to be courageous conversations on

reflects on the blossoming of different connections: “I’m walking...

taboo subjects, including cousin marriage (common in some Muslim

and people come and greet me….I am being invited to work with

communities), which can have a discernible impact on health care

various faith groups….It will continue growing”. Jani Rashid identifies

delivery.This of course may also lead to other challenging discussions,

common values running across communities as vital: “Good moral

but if we are to move forward as a society, all sides must acknowledge

values are universal, and we can learn a great deal from each other.

areas of injustice and negativity, making some concessions.

There is still much work to do in Bradford but the legacy we leave is a

All faith communities potentially stand to benefit both practically and

critical one for the future of our children.”

spiritually, and this in turn would benefit society as a whole.

Bishop Howarth views the interfaith path as a knife-edge between

During recent flooding in Bradford, many Muslims volunteered help,

depressed apathy and saccharine idealism: “The trick is not to get

but with little infrastructure to support them they were not always

depressed or naïve – to be realistic without giving up hope.”

able to assist as much as they intended: “It will be better if structures

My conversation with him ends with this remark:“Maybe you need to

can be there for that work to occur in a joined-up way”.

consider God’s challenge to… dig beneath the surface more yourself”.

Our path through the interfaith forest may be dark at times,

As my wife, son and I prepare to move to Yorkshire, that is a

and beset with ‘dead wood and thorns’: the point may well be walking

call - persistent and inspiring, perhaps not altogether comfortable

the path itself, and there are reasons for cautious hope. Rudi Leavor

- that I feel persuaded to address.

dialogue in action

Jonathan Doering • dialogue in action

"....There is still much work to do in Bradford but the legacy
we leave is a critical one for the future of our children."

Rudi Leavor and Jani Rashid in Bradford Synagogue

Photograph contributed by Rudi Leavor
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Language of art • Jenny Natusch

Sand is stunningly beautiful
and through a chance encounter
it has changed my life

H

aving entered the business world after leaving art college some years ago, I found myself
with no time to look around at the world outside by bubble. I was unhappy and knew I had
to get my life into perspective. I decided to make a list of things that make me truly, deeply
happy. My list was quite long but once I had stripped away the more obvious aspects like spending
time with people I love, and others that give me a quick burst of pleasure, such as eating chocolate
with sea salt and dancing in the kitchen, I was left with incredibly simple things like staring into flames
– of a log fire maybe – gazing at a blazing sunset; a piercing sunrise; the perfectly still water of a lake,
or the clouds from an aeroplane. And I realised that the common denominator in all these things
was the elements - fire, earth and water – and my desire to
observe them ever more closely.
I was then reminded of how much I had enjoyed
staring down the microscope in biology lessons
at school. It was the patterns that I loved;
it was the fractals. If I was looking down
a microscope at the cross section of a plant
root, it would not be the epidermis,
the xylem and phloem that I saw but a
mesh of turquoise, purple and navy;
a beautiful crochet. If I was looking at
onion cells I would see glassy paddy
fields. I was not a text book student,
I perceived images differently and
was encouraged to leave the science
laboratory and maybe take the
Sand from Antartica
microscope to the art room.
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Recalling this advice, and my love of microscopes, I did an
internet search on microscopic images, and encountered the
work of Dr Gary Greenberg. He had micro-photographed grains
of sand, and the images were truly astonishing. The creative
possibilities of this technique were blowing my mind, and I needed
to carry out an exploration for myself. I searched for a work
space, and found one; a tiny space – it was actually earmarked to
be a broom cupboard - in a lovely shared building. I saw it as the
perfect place to have my metamorphosis and unravel those rat
race years. I turned one half of the space into a laboratory
and the other half into an art studio. I then put a message on
Facebook: “if you live near a beach can you please send me a
spoonful of sand”. Specimens came flooding in from all over the
world, and they are side by side in my studio.
I am now a sand gazer which means that I look at sand a lot.
I am at peace and totally absorbed when in that special space,
looking down my microscope. I am rummaging through sand with candles lit, harp music on – and I’m finding the more beautiful
Sand from Morecambe Bay, England

grains to photograph. I might be using an acupuncture needle,
or sometimes an eyelash glued on to a toothpick with a bit of beeswax:
the hours fly by and I am happy because I have found something that
I am passionately curious about. I am learning microphotography,
and I have now invested in a microscope through which I can take
photographs of my own grains of sand. I am creating my own gallery
of images.
Pondering on the differences between grains of sand I did
some research and learned that no two particles are identical.
Take snowflakes for example: each flake evolves as it falls through

“

atmospheres of changing temperatures, so that as it lands on our

doorstep it is totally unique. Such as it is with sand - originating

from rocks, organisms and minerals each grain is shaped and

coloured by its journey…especially in its contact with tidal waters,
whirling currents, winds, plants, animals and tiny little creatures.

Like the snowflake, every grain of sand has its own story which makes
it different and special. To my mind Professor Adrian Sutton of Imperial

“

College London encapsulates the uniqueness of this process when

Sand from Bali, Indonesia

Sand from Bali, Indonesia

he says: “Crystals are like people… it’s their defects that make

What I am trying
to do... is keep
everything pure...

them interesting”.
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Like the snowflake, every grain of sand has
its own story which makes it different and special

Sand from the Gulf of Mexico

Sand from Taketomi, Japan

One of my favourite grains of sand is from the Gulf of Mexico…

huge pleasure. I have exchanged a spoonful of sand from Norfolk and

a grain of sand suspended in a transparent, microscopic sea shell

Suffolk for sand from Ukraine and Russia; and contrastingly a pot of

– ever so tiny, like a pinhead. What I am trying to do with my

mustard oil from Kerala, India for a spoonful of sand from Iceland.
But it is not all rosy in sand land, it can be an infuriating passion
too. I may spend an entire morning looking for two beautiful
grains of sand to photograph and suddenly a brief flurry of wind,
a sneeze, or a breath as I blow out a candle and they are gone.
One day I found a particularly beautiful grain of sand, through the
microscope it looked like a glass flying-saucer; a grey flower with
purple coils spiralling out from it. I was attempting to get it onto a
slide and it pinged off into outer space as though it had a mind of
its own. It was never seen again. Some of my favourite grains I am
sure I have inhaled.
It has been over three years since I embarked on my adventure
with sand, and with two exhibitions behind me I am now looking
forward to a new path of discovery. I am still strongly drawn to
the element of water, droplets of water in particular, and to
plankton, but wherever my curiosity takes me I know it is my
instincts as an artist that will be the driver: the blinkers are off and
I am seeing the world around me with renewed joy. I am happy to
go with the flow.
My experience has taught me that we need to enjoy our
precious time on this wonderful planet: find a balance in our daily
lives to step away from screens – computers and mobile phones
etc. - and look at the miracles in nature that are silently happening
around us.

photography is keep everything pure so I am not using any technology
such as Photoshop. All I have done here is suspend the grain in a
droplet of water and lit it by candle light. One of the most exciting
things about being a sand gazer is while I am waiting for the image to
be revealed, and it may take 30 seconds because I have to use a really
slow shutter speed, I never really know quite what is going to develop.
Sometimes it’s nothing and that is very disappointing, but every now
and then I get something like this which just takes my breath away;
it actually brought a tear to my eye…but I can’t take
credit for these images because this is simply fire,
earth and water doing the work.
Another of my favourite grains, for a
different reason, is from Antarctica.
I went in search of this one because
it was the only continent in the
world from which I had not
received sand. I finally found
a sample in Canada via social
media. A collector had a
spoonful of the precious
grains and he agreed to send
me half a spoonful if I could send
him something in return. He was
very happy with my offer of grains of
Morecambe Bay sand, and a little bit
of Essex. Exchanges such as this are
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Sand from Kerala, India

a part of the project that gives me

The world is full of magic things,
patiently waiting
for our senses to grow sharper.
WB Yeats wrote:

Collective
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Responsibility
To renege on the climate agreement is unwise,
irresponsible and treacherous.

O

n May 24, Pope Francis gave President Trump
two documents. The first was his essay Nonviolence A Style of Politics for Peace, which he handed over
with the wish that the President would ‘become an olive tree to
construct peace’.The second was a signed copy of his 2015 encyclical
Laudato Si, a passionate appeal ‘for a new dialogue about how we are
shaping the future of our planet…a conversation which includes
everyone, since the environmental challenge we are undergoing,
and its human roots, concern and affect us all’.
Few gifts could ever have been more pointed.“I'll be reading them”,
Trump apparently said as he took receipt of the texts.
Yet less than a month later he declared his intention to renege on
the United States’ commitment to the Paris Climate Agreement,
signed by 195 nations.
Few statements by any politician have left so many so furious,
an anger only partly assuaged by the speed with which senators,
mayors and leaders of businesses and universities across the
USA turned on their president, insisting that, whatever Mr. Trump
might do, they would remain faithful to their commitment to the
Paris accords.
To renege on the climate agreement is unwise, irresponsible and
treacherous. The possibility that President Trump might yet do
so, despite all criticism, points to profound faults which lie not only
in him as a person, but in the political system and the entire web of
values he represents.

Swallowtail Butterfly, Greece
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Withdrawing from the Paris accord is also foolish: ignoring the
climate change agreement will not negate the effects of climate
change on America. President Trump would do well to heed the
ancient words of Ecclesiastes that even ‘a king is subservient to the
field’. Neither he nor his children and grandchildren are above
the laws of nature. If global warming spirals,
America First, and the fossil fuels industry
he seems determined to support, will also
suffer. Though global warming will not affect
every country equally quickly or dramatically,
no nation will escape the fate of the planet just
as surely as no mortal can escape death.
It is mistaken, and immoral, for any country
to take comfort in the thought that ‘climate
change won’t affect us all that badly over here’.
For the smaller the portion of the earth
which remains habitable, the more people will
want to live on it. Climate refugees may soon
make today’s refugee numbers look small. If we
refuse to accept them, we will have their lives on our conscience.
As Pope Francis repeatedly reminds us in Laudato Si, the fate of
the earth and the fate of the poor are profoundly interlinked.
The more of the earth people can live on, the safer and better off
we will all be.
It is not simply a matter of self-interest. It is a basic issue of moral
responsibility. Laudato Si is profoundly rooted in the ethics of the

Hebrew Bible which understands human beings not as heedless
lords of creation, but as its stewards and trustees, accountable
before God. We are required to ‘work and look after’ the earth,
just as Adam and Eve were entrusted with working and caring for
the Garden of Eden. Significantly, the Hebrew word for ‘work’,
avodah, also means ‘service’. We are here
on earth to serve creation. Furthermore,
in rabbinic literature the word also means
‘service of the heart’, prayer, because our
spiritual lives must be rooted in reverence for
all existence, including not only human life,
but the life of all creation.
To show blunt contempt for nature is to
turn our back on the ethics which underlie
Jewish, Christian, and indeed any faith-centred
understanding of our role and purpose in this
world. It could be argued that the case for
global-warming remains unproven. But the
overwhelming consensus of scientists, as well
as increasing empirical evidence from across the globe and from
every climate zone, indicates that this is not so. Therefore, to act
in pure self-interest as if the threat to our planet did not exist, is a
sin of potentially monstrous proportions. For this we cannot
simply blame President Trump, convenient as that may be. Most of
us in the first world, individuals as well as governments, share a
degree of culpability.

It is creation itself...
we must put first,

including...the whole
of nature.
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Gannet and Coastal Colony, New Zealand

Yet the democratic system itself seduces its leaders into
prioritising short-term wins over long term goals
But the President of the United States carries a different
level of responsibility, both because of the power at his disposal
and because of what he represents as the most prominent
spokesperson of the free world. In declaring his intention to
withdraw from the Paris agreements, Mr Trump risks betraying
all those whose fate lies within his sphere of influence.
For this, he is not alone guilty. Challenging questions need
to be asked about the political system he represents and the
values which underlie it, including the way we understand
freedom, the value we place on growth and the short-termism
of our politics.
The western world has long set freedom as its ideal; millions
have given their lives in the cause of liberty. But, at some point,
the notion of unlimited individual freedom comes into conflict with
the ethics of responsibility.When, in the Bible, Moses petitions the
tyrant Pharaoh, he never simply says ‘Let my people go’, but always
‘Let my people go so that they may serve Me’. Freedom is not
regarded simply as the opportunity to do whatever we like,
but as an essential precondition for the fulfilment of the ultimate
goal of serving God through the service of life.
This sense of service permeates Pope Francis’s encyclical.
It constitutes a profound challenge to any politics founded largely
upon self-interest.
In her challenging, book This Changes Everything (2014),
Naomi Klein criticises unbridled capitalism, behind which lies
the notion of growth as the ultimate criterion for measuring
the success of any society. Growth is far from unimportant,
Jonathan Wittenberg is Senior Rabbi of Masorti Judaism UK
Photographer: David Rose

especially in poor countries where staving off starvation may
depend on expanding the economy. But it is not in itself an
ultimate value; it has to proceed in balance with creation, which is
an interrelated, inter-dependent living organism.
Pope Francis opens Laudato Si by quoting his namesake,
St Francis, who addresses Mother Earth as his ‘Sister who sustains
and governs us’. ‘This Sister’, the Pope continues, ‘now cries out to
us because of the harm we have inflicted on her by our
irresponsible use and abuse of the goods with which God has
endowed her’.
The climate crisis is an urgent reminder that we are not at
liberty only to put ourselves, or even our country, or economic
interests first. It is creation itself which we must put first,
including all humanity and the whole of nature.
To do so requires both long-term thinking and long-term
policy. Yet the democratic system itself seduces its leaders into
prioritising short-term wins over long term goals. Everybody wants
to be re-elected. The temptation is therefore to do what pleases
most of one’s supporters most, and most quickly. It is very hard
to implement goals, especially in peace time, which may require
short-term sacrifice, long-term thinking and a profound sense of
collective responsibility. Yet it is precisely for these that the Pope,
that the earth itself, is calling out.
It is not enough to criticise President Trump. It is easy to
scapegoat someone else, especially if that person deserves to be
blamed. But we must all also rethink our values and reconsider
our responsibilities.
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A Current
Chiara Lubich

of

Love

THE ‘GAPS’ BETWEEN PEOPLE THEN
BECAME AN OPPORTUNITY TO
LOVE MORE AND BRIDGE THEM.

A

t an inter-religious event on the sixth anniversary
of Chiara Lubich’s death in 2014, a Jewish speaker
highlighted what was new in Chiara’s approach to
interfaith relations: “The words ‘tolerance’ and ‘integration’ are much
in use in our contemporary multi-religious and multi-ethnic societies.
But Chiara used a different vocabulary. She was far ahead of her
times. She preferred to speak of love. Teachings with regard to
cultivating love, empathy and kindness toward our fellow human beings
are an indispensable part of the wisdom emanating from all religions
and all the ethical codes produced by the world’s different civilizations.
They are at the very basis of our common belief in the concept of
universal human rights.”1
Pope John Paul II first said that love was “the inspiring spark”2
of the Focolare Movement Chiara Lubich founded. Chiara herself,
when she was awarded the Templeton Prize for Progress in
Religion in 1977, testified that “The faithful of the great religions,
when they come in contact with the Movement, sense that a new
current of love runs through the world”.
How did this come about? In 1943, having noticed the youthful
generosity of this 23-year-old woman, a priest said to her,
“Remember God loves you immensely”. Those words generated,
in her, a new faith in God in the midst of the war in Trent, northern
Italy. They were the trigger for all that goes by the name of
Focolare, a word which means ‘hearth’ in Italian, reflecting the
30

warmth felt by those who encountered Chiara and her
companions. Those young people made a joyful and radical choice
of God before all else. Believing they could die at any time,
they asked to be buried in one tomb with the words, “We have
believed in love”. When reading the Gospels in the air raid shelters,
the Words of Scripture leapt off the page with new power and light.
A sentence, a Word of Life, was chosen and lived out for example
on a monthly basis, as happens still today. On reading Jesus’s
words “May they all be one”3 they entrusted their lives to God to
work for the fulfilment of this prayer according to his will.
The Focolare Movement first spread among Roman Catholics,
then from the early 1960s to Christians of other traditions and
later to followers of world religions. Belief in love and living the
Scriptures, as well as other features of Focolare’s spirituality of unity,
have resonated profoundly with thousands of believers across
the world. Ven. Ajahn Tong Sirimangalo, a master in Vipassana
meditation, noted, “A wise person is neither man nor woman.
When we find ourselves in the darkness and someone lights a light,
we do not ask whether it is a man or a woman that has given us
light. Chiara came to give us her light.” 4 Professor Adnane Mokrani,
Associate Lecturer at the Pontifical Institute for Arabic and Islamic
Studies explains: “I have witnessed the fact that many Muslims,
thanks to their encounter with this spirituality, have rediscovered their Islamic
spirit, divine love and love for humanity”.

Celia Blackden • visionary

Chiara Lubich’s first encounter with believers of a different
faith was with African Traditional Religion practiced by the Bangwa
people of Fontem in Western Cameroon in the 1960s.When visiting
Fontem, she felt the love of God enveloping everyone. Following the
1977 Templeton Prize came 30 years of intense interfaith activity,
first with Buddhists in Japan and Thailand, with Jews in Israel,
the USA and Argentina; with Muslims in Algeria and the
Afro-American Muslim movement led by WD Mohammed in the
USA, and with Hindus in India.
Significant features over the years have been collaboration with
Religions for Peace, the founding of the School for Oriental Religions
in the Philippines, and many bilateral congresses and symposia.
On these occasions, topics are approached theoretically through
talks and practically through the sharing of experiences. They often
bring together people from diverse traditions within the faiths,
enabling not only inter-religious but also intra-religious dialogue in
the spirit of Focolare.
Chiara’s meetings with people of other religions often arose
from the foundation of relationships built over time in natural
contexts like that of a teacher with students, a handyman doing
repair jobs, neighbours, colleagues or classmates. Ulisse Caglioni,
who lived in Algeria for 30 years, was an example of this. A Muslim,

who had known him for decades, spoke at his funeral: “You have
been a magnificent example of coherence with what you said, what you
did, and what you were. In this way, you won the hearts of hundreds
of Algerians.”
Chiara addressed the Seventh Assembly of Religions for Peace,
in Amman, Jordan in 1999. She quoted Erich Fromm who said,
“Our civilization very rarely seeks to learn the art of loving. Despite the
desperate search for love, everything else is considered to be more
important - success, prestige, money, power. We use almost all our energy
in pursuit of these goals and almost none in learning the art of loving.” 5
She went on to outline the art of loving that invites us to
love everyone, to be the first to love, to make ourselves one with
others, (taking on their joys and sufferings), and to love each
person as ourselves. This is the Golden Rule common to all
major religions. The Christian text in St Luke’s Gospel reads,
“Do to others as you would have them do to you” Lk 6:31.
Chiara’s experience and that of Focolare is that where this art is
practiced reciprocally, “we let God be present in our midst”, as Pope
John Paul II said6. This resonates with the Jewish text which reads,
‘But two who are sitting together and there are words of
Torah [spoken] between them, the Divine Presence [Shekhinah]
rests with them.’7

Chiara Lubich with Nikkyo Niwano, Founder of the Rissho Kosei Kai and co-founder of Religions for Peace taken in 1981.
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YOU HAVE HELPED TO ARTICULATE FOR US A VISION
IN WHICH THERE IS HUMANITY HELD TOGETHER BY
A DEEP SENSE OF LOVE. IT’S UP TO US NOW TO…

FIND WITHIN OUR OWN SELVES THE VISION WHICH

CAN TURN THAT INTO A REALITY IN THE COMMUNITIES
AND THE PLACES AND THE INTERRELATIONSHIPS
THAT WE ENTER INTO WHEREVER WE ARE.

As a Roman Catholic, Chiara Lubich never hesitated to
witness to her faith according to the Church’s principle of
‘respectful proclamation’. Nor did she fail to recognise what
Christian tradition calls the ‘seeds of the Word’ in other religions,
although she perceived them as ‘very large’. Her Christian
experience also shed new light on aspects such as the spiritual
wound of Jesus crucified on the cross when he cried out “My God,
my God, why have you forsaken me?” She wanted to find and love
Jesus forsaken in suffering and division. The ‘gaps’ between people
then became an opportunity to love more and bridge them.
Belief in God’s love and tenacity in loving through painful situations
has enabled deep and ongoing relationships to evolve, especially in
places such as the Holy Land.
Chiara Lubich’s speech at Westminster Central Hall, London,
in June 2004 responded to the question ‘What future for a
multicultural, multi-ethnic, multi-faith society?’ It brought a warm
response from Bhai Sahib Mohinder Singh, from the Guru Nanak
Nishkam Sewak Jatha in Birmingham. “[With] what Chiara has said
in her speech, in her vision, I think any person who reads his or her
Scriptures, would agree. The air is charged here, spiritually charged because
if there are 400 little sparks from the same divine flame, they’re all feeling
charged because of love. This is unity.” Baroness Kathleen Richardson,
then Moderator of the Churches’ Commission for Inter Faith
Relations, saw Chiara’s words as an invitation to local commitment:

“You have helped to articulate for us a vision in which there is
humanity held together by a deep sense of love. It’s up to us now to …
find within our own selves the vision which can turn that into a reality
in the communities and the places and the interrelationships that we
enter into wherever we are.” 8
On that occasion, Chiara also addressed the issue of terrorism,
calling upon her audience to recognise that its deepest cause
“is the unbearable suffering of a world where four-fifths live in poverty.”
She affirmed that the resentment and violence generated by
inequality could only be ended through a fairer sharing of
goods; goods that do not move by themselves but by moving
people’s hearts. “To this end”, she went on, “we need to spread
the idea and practice of universal fraternity. Brothers and sisters know
how to share what they have,” adding “If the enormous spiritual and
moral resources of religions … together with the political leverage of
millions of believers were channelled into the field of human relations,
they could certainly be translated into actions that could positively influence
the international order.”
This may not happen overnight, but there is a new generation
for whom that kind of solidarity is a must. Nearly 10 years after
Chiara’s death, the Focolare Movement includes people of many
faiths and none. The current of love continues to unite people
who work for the common good and for what might become
the civilisation of love.9

Celia Blackden works at the Focolare Movement’s centre near Rome. While at Churches Together in England she wrote “Friendship and
Exchange with People of Other Faiths: a context for witness and dialogue”. (Grove Books)
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Lisa Palmieri Billig, Rome, March 2014.
Pope John Paul II on 19th August 1984
John 17:21
Ajahn Tong Sirimangalo, “Meeting of Chiara Lubich with Buddhist monks
and nuns”. Transcription of recorded conversation, unpublished text of
a paper presented at Watt Rampueng Temple, Chiang Mai (Thailand),
7th January 1997.
E. Fromm,The Art of Loving, 1956.
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8

9

John Paul II, Discourse to non-Christian representatives in Madras,
India, February 5, 1986, Osservatore Romano (Weekly English Edition)
February 10, 1986, p. 14.
Mishnah tractate Avot (3:2)
News from local communities is often included in the Focolare’s bi-monthly
audio-visual conference call.
http://collegamentoch.focolare.org/en/category/news-to-share/
“Paolo VI: La civiltà dell’Amore” Edited by Leonardo Sapienza 2014
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Bryony Rogers • poem

Wings of Love

“I have been with you from the beginning,
and I am that which is attained
at the end of all desire”: from The Charge of the Goddess

My breath remains. I
breathe into you and the truth you are
is revealed effortlessly.
There is no fear, nothing to hold back from. The
wings of love
open and enfold me. You are shining such beauty
You are shining.

You are listening through my breath, healing. You are
revealing my
Self to me, my
Love to me, my
Name. Your
face is my face.
This is an endless endless
embrace. Your Love. The fire
burns through,
and on.

Notes by the Writer:

This poem is a devotional poem to the Divine Feminine, particularly as She appears in Nature based Spirituality. The poem attempts to express
the experience of merging and feeling that I have 'become one' with the Beloved Mother.

I had a powerful experience like this in Swinside Stone circle, the picture of which is shown on this page, under the beautiful Autumn sky.
Swinside, which dates from the Early Bronze Age, is one of the three most important stone circles in Cumbria and sits below Black Combe,
on a beautiful open stretch of low hillside.

The quote that inspires my poem is from the 'Charge of the Goddess', a poem originally written by Doreen Valiente, and adapted into this version
by Starhawk. This poem is often used in neopagan ceremonies, to honour and invoke the Divine Feminine – who appears in that religion in forms
such as who appears in that religion in forms such as Diana, Artemis, Astarte. www.songofawakening.org.uk
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Turning
Point

I believe we all get these moments of clarity,
when everything becomes crystal clear and undisguised…

T

he Camino translates simply as The Way and,
when referenced to the Camino de Santiago, to a series
of interconnecting pilgrim routes across Europe, ending at
the tomb of Saint James in the city of Santiago de Compostela
in the west of Spain. It is a remarkable story, that goes back
into the mists of time, to the migration of the earliest known
Celtic ancestors that sought the mythical Tir-na-Nóg, or Land
of Eternal Youth, that would be found over the horizon, where the
sun sets at the End of the Earth: Finis Terrae.
Countless millions have embarked on this journey over
millennia. Today it is undergoing an extraordinary revival,
and numbers have increased tenfold in a decade, with over quarter
of a million pilgrims from over 140 different nations walking the
camino last year. In recognition of the ‘testimony to the power
of faith and the 1,800 buildings of great historic interest that lie
along its path’ it was proclaimed the first European Cultural
Itinerary, and inscribed as a World Heritage Site by UNESCO
in 1993. These statistics are impressive, and the power of the
camino to transform lives is undisputed. But each invitation to
awaken from the dream of separation is unique; this is the story
of my call to align my life towards its sacred purpose for
this incarnation.
It had rained incessantly for many days. The roads became
rivers; the rivers broke their banks and became lakes and not
a single break in the clouds was to be seen in any direction.
I was wet to the skin and physically exhausted when I arrived at
an ancient church and felt again a heightened sense of awareness.
Even now I ask myself was it serendipity that sent the first
brief shaft of light in many days through the tiny church
window. It lit up the floor at my feet and I was dumbfounded
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to find myself kneeling in prayer at the tomb of Don Elias Valiña
Sampedro. I had no idea that the priest who had dedicated
his life to the camino was laid to rest here, let alone at this
exact spot.
Don Elias Valiña Sampedro, a humble parish priest, had started
a spiritual renaissance unparalleled in modern times. His vision
created a network of pilgrim confraternities around the world,
and we follow his familiar hand painted yellow arrows to this day.
I suddenly felt a part of that mission, to keep alive the deep spiritual
impulse of the camino. In that moment I felt a baton had
been handed to me. It didn’t feel like arrogance but the simple
authority I had been seeking, and I felt inspired and determined
to follow that inner prompting. In the silence of my heart I heard
a voice: the directive was clear: prepare a practical and mystical
manual for the modern-day pilgrim – one that would pay equal
respect to both the inner and outer journey. I had a new
vocation and realised that life itself is pilgrimage, a journey back
to our Source. …
I believe we all get these moments of clarity, when everything
becomes crystal clear and undisguised… but then the doubts
emerge. What authority did I have to write such guides? I didn’t
even speak Spanish. The idea felt implausible, but the prompting
was persistent. Each Camino engenders its own unique flavour,
and will be experienced by those who walk it on many different
levels, from the most superficial to the most profound. But each
level leads to ever-deeper insight. It is like peeling an onion; as soon
as you remove one layer there is another to be discovered…
and removed. We often cry when we peel the onion but the tears
can be cleansing, and underneath there may be joy. We just need
to keep peeling….

Was it coincidence that brought me to my knees in the humble
surroundings of that ancient church? Is it glamour to think there is
some greater hand at work, and that I was destined to find my way
to this sacred place in order to discover the new direction I was
seeking? I had never been conscious of that inner voice before,
and I have never seriously doubted it since. I may sometimes be deaf
to its promptings, but have never questioned its veracity. I still let the
busyness of life crowd out that ‘still small voice within’ but that
does not mean it disappears. A passage from A Course In Miracles
reminds me that:

PILGRIMAGE
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‘Tolerance for pain may be high but it is not without limit.
Eventually everyone recognises, however dimly, there must be
a better way. [This] becomes the turning point.’
(Scribed by Dr Helen Schucman pub Foundation for Inner Peace 1976)

So when my outer life becomes intolerable I am minded to turn
within. It used to take months, now it seems to be weeks,
and sometimes (sometimes) within minutes, and I find instant peace
in the process – although I do find myself sometimes smiling at the
challenging demands of my ego.
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This is where ‘I ’ becomes ‘Us’ - the
camaraderie that arises from our shared
intention to create more love in our world.
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But how was I to proceed with this new vocation. In many
cultures pilgrimage is synonymous with a spiritual path, but in our
materialistic world, spirit can be left out of the equation, and the
journey relegated to just another ‘must do’ escapade. It was time
to put the sacred back at the heart of my journey, and let truth be
the guide. To allow illusion to walk ahead of truth was madness:
I had to put God first and trust the inner waymarks that would
guide me Home. Faith would be the key - it would open the door
to knowledge of higher worlds, and make clear the way.
So what is it to be a faith traveller? How would I capture in
writing and images, the experience of a walking meditation? I was
reminded of the visit of a television crew that came to film us at
the Findhorn Foundation, a spiritual community in the north of
Scotland. Photographs of a candle flame, smoke rising from an
incense stick, a meditation stool – all are pointers but none can
bring us to the experience itself. I believed that if I kept on walking
with an open mind and open heart, all would become apparent.
My journey is still evolving but I have found that once we have
placed our feet on the pilgrim path there is no turning back;
just new soul adventures to be revealed, supported and
encouraged by an ever-widening pilgrim family.
One of the beautiful aspects of the camino is that it is so
immediate and so deeply engaging on a personal and collective
level. When I become conscious that I am walking a pilgrim
path I become present to each moment, each passing step urges
me towards mindfulness. The mindfulness that comes from an
empty but open heart-mind is one that is open to the new
possibilities and new friendships. This is where ‘I’ becomes ‘Us’
- the camaraderie that arises from our shared intention to
create more love in our world.
The camino is readily accessible with over 10,000 kilometres of
waymarked routes and most of it along some of the most beautiful
pathways to be found anywhere on earth. This is the Landscape
Temple of Europe. Named after Europa depicted sitting on a bull
with its horns (crown chakra) finishing at the then End of the
World… Finisterre! You can start in Aachen or Astorga,
Budapest or Burgos. The camino doesn’t judge where you come
from or where you start the journey. Every nation on earth has
set foot along its pathways. It does not judge your religion – I have
walked with Christian and Muslim, and a Shinto priest, but mostly
with people who profess no religion yet have a deep sense of a
spiritual truth that lies beyond all dogma. I have walked with every
age from baby (in harness) to… well the oldest (to date) is 94. But
if you want to experience the camino directly you have to listen
to your heart; that is where the call of the camino is heard.
Listen well; it may only come as a whisper.

It was time to put the
sacred back at the heart
of my journey, and let
truth be the guide.
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A Personal Reflection: “…. How my spirit sours in high places, connecting me to that place within me that touches God.
My perspective shifts and I get an expanded sense of Self. This giant chestnut supports my back as I write these notes, shading me
from the afternoon sun.I feel safe in its giant embrace and welcomed through the connection from previous visits and blessed by its
unyielding yet undemanding presence. Strong yet silent but for the gentle rustle of your leaves…”*
*Extract from: A Pilgrim’s Guide to the Camino de Santiago by John Brierley pub Camino Guides
p.208
Please see www.caminoguides.com for more information
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FAITH AND THE ENVIRONMENT • Priya Parrotta Natarajan

OM: The

First Sound
This piece begins by the sea.

M

ost of the time, the sounds of the waves mirror the
sound of the breath. Animated by prana, flowing prana,
the rhythm of both carries messages beyond
themselves. Ecologically and personally, physically and spiritually,
each gives life to those who experience them. Standing on the
shore and breathing slowly and profoundly, one syllable arises
from within: Om.
Om is a syllable known by hundreds of millions, if not
billions, of people. Of deep importance to multiple religions
(including Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism), it carries
diverse layers of meaning in different settings. And it is one
of countless sounds in the world which signify beyond what they
first suggest. It is an instance, a phenomenon, an experience of
music anchoring a path to ecological awareness.
Within Hindu cosmology, Om is the vibration that courses
through a body when it is engaged in Yoga — in meditation
through movement, or through absolute stillness. It is the syllable
that opens and closes Vedic chants, passages of the Upanishad,
and other sacred texts. It refers to Atman (the soul, or spiritual
self within individuals) and Brahman (the ultimate reality,
the cosmic principle shared by all dimensions of the universe).
It is said to be the first sound in the universe, the place where
the entire cosmos begins. It is also said to be the last sound
heard by Yogis before they enter into the most transcendental
state of consciousness, the Turiya state. And crucially for
musicians and ecologists and religious practitioners alike, it is
the sacred sound of the Shankha.
The Shankha is a conch shell from the Indian Ocean which has
spiritual significance for Hindus and Buddhists alike. It exists in
two varieties. The first spirals to the right, and is associated with

Vishnu.The second spirals to the left, and is associated with Shiva.
Om is its sound, and as such echoes some of the most elemental
aspects of life, within the spiritual universe as expressed in Hindu
tradition and texts.
The syllable, icon, and phenomenon of Om highlights an
important dimension of Hinduism: its comprehension of the
divine through sound. And Hinduism is by no means alone
in perceiving the connections — the resonances, if you like
— between sound and spirituality, sound and the most
powerful aspects of being human, sound and the planet we depend
upon every day.
The musicality of the Earth — its cycles and rhythms — have been
incorporated into mythologies and musical practices for millennia.
From the urtyn duu (longsong) music of central Asia (which was
inspired by the life on horseback), to the instrumentation of
Andean music (much of which renders the sounds of the region’s
ecologies), to South Asia’s own system of ragas (which often
corresponds to the essential cycles of the natural world):
Humanity has composed music that evokes, honors, and humbles
us to our origins in the Earth. And certainly, the music that arises
from or involves Om reminds us of our place in the cosmos,
our place on this planet and in existence itself.
As we human beings face the horizon, as we listen to the ebbs
and flows of the tides and the ins and outs of our own breaths,
we might recall Om, and of our relationship both to music and
to those aspects of life which are beyond human control.
We might remember that we can build bridges between the
sounds we live with, the music we create, the precious beauty of
nature, and our capacity as environmentalists in a politically and
ecologically fraught world.

...the music that arises from or involves Om reminds us of our
place in the cosmos, our place on this planet and in existence itself
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This piece ends by the sea.
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Worldwide, religion and environmentalism are strengthening their ties to each other, and climate change in particular is
an issue which has sparked particular concern among faith communities on every continent. After all, millions of people
live by the shore of the sea. The sounds of the waves, be they in the Indian Ocean, the Pacific Ocean, or the colorful
coastlines of the Caribbean, set the pace for the lives of people for whom climate change is an immediate threat. Yet the
sounds of the Earth, and our capacity to create and celebrate music which affirms sustainability, has a power which should
not be underestimated. And perhaps that first sound — known to the world’s Hindus as Om, but existing for others by
different names — might help us to keep our heartbeats on a sustainable path.
This article also appears as part of a content-sharing collaboration between the Hindu American Foundation and the Bhumi Project and is available here
www.bhumiproject.org. It is also available on Music & the Earth (https://www.musicandtheearth.org/om), a website founded by the author.
Priya Parrotta Natarajan is a writer, musician and Director of Music & the Earth International (musicandtheearth.org), a collaborative, multimedia initiative
which celebrates the role of music and dance in the global climate movement. Author of The Politics of Coexistence in the Atlantic World (Cambridge Scholars,
2016), she can be reached at priya.parrotta@gmail.com.
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Jo Cox was Member of Parliament for Batley and Spen, West Yorkshire when she was murdered in June 2016.
In the aftermath of her tragic death her husband Brendan Cox has urged people to fight against the hatred
that killed his wife, he says: "Jo believed in a better world and fought for it every day." Heather Wells

Jo Cox
MORE IN COMMON
Extract: Chapter 24, LOVE

N

ine months have passed since Jo’s death. I still feel like
a walking wound. The pain is deep and gaping. I remind
myself that it’s normal for me to feel this way. It’s natural
– or at least as natural as life can feel when your wife, and the
mother of your children, aged six and four, has been murdered.
I am allowed to feel utterly bereft.
I haven’t stopped since Jo died, which is why I feel shattered.
It also explains why my family and friends worry that I am doing
too much. Alongside looking after the kids and writing this book,
I have been working to contribute to the fight against xenophobia
and hatred that seem to be rearing their ugly heads in a way that
hasn’t been seen since the 1930s. Jo was always at the centre of
my thinking on how we might bring communities back together
again, in the face of such divisive forces; we tested every idea and
insight on each other. Every mountain we walked down, we would
debate what was really going on. Most evenings, we would talk
about fresh approaches. Jo is still at the forefront of all that,
but now she is a silent inspiration.
And I know that her example motivates others too.Those who
work on the Loneliness Commission in her name or the initiative
that urges Britain to stand up for civilians threatened by war.
By the time this book is published, I hope millions of people in
Britain will have marked the first anniversary of Jo’s death with
the Great Get Together, a series of street parties, bake-offs,
barbecues, picnics and 100,000 other planned events all over
the country.
For me, the weekend will be an opportunity to remember
Jo in the style in which she lived: full of fun and with a zest for

life. But for the country, I hope that it will mark a coming
together again. The prevailing media narrative in recent years
has been one of division and discord but I don’t think that is
the reality for most people. Brexit, the referendum on Scottish
independence, elections - they all divide us, but for most of
us they don't dominate who we are and they don't stop us
from coming together to form a wonderful country full of
kind and compassionate people. It was Jo's sense of community
that drove her into politics, and I know she would love it if
her death helped in some small way to bring communities
back together again. I think we’re at a moment where the
country is crying out for a sense of togetherness; we’re sick
of division.
Jo with her sister Kim
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Jo with her parents Gordon and Jean

That sense of togetherness is what gets us all through difficult
times. When I saw the news of the Westminster attack on 22
March, it immediately brought back the day of Jo’s death.The same
unanswered questions, the same frenetic media buzz and social
media speculation. I felt ill. I felt for the families who were about
to get a phone call that would shatter their lives for ever. I felt
lost, in my own grief and in anticipation of theirs. I wanted to do
something but felt helpless. I saw the media feeding frenzy and
the sick voices out to exploit tragedy for their own ends. I felt
compelled to say something.
When I spoke to the BBC the following morning, what I wanted
more than anything was to encourage the media to keep the focus
on the victims and the heroes of that day, not the man who had
committed this vile act. I knew that the families waking up that day –
if they were anything like me – couldn’t care less about the man who
killed their relative. Their thoughts would be filled with their loved
ones: PC Keith Palmer, Aysha Frade, Kurt Cochran, Leslie Rhodes
(and later Andreea Cristea) – and I wanted ours to be with them.
I also wanted us to deny notoriety to the person who did it.
We know that one of the reasons extremists commit these acts is
to try to gain fame, and I think we have a duty not to give it to them.
Finally, I wanted to encourage us to fight terrorism together.
I made the point that the attacker was no more representative of
British Muslims than the man who killed Jo was representative of
people from Yorkshire. He was an extremist and should be
condemned as such. It is my belief that the only way that terrorists
can win is by turning us against ourselves, and the only way that
we will defeat them is if we act together.
Afterwards, I was amazed most by how united the country felt
in the face of these attempts to divide us. The British public
have wised up to the terrorists’ tactics, and they have no time for
far-right extremists, either. They mourned the victims but refused
to show fear. They were angry but remained united. They were
committed to fighting terrorism but refused to blame any particular
community. I was immensely proud of our capital and of our
country, while devastated for the families involved.
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Jo’s spirit and her sheer joy are everywhere I look, whether it’s
here on our houseboat Ederlezi on the River Thames, at the cottage
or, most of all, in the characters and faces of our children Cuillin and
Lejla. It is also here, with the kids, that I feel her absence most acutely.
Every Thursday morning on the boat, when Cuillin bursts into
my bedroom at 5 a.m., I think of Jo.The bed is empty and I miss the
way her leg would have crossed mine as she groaned at being
woken so early. But Jo would have loved the fact that Cuillin is
excited at five o’clock on a Thursday morning – it’s only twelve hours
until Beavers starts and he wants to run through which badges he
might go for next.
I gaze at Lejla, too, and I see a tiny Jo. She looks so like her mum
that, at the celebration of Jo’s life in 2016, Lejla asked me why I’d
pasted a photograph of her on a wall of remembrance.
‘That’s not you, Ledgie,’ I explained. ‘That’s Mummy . . . when she
was a little girl.’
Jo’s parents Gordon and Jean see Lejla’s likeness to Jo even more
than I do. It helps them, in their searing pain, to sense Jo in their
grandchildren. To witness the death of your own child is awful,
but Gordon and Jean have been remarkably brave and positive.
They love looking after Cuillin and Lejla; and, with Kim and Clare,
they are deeply involved in the Great Get Together and More In
Common initiatives in Yorkshire.
Life has buffeted them, though. The morning after the trial
verdict, Jean woke up to find that she had lost the sight in one eye.
Even today her vision in that eye is badly blurred. It is a consequence
of all the stress they have suffered.
The Tuesday after the trial, between Jean’s doctor and hospital
appointments, they were driving at a steady 25 mph when a car
came out of a side street and smashed straight into them. On a
bright sunny day the woman who had driven into them had been
temporarily blinded.
Gordon and Jean’s car was a write-off but, miraculously, they were
shaken rather than hurt.
The woman who had hit them kept saying, ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’
Jean eventually put her hand on the woman’s arm. ‘Don’t worry.
Worse things have happened.We’re Jo Cox’s parents.’
The woman felt even more upset, but Gordon and Jean reassured
her. ‘It really is all right,’ Gordon said. ‘After the last few months this
is nothing.’
When Cuillin and Lejla stay with their grandparents now,
Gordon and Jean sleep upstairs, to be close to the children.
Jo’s parents find it very difficult to lie in their daughter’s old bed,
knowing that she should be in their place. But they are also consoled
and strengthened by the fact that Jo has left them with two
wonderful grandchildren who give them so much pleasure and love.
My parents, Gordon and Sheila, feel Jo’s death as deeply as if she
had been their own daughter. They come to London once a week
to look after Cuillin and Lejla and visit us often at the cottage,
as do Stacia and Andrew and their three kids. It’s a great comfort for
me to have them around.
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My kids will still live extraordinary
lives full of love and adventure as Jo
would have wanted. We will be a close
and loving family full of joy and fun.
I will not let her voice be silenced.

The cottage is also visited by our many friends who have supported
me and the kids with enormous love and generosity. We all feel Jo’s
presence especially strongly at the cottage because, as she told us,
it was here that she spent the happiest days of her life.
There is pain, too, in my certainty that even happier days awaited
Jo, and us, had her life not been ended by savagery. We had so
much to look forward to as a family while, in her work as an MP,
she had just begun to bloom.
At least she died doing the work that she loved. As the Member
of Parliament for Batley and Spen, she felt fulfilled and driven.
Jo’s younger sister, Kim, has done a huge amount over the last
nine months. From speaking at the commemoration in Batley,
on what was meant to have been her sister’s forty-second birthday,
to helping Labour’s Rachel Reeves and the Conservatives’ Seema
Kennedy launch the Loneliness Commission, Kim has spoken
beautifully about the empathy, inclusivity, kindness and tolerance
that defined Jo. She has become an increasingly assured leader of all
we are trying to do with Jo’s work in Yorkshire. I went to speak at
an event that Kim had organised in Batley recently, and it was one

of the hardest events I have done yet. I was totally overwhelmed
by the love of Jo’s community and by how proud Jo would have been
of Kim.
Cuillin, Lejla and I talk about Jo every day. At night I tell them
another Mummy story, or I relive one of the adventures Jo and I had
in Cuba or Romania,Vietnam or Bosnia.
It’s hard for me when their tiny room is dark. I sit alone here at
the table, writing or working. I wish I could push the laptop aside
and see a laughing Jo as I tell her that Cuillin and Lejla started
hip-hop dance classes last month. Jo would have loved hearing
about them doing their very amusing robot dance – and she would
have loved being there as a mum.
I want to tell Jo about progress on the project I continue to
work on with determination, to tackle xenophobia in Europe
and the US. This is work she was integral to when I started it
months before she died. It sometimes feels like a heavy burden,
doing all this on top of everything else we are trying to create
in Jo’s name. But it feels more important and more relevant
than ever.
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I am still in the very early stages of my own grief. I don’t like to talk
to people about it too much; I feel self- conscious, and it feels unfair
and pointless to burden others with my own pain. Even with
counsellors, I would rather focus on the kids. Instead, I try to deal
with it by writing about Jo and by talking about her with the kids.
I cry with them and I cry alone in the days when I am on the boat by
myself. I cry so much that the skin around my eyes has become sore
and cracked. At night I try to think of other things in order to sleep
– exhaustion and wine help. But when the kids wake me in the night,
I feel the void and my mind whirls with loss. In the early days the
shock, practicalities and desire to protect my children put me on
autopilot. As the months have passed, I have found it harder.
The permanence of Jo’s absence I still find hard to comprehend,
and grief hits me in vicious waves when I least expect it. But I am also
defiant. My kids will still live extraordinary lives full of love and
adventure as Jo would have wanted. We will be a close and loving
family full of joy and fun. I will not let her voice be silenced.
In the immediate aftermath of Jo’s death, even in the first dizzying
and sickening hours of trying to understand what had happened,
I made a promise. It was a vow to myself, and to Jo, that I would
take on the hatred that killed her – and I will channel my pain into
fighting it and building closer communities. I always want to honour
Jo’s memory by striving to find ways that accentuate, as she said,
that we have far more in common than anything that might otherwise
divide us. We have begun that process; and we will always try to
maintain and deepen its impact.
Cuillin, Lejla and I have not started climbing any Munros together
but we will one day; and at every summit we will bring out
their mum’s mountain-climbing hat and wave it in celebration. I will,
I hope, many years from now, climb my 282nd and last Munro.
The memory of Jo will rise up yet again, no matter how old I might
be by then.

There is some comfort to my family and friends in the way that
an act driven by hatred unleashed an outpouring of love around the
world. A murder that was meant to cause nothing but devastation
and division has led to compassion and unity. A woman so loved by
those of us who knew her well is now valued by millions who had
not even heard of her a year ago. A lost and lone man wanted to
silence Jo Cox for ever. He took her from us but, in so doing,
he ensured that Jo’s voice, in the wake of her death, has been heard
more clearly than ever before.
It’s quiet on the boat now. Even if I have not yet reached peace
with my grief and loss, I feel calm.
On the table in front of me there are many books of condolence,
one heartfelt letter following another, as close friends and even
people who had never met Jo wrote to me, Cuillin and Lejla about
how she had touched them. I am struck again by how, rather than
lingering over the cruelty of her death or our sadness, people found
the right note. They have written about how Jo made them laugh
or, sometimes, drove them mad and, more often, thrilled and
inspired them.
That love shines out of Jo as I move from the letters to the
photographs of her. In practically every picture she is smiling,
often laughing, as if to remind me how lucky I was to spend the last
ten years of Jo’s life at her side. Jo didn’t quite get to spend a full
forty-two years on earth. But in her 41 years and 360 days she loved
so deeply, so intensely and happily, that she crammed more into her
life than anyone I’ve ever met.
Now, in the months and the years that will follow her death,
it seems fitting that her memory remains vivid. It will keep flowing,
ebbing and rising at different times, like the waters of this mighty old
river on which Jo and I spent so many years together. Jo’s memory,
and the meaning of her beautiful life, will be sustained by hope and,
most of all, by love.

N o w, i n t h e m o n t h s a n d t h e ye a rs t h a t w i l l fo l l o w h e r
d e a t h , i t s e e m s f i t t i n g t h a t h e r m e m o r y re m a i n s v i v i d .
I t will keep f lowing, ebbing and rising at di f ferent t imes,
like the waters o f this might y old r iver on which Jo and
I sp ent so many years toge ther.

Jo and Brendan with their
houseboat Enderlezi

Jo Cox: More in Common, by Brendan Cox, published by Two Roads (2017) and reproduced
with permission.
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Ahmed Masoud • poem

Her
Laughter
“Promise me, son, to come back

I won’t be able to bear your absence.

be merciful to a heart that has barely dodged
the aches of all the years”

She said, fixing her headscarf tighter, voice creaky
she hugged me, but didn’t cry
I did.

She didn’t kiss me goodnight or read a bedtime story
often

didn’t bathe or play hide and seek
didn’t push me on a swing
often

didn’t take me to school
often
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poem • Ahmed Masoud
Her fingers were always rough,
the needle left eternal marks

after nights of fixing the holes in my socks

just after laying out mattresses on the floor

so we could all sleep, my eight siblings and I
just after she collected the washing

just after she wrote down how much she spent that day

just after she left the door open in case my Father would return
after finding something to burn while the electricity was out
after she gazed at the sky to look out for drones
after she found a quiet spot in the house to cry

after filling the water barrels ready for the next day,
after doing her night prayers
while watching me, all of us

praying that she is able to do the same thing tomorrow
she didn’t kiss me goodnight
often

but I did play cards with her
she often won

and laughed
I watched

I don’t want to die before I watch that again
Her Laughter first appeared in the 2016 annual magazine of the Young Muslim Writers Awards, a Muslim Hands projects presented in association with the
Yusuf Islam Foundation. www.ymwa.org.uk
Ahmed Masoud is a novelist, director and playwright who grew up in Palestine and moved to the UK in 2002. His credits include Go to Gaza, Drink the Sea
(London and Edinburgh, 2009), Escape from Gaza (BBC Radio 4, 2011), Walaa, Loyalty (London, 2014), The Shroud Maker (London, 2015) and Camouflage
(London, 2017). His debut novel, Vanished – The Mysterious Disappearance of Mustafa Ouda was released in 2015.
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Illustration by Rahima Begum shroomantics@gmail.com - commissioned to appear alongside the poem 'Her Laughter' in the 2016 Young Muslim Writers
Awards magazine.

Tasleema Alam • FAITH AND THE ARTIST

The

Sacred Will
“Tradition is new ways of doing old things”

A

s an artist, specializing in Islamic and traditional patterns, the question of contemporising
sacred art has always proved problematic. How do you not be repetitive? How do you appeal
to a modern audience without compromising the core principles of your craft?
The proportions and design elements used in sacred art come from nature and beyond –
with divine proportions at the core…i.e. the Hand of God. This intangible quality is considered the
reason why many of us are drawn again and again to these works of wonder. Their beauty moves
and inspires us, whether we are walking into a 500 year old mausoleum in Persia or the ancient
Cathedral of Chartres.

Asiri art: originally wall murals that have been transferred to wall rugs, trays and wall art
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...this resurgent exploration into Islamic arts is a
bi product of a general reaction to down
play politics and the resultant rise in media hysteria.
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There are of course, alternative views of sacred art where a
secular scholastic perspective is adopted: this school of thought
purely celebrates the aesthetic quality in terms of techniques,
colours and historical context. Indeed there have been calls and
active movements, to diminish the sacred and spiritual elements
of, say, Islamic Geometry: for it to be redressed and perhaps
removed, particularly in a teaching context where it could be seen
as stale or outmoded. I feel sure that there will have been similar
moves in relation to other spiritual traditions but I can’t help
thinking that this is removing the very essence of something
beautiful. I do believe however, that we should welcome open
discussions on this subject if we want to see the revival and
sustainability of all spiritual and sacred art. I remember very vividly
a tutor’s advice to me: “tradition is new ways of doing old things”.
That was imprinted on my brain as I left the Prince’s School of
Traditional Arts from where I graduated in 2009.
I then started working for the School and shortly afterwards found
myself living abroad with a young child. The challenges of family life
and a new habitat meant I had no time practically for art, but I
remember embracing that experience and allowing myself more
space and time to think. This was quite fundamental in helping me
germinate ideas and ways forward.
Circumstances took me to Dhaka, Bangladesh where I was able to
establish a working studio offering practical workshops, and doing
some private commissions. So here was the challenge - I thought of
myself positioned between a rock and a hard place, as I could not
predict the reaction or response I would get in my predominantly
Muslim birthplace. Juxtaposed between two perspectives: on one
hand, the intelligentsia that rejects tradition and embraces all things
“western” in the name of progress, especially the art scene in

all its forms: on the other hand a section of the population that
is increasingly and visually orthodox, and rather cautious about
Islamic art. I braced myself for the challenge and, with an open mind,
started making plans. The studio flourished and the experience
made me realise that you can never second guess how people will
respond in so called modern times. It was hard to keep up with
demand, and although I now live in England, I continue to return
to Dhaka for sellout workshops.
Maybe it is not surprising then that a wave of new museums have
opened up across the globe, specializing in the genre of Islamic art.
To my mind this may be seen as an antidote to the politicizing
of Islam that has developed in many parts of the world: in other
words this resurgent exploration into Islamic arts is a bi product
of a general reaction to down play politics and the resultant rise
in media hysteria. The role of Islamic Art has always been to
harness the beauty of Truth and Faith.

Asiri Art

Jeddah Plasterwork

Jeddah Plasterwork

Tasleema Alam • FAitH AND THE ARTIST

Jeddah Plasterwork
My current project has involved working with the Turquoise
Mountain Trust, a Princes’ Charity that has carved out a niche in
working to revive almost lost traditions in tough political landscapes,
such as Afghanistan and Saudi Arabia. It is the latter where I have
been invited to train and deliver workshops to a) revive Islamic
designs and b) train and upskill female artisans to produce high quality
hand-finished products.
This was a challenge indeed but a truly wonderful experience.
I travelled to the border tribal regions near Yemen. At other times,
I worked within the city of Jeddah. In short my experience was of
a warm and welcoming environment where women were highly
regarded and empowered within a traditional structure. I felt safe
to travel and was able to move around freely without the veil.
I enjoyed reconnecting artisans with their Silk Route heritage,
and was amazed to find similarities between South American patterns
and Hijazi murals. The burst of harlequin colours the mountain tribes
used to decorate their homes contrasted starkly with the muted
desert, rocky terrain.

Back in Jeddah, my work was specific – old designs had to be
reconfigured for contemporary décor in 5* hotels. We went back
to the drawing board and literally rearranged motifs to create
artefacts/materials that looked new yet had ancient roots: I could
envisage that the designs of the Hijazi murals would beautifully
translate into brightly coloured rugs, trays and wall hangings in
swish hotel lobbies, and Islamic designs could be carved in plaster
and be embellished with gold. Combining the old with the new is
never easy and often a trepid and challenging experience.
On reflection the journey, both physical and creative, has been
an immensely valuable and enriching experience: with hindsight
however, possibly my most valuable lesson is the appreciation I have
gained for the skill of teaching: facilitating creativity in others is itself
a work of art. I now know that there is a space for Islamic Art in
modern times and that there are positive caveats to maintaining it
as a taught subject.
For me the Sacred will always transcend the boundaries of time.

Turquoise Mountain Trust is a UK charity and part of the Prince of Wales' Charities group. The project in Saudi is co-ordinated through the Saudi Ministry
of Culture.Tasleema first contributed to the magazine in 2009 (issue 22).
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Convalescence

Those days, language was a raggedy slip,

tawdry, scant defence against interventions

that heal while they border on lethal. Shocked?
Not this mortal. But I took to gum boots,
hats with earﬂaps against unsolicited

solace and its subtext of doom. The dog

kept watch while we cracked frosts, absorbed storms, logged

the speed of larks freezing on threads of air

to hide their nests. As we walked, calls to prayer
broke the weft of memory: bells, plainchants,
singing bowls. Still. I snagged every belief,

with the smart-arse kid's who made god then?

When you ask yourself, it’s an even ﬁght.

No row like it. Still, I said, still. But threw

the dog's ball further every day. Watched him
dodge yellowing wheat, billowing beet leaves.
Observed the dash of voles, the arc of snails
and herons playing moving statues. Saw
stillness isn’t natural: even a hill

knows diﬀerent ways to jiggle. Creation
is unﬁnished business, as am I.

There is no word for the always-going
ever-present now, the constant option
when all around is Original Good?

Rebecca Bilkau

Photograph: Michael Bilkau

to burgeon. What’s left to question

