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Jennifer Kavanagh • Keynote

editorial
I

n her book, WE HAVE A DREAM, Dr Mya-Rose Craig brings
into focus the catastrophic outcomes of climate change affecting
the global south; and the injustices inflicted by the global north
in its handling of the crisis. Through the eyes of young people we
gain insight into how climate change is impacting their lives, and the
underlying tone is one of profound urgency, but also hope. These are
two factors that have been present in the prayer vigils, the interfaith
gatherings, the protests and the demonstrations taking place on
the fringe of COP26. Our writers reflecting on the experience and
the outcome of COP26, are also aware of this sense of urgency.
Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg highlights a compelling speech given
by Mia Mottley, Prime Minister of Barbados, an island state that is
highly susceptible to climate change with rising sea levels, and storm
surges. She asks who, from the 193 leaders of the world’s nations
has the will to act. The money and the potential solutions are there,
she says, but leadership is crucial if poorer nations, in high risk
environments, are to survive. Climate change is already one of the
factors influencing people to flee their homelands, and we see them
land on our shores, exhausted and desperate for help. Tiny babies
in arms, and young children often add to the stark nature of their
situation, and their anguish is there for all to see. They have already
travelled hundreds of miles, exposed to exploitation and danger and
it is incomprehensible that some people can greet them with hostile
gestures and cruel words, rather than an open-armed embrace that
says “Welcome, you are now safe”. Such an embrace is given by the
Kent Refugee Action Network to unaccompanied young refugees
and asylum seekers. The charity’s CEO Dr Razia Shariff provides
insight into the many reasons why young people make this perilous
journey, leaving their loved ones behind. Whilst in the care of KRAN
they can apply for asylum, a procedure which can take many months,
even years because they have arrived in the UK by so-called illegal
means. UK legislation demands that asylum applications can only
be made from within this country, but no safe routes are provided.
Consequently, they are forced to risk their lives at the hands of
traffickers who offer other means. The situation is about to get
worse. A new Nationalities and Borders Bill currently being put
before Parliament is proposing that all those who arrive in the UK to
claim asylum through unregulated means, could be refused asylum.
So most of the young people KRAN work with, who are granted
refugee status when they turn 18, would potentially no longer be
granted the right to stay because of the way in which they entered
the UK. With their uncertain status they are unable to work and
many become destitute, living on the streets of our cities. By
not providing safe legal routes, those in power are setting
desperate people up to fail, putting their lives at risk in
a multiplicity of ways. Where is the ethical integrity in
such a practice?
Heather Wells
We thank all our contributors - writers, artists, poets and
photographers – and of course subscribers. We also gratefully
acknowledge the support of donors, who wish to remain anonymous. To
sustain and develop the magazine however we need regular financial donations.
If any readers know of Trust Funds, Grants or private donors who may be willing to
help with funding, however small, the Editor (Heather Wells) would appreciate your
advice and/or recommendations. For contact details please see above.
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W

e seem to have got used to the sight of people begging
on our streets, of bundles in sleeping bags lying in
doorways. How have we come to accept the fact that
people live and often die on our streets? How have we come to
this?
Imagine spending just one night on the streets. Am I allowed to
be here? Will I be arrested? Wondering how to keep warm, how
to keep safe, away from prying eyes, where to put my belongings,
where to urinate, clean my teeth, get a drink of water, wash,
change or wash my clothes. It is astonishing how clean many street
homeless people are. Yes, there are day centres which provide
showers. But you need to know where they are and when they are
open, how to find them when perhaps you don’t know the city and
have no money for travel. And maybe there’s a language problem.
Not to mention mental health issues or drug or drink dependency,
which can be caused by the stress of being homeless if it wasn’t
there before.
It wasn’t always so. When I was growing up in London there
were a few tramps, ‘gentlemen of the road’, many of whom were
survivors of the First World War trenches, suffering from what
now would be recognised as PTSD. But rough sleeping was rare
and begging something seen only in developing countries such as
India. It was a shock in the 1980s when a reduction in benefits for
those under the age of twenty-five resulted almost overnight in
people begging on our streets.
Since that time, and in spite of the efforts of successive
governments and the voluntary sector, the number of people
sleeping rough on London’s streets has been rising rapidly.
According to statistics released by the Greater London Authority,
from January to March 2019 outreach teams recorded 3217 people
sleeping rough in Greater London. Westminster Homeless Action
Together (WHAT) reported that of those surveyed, 61 per cent
said they had no income of any kind.
When asked what led me to write my book: Let Me Take You by
the Hand, there are many answers that I can give, but this was one
of the steps along the way:
1861: Asylum for the homeless poor of London is
opened when the thermometer reaches freezing
point... want being the sole qualification
required of its applicants.
2017: London Mayor today announced plans to
open homeless shelters in London every day the
temperature is forecast to drop below zero.

That shocking juxtaposition put the question in my mind: how
much has really changed?
The first fact comes from Henry Mayhew’s iconic work of
investigative journalism, London Labour and the London Poor.
Like Dickens, Mayhew was a powerful advocate for social change in his case through hundreds, thousands of interviews with people
living or working on the streets. While not imagining that I could
emulate what has been called the greatest Victorian novel never
written, I hoped that shining a light on the streets of modern
London might make a point.

I realised in that moment that the
bundle in the doorway could have been me.
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The priority for those of faith is to
treat each individual as a human being in a
holistic rather than a target-driven way.
When I was growing up, I was led to believe that poverty and
injustice were just too big to change, that there was nothing I
could do. It was only in the 1990s, when I found Quakers, that
I discovered a group of people who were, in a variety of ways,
making a difference, and they gave me the confidence to believe
that this might be true for me too. I was in publishing, and had
never done any voluntary work, so when I was asked to co-ordinate
the soup runs for homeless people run by various London Quaker
meetings, I thought I’d better educate myself. I had no idea about
homelessness, and was shocked at what I found.
On my first soup run, I was nervous: sure that I would either be
sneered at as a middle-class do-gooder or hit over the head by a
bottle-wielding druggie. Of course neither happened. Instead, as I
walked over to a young man in a sleeping bag and asked if he would
like a cup of tea or coffee, and whether he took sugar, I found
myself forming a relationship with another human being. Instead
of passing by a bundle in a doorway with embarrassment and guilt,
I was doing something, however small, and my preconceptions fell
away. I realised in that moment that the bundle in the doorway
could have been me. And that there is no such thing as “the other”.
It was an epiphany.
That was the beginning of a continuing concern about
homelessness. I live in central London; rough sleepers are my
neighbours: I talk to them on a daily basis. In 2010, asking people
“What is home to you?” and discovering that it isn’t just about
shelter – but family, community, hospitality, choice, inner peace
- led to Journey Home, the book, and a few years later to a board
game of the same name.
So, finally, at the end of 2018, spurred by Mayhew’s example,
I and a couple of helpers set off walking the streets of central
London to record interviews with nearly two hundred people:
men and women, aged from 20 to 88, of different ethnicities and
from 25 different nationalities. Some were deliberately sought out;
others were found on the way. Not only homeless people, but,
following Mayhew, market traders, buskers, dustmen, preachers,
people involved in casual, patchwork work – lives of insecurity.
I loved meeting these women and men. Again, I was learning
simplicity from those who have least and who have learnt what
matters. When I asked one man how much he earned, and whether
it was enough, his reply was: “What’s enough? People want more
and more. I work out the basics, then see what’s left over.”
In the UK there are hundreds of organisations working with
homeless people – the big ones, like Crisis, Shelter, and St Mungo’s,
and many smaller ones. Technically, hostel, day centre and outreach
workers work for charities but since 2003 they no longer receive
grants but are generally commissioned by local authorities. Those

who are commissioned and who receive public money, have to
toe the line in the way their services can be accessed. Success
depends on numbers, targets; the approach often that of sticks and
carrots. Agree to work with our drugs team and we will help you.
Many of the most vulnerable find it impossible to jump through the
necessary hoops.
While everyone would agree that the ideal is to help people off
the streets and into somewhere safer, for those who find it hard to
engage with public services, for those who are in need of immediate
help, some of the smaller and faith-based organisations will offer
it unconditionally – in a way usually criticised by governmental
services as “encouraging a dependency culture”. “Sticking plaster”,
it may be, but in compassion, in recognition of our shared humanity,
sometimes sticking plaster is what is required.
What makes a faith approach different? The heart of the Christian
message is: “Love God and love your neighbour as yourself”, a
concept of care and service that is common to all major world
faiths. In considering the plight of homeless people, the priority
for those of faith is to treat each individual as a human being in a
holistic rather than a target-driven way.
Over recent years the rather unsophisticated and sometimes
problematic approach of just feeding people on the streets, and
in winter shelters, has extended to co-operation with specialist
services, and signposting to organisations that can help with
particular problems.
We have been led to develop services that treat people on an
equal footing. The Quaker community library, Turn a Corner, for
instance, addresses the need for human connection and stimulation
through conversation and books. Faith groups are also drawn to such
approaches as the Scandinavian Housing First programmes, putting
hospitality back at the centre of care for fellow human beings. And
that of organisations such as Brixton-based Groundswell, in which
people with lived experience of homelessness design and deliver
the services. Peer-led work that turns the shame felt by people
who have been homeless into empowerment.
Most of all, I have learned that it is not just what we do,
but how we do it. This is work we do together, not only with
other volunteers, but with not for people who might be in
need. Sneers about “do-gooders” are so far from the point.
The action, the result, is of mutual benefit. Rough sleepers are all
part of community. Our community.
In writing my book, the core of my intention was to give a voice
to people normally ignored or even unseen; to paint a picture of
inequality and poverty which would make people sit up and take
notice, would prompt something to change. I hope it will.

Born in 2004, Ariel Chen is an environmental activist in her own country, China.
Cited: WE HAVE A DREAM by Dr Mya-Rose Craig. Published by Magic Cat 2021.

Let Me Take You by the Hand by Jennifer Kavanagh published by Little, Brown (2021)
Photographer: Heather Martin
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Those featured in the book have all inspired me in different
ways, but Archana Soreng is particularly inspiring. She is an
environmental activist belonging to the indigenous Kharia Tribe
from Bihabandh Village of Rajgangpur in Sundergarh, Odisha,
India. She has dedicated her work to documenting the
practices of her community and other tribes in her region,
and believes that Indigenous, traditional and local communities
must be at the centre of nature-based solutions and climate
policies.

As my book shows, the way we can all help is through
engaging with, and listening to, as diverse a group of people as
possible, so that we can authentically amplify their voices in our
own conversation. Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge and personal
experience with climate change is invaluable to the worldwide
efforts to truly ensure climate justice. If you want to hear more
you could also look to follow Survival International, Greenpeace
International and Global Citizen. Engage, listen, share with your
communities, and inspire others to do the same.

"GUARDIANS
OF THE FOREST
are on the verge of
EXTINCTION as
their RIGHTS are
not recognised ."

W

e are facing a climate emergency
– but one which must be
framed as a social issue rather
than a purely environmental one. For over
350 million Indigenous Peoples around
the world, climate change impacts are
occurring earlier, and more severe, due to
their location in high-risk environments. They
are disproportionately affected by the climate
catastrophe, and yet they are under-represented
within the global environmental movement. This is
a climate emergency created by the Global North,
but it’s people in the Global South – most significantly
Indigenous Peoples and People of Colour – who suffer the
most. So far, the mainstream environmental movement has
failed to understand or address this injustice.
I believe that to protect the environment is to leverage the
input and contribution of as many people as possible. But it is
not for me to speak for others. The time has come for people to
speak for themselves. The Covid-19 pandemic has proved that

governments are willing to act in extraordinary ways to protect
the well-being of their citizens. The impending environmental
crisis demands no less action. During lockdown, I spoke to
thirty young campaigners from indigenous communities and
communities of colour experiencing the stark reality of our
changing planet. OUR conversations MADE CLEAR a united
dream.
I felt compelled to provide a platform for these people who
were not being given a voice in mainstream media. This book
is the result. We Have a Dream is a call to arms, featuring
interviews with young People of Colour and Indigenous Peoples
from around the world, and it charts their dreams for the
future of the planet. Almost all the interviewees in We Have
a Dream are affected by climate change in their day-to-day
lives. They have to fight for clean drinking water. They have
to stand up to oil companies trying to lay pipelines across
their land. They have to plant trees to protect their country’s
forests. They have been aware of these issues and have been
fighting since they were young children, and yet their voices still
are not being heard.

"Humans were
made to PROTECT
Mother Earth and
live in HARMONY."

"Bangladesh exempli
fies
how interconnected
the
CLIMATE EMERG
ENCY
is to RACIAL JUST
ICE
and POVERT Y"

"Coral reef is
suffering from mass
NG
CORAL BLEACHI
as a direct result
of CLIMATE
CHANGE."

WE HAVE A DREAM by Dr Mya-Rose Craig © (2021) Illustrations by Sabrena Khadija © (2021) Published by Magic Cat Publishing Ltd. ISBN 978-1-913520-20-5.
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Archana Soreng
Born: 1996 ethnicity: Indian Kharia

A

rchana belongs to the Karia tribe, an Indigenous forestdwelling community living in India. She advocates for
tribal communities to have a pivotal role in the climate
activism debate, and fights to protect their rights in the face of
environmental and land destruction. I share Archana's passion
to provide a platform for marginalised voices, and relate to
how her climate activism has been shaped by her community's
struggles and her parents' effort.
When Archana was growing up in Bihabandh village in
Rajgangpur, India, her grandfather was a pioneer protector
of their forest community. He led the forest protection
committee, and her father cured illnesses using ingredients
from the forest, ways that were learned and passed down the
generations. When Archana’s father passed away in 2017, she
became interested in activism and research as she wanted to
preserve her community’s knowledge.
Since childhood, Archana’s parents told her that to change
society she needed to enter politics and influence decision-making
processes. So, Archana went to university to study Political
Sciences, and started to visit other tribal communities. She saw
how similar they were to hers – how they had an environmentally
friendly way of living and how nature was deeply embedded in

Dream:
Indigenous
rights

their lives. Archana shares that,
for example, her clan name ‘Soreng’
means ‘rock’ in the Kharia language –
and other clan names include ‘Kiro’ meaning
‘tiger’ and ‘Dung Dung’ meaning ‘fish’.

Archana learned that sustainable solutions like cleaning water
and organic farming were being carried out, but had not been
shared outside of different tribal groups. She started to write
about communities’ successes and shared their traditions,
knowledge and practices.
Archana joined the United Nations’ Secretary-General’s
Youth Advisory Group on Climate Change and started
advocating for climate action. “Securing land rights is key to
ensuring Indigenous communities can contribute to climate
action,” she explains.
Archana believes that language must change to demonstrate
Indigenous people are conserving nature sustainably.
“Indigenous communities need to be the leaders, not victims,
of conservation,” Archana says. Forest, nature and land embody
their identity – nature is their mother, who is taking care of
them, and, in return, they must take care of her.

David Esteban

Born: 1999 ethnicity: Colombian, American Muisca

G

rowing up in the Andes Mountains, Columbia, David
lived a healthy, sustainable lifestyle with his family. He
first became aware of the dominance of big corporations
when he was seven years old. A soft drinks manufacturing
company came to the mountains near David’s home in Colombia
and built a water extraction plant which drained the river –
taking up to a million litres of water every day. Latin America has
31 per cent of the world’s fresh water, the largest of any region.
Since fresh water appeared to be plentiful, David’s government
wasn’t focused on its conservation, and his community wasn’t
educated about how to protect their supply.
So, David and his family had to
relocate to find fresh water.
They needed it for drinking,
as well as for their crops
and animals. With their
natural water sources
drained, people had
to walk a long way to
gather water, with some
having no choice but to
buy plastic bottled water.
The big corporation grew

Dream:
Prevent ns
big corpoarramtioing
from h net
the pla
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larger as it persuaded people in other countries to buy water in
plastic bottles too. People didn’t know that this water had been
taken from communities around the world, so David began to
speak out.
He shared his story on Greenpeace panels and attended
marches to raise awareness of the plight. “By taking away our
water supply, they took away our way of life,” David says. It was
shocking to people that governments weren’t providing clean
water, but a large corporation had taken control of one of the
best water sources.
Alongside his environmental work, David spoke out about the
impact on his mental health. David and his family were forced
to move to the city as a result of the water extraction plant,
leaving his grandparents behind. He struggled to adjust and
experienced depression from, he shares, “leaving the freedom
and life I knew behind”.
Now residing back in the mountains, David’s work focuses
on his farm. He organizes camps and teaches young people
in his community how to produce their own food and live off
the land. This sustainable way of life puts less strain on the
environment, and David dreams of protecting the planet from
its current dependence on big corporations for food and water.

Litkone Kabua
Born: 2002 ethnicity: Marshallese

L
Dream:
Save Coral

itokne lives with the
impacts of global warming
(the rising temperature
of Earth) in his home in the
Marshall Islands. The marine
landscape is declining at a
dramatic rate and, as the
ocean gets warmer and
coral reefs are bleached,
his community’s homes and
livelihoods are lost forever. To
protect his island, Litokne has
impressively joined a group of sixteen activists
in petitioning the United Nations to engage with the destructive
effects of climate change.
Litokne lives on Ebeye Island which is one of the five coral
islands and twenty-nine atolls (a ring-shaped island formed of
coral) that make up the Marshall Islands, where more than
10 per cent of the world’s atolls can be found. Thousands of
marine animals depend on coral reefs for survival, including the
fish which Litokne’s family eat.
Along with protecting their food source, Litokne campaigns
to look after his community’s safety, too. Coral reefs are natural
barriers that absorb the force of waves to keep people safe

Reefs

from storms. But as the reefs are destroyed by climate change,
waves are reaching islands and washing away homes. Almost 60
per cent of Litokne’s community has been affected by this, and
it’s getting worse.
Coral reefs are also bleaching as the water gets hotter. It can
only take 1 degree Celsius of warming to cause ecosystems
to break down. Coral can also bleach for other reasons, such
as pollution or too much sunlight. All of these triggers are
caused by the climate changing – something which Litokne is
campaigning to stop.
Litokne has joined a group of sixteen youth activists in
petitioning the United Nations to combat climate change.
Under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child, countries have to protect children and because of the
threat of the climate crisis, these conditions are not currently
being met.
Litokne explains that if we take action now, “We can reduce
climate change to a significant level, allowing us to live a
sustainable life.” Currently, the Marshall Islands are struggling
and without immediate change, Litokne’s home could soon be
underwater. But in an effort to preserve his island, Litokne uses
his platform to implore others: “My beautiful home is only two
metres above sea level. We have only two metres of our culture
left, only two metres of our future left. Will you help us?”

Rebeca Sabnam
Born: 2003 ethnicity: Noakhali bengali

R

ebeca started her activism journey at the age of ten
after joining Cafeteria Culture, a non-profit organization
working to achieve zero-waste schools. Alongside
campaigning against waste, Rebeca advocates for Bangladeshi
people and the issues they face as a result of climate change.
As a Bangladeshi woman, I share Rebeca’s dream for the climate
crisis to be addressed as both an environmental issue and a
human rights issue.
Rebeca spent her early childhood in Dhaka, the capital of
Bangladesh. Bangladesh is one of the countries most vulnerable
to the climate crisis and is often affected by flooding. As the
country has less money to spend on defences, when floods
occur, Bangladeshi people can lose their homes and livelihoods.
As a child, Rebeca remembers being carried to school on her
uncle’s back during severe floods. But other times, the school
could be closed and wells were submerged, which meant no
access to education and clean drinking water – two basic human
rights. Rebeca migrated to the United States when she was six
years old, and has made it her mission to highlight how climate
change intersects with vulnerable countries.
In September 2019, Rebeca joined more than 200,000
people marching in Manhattan to demand climate action.

Dream: ice
climate jaudsetsh's
for bangrlest
poo s
communitie

She stood in front
of a huge crowd and
shared her experience.
Her powerful speech
was picked up by the
media and, with flooding
worsening, Rebeca used this
new platform to call on people
in positions of power to protect
Bangladesh’s poorest communities.
To help the climate crisis, Rebeca also campaigns for zerowaste schools. Working for Cafeteria Culture, the environmental
education organization behind New York’s decision to eliminate
the 860,000 Styrofoam trays used every day in schools, Rebeca
educates her classmates about the benefits of zero waste and
has introduced plastic-free lunch days in her school.
But her hard work doesn’t stop there – she is working to
implement policies that mandate plastic-free lunch days in
all New York schools. After successfully advocating with her
classmates to get the New York plastic bag fee bill passed in
2020, there’s no doubt that Rebeca will achieve anything that
she sets her mind to.
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The climate crisis is a
spiritual and moral crisis

We cannot segregate the human heart from the environment outside us and say that once one of these is reformed everything will be
improved. We are organic with the world. Our inner life moulds the environment and is itself also deeply affected by it. The one acts upon
the other and every abiding change in the life of humanity is the result of these mutual reactions
(Words spoken at the COP26 Vigil, adapted from the Baha’i writings.)

W

e are writing this the day before COP26 ends.
The past fortnight in Glasgow has felt momentous,
as world leaders and negotiators have gathered to
make decisions that will determine the future of all life on Earth.
Crucial details of the resulting agreements have yet to be
finalised and it is too early to say if world leaders will make
good on their promises (and, even if they do, if they will take
the further steps necessary to keep global warming below 1.5C
above pre-industrial levels, so as to avoid the most disastrous
impacts of climate change). It is too early to say whether we
can look to a future in which our planet flourishes once again
or if we are looking towards a future of unimaginable suffering.
The future of our planet hangs in the balance and, as COP26
finishes, we will all have a role to play in bringing about the
future we want to see.
Interfaith Scotland declared 2021-2022 a Year of Climate
Action and the majority of our dialogue events, partnerships,
collaborations and engagements with faith communities have
had a climate focus. We created a dedicated page on our
website for ease of access to information, resources, and events
on both the crisis and COP26 (www.interfaithscotland.org).
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We also ensured Scottish Interfaith Week 2021 took place
the first week of COP26 and shared its theme: ‘Together for
Our Planet’ (see: www.scottishinterfaithweek.org). Interfaith
Glasgow has likewise focussed on the climate as a key
issue throughout the year, and the climate crisis is now an
important focus of the strand of our work which encourages
interfaith cooperation on issues of common concern
(www.interfaithglasgow.org).
As organisations, both Interfaith Scotland and Interfaith
Glasgow are firmly committed to the belief that the voices
of faith communities need to be heard. The climate crisis is a
spiritual and moral crisis and the radical transformation required
of us all has individual and societal dimensions. People of faith
have much to contribute at both levels.
We want to highlight just two moments from the past
fortnight: the first because it captures the contemplative,
spiritual, prayerful approach of faith communities; the second
because it captures the passion of people of faith and their
willingness to fight together for change and to demand climate
justice for those on the front line of this crisis. Both approaches
will be critical to the success of our efforts to avert catastrophe
and build the brighter future we know is possible.
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The COP26 Prayer and Meditation Vigil

he COP26 Vigil took place in Glasgow’s main square, to
mark the first day of COP26 and to launch of Scottish
Interfaith Week 2021. We had worked to bring together
Scotland’s religious leaders and diverse faith communities to
pray that the world leaders and COP26 negotiators would have
the wisdom, compassion, and courage necessary to work to
safeguard the future of humanity and all life on Earth. Along
with prayers from nine faith traditions, the Glasgow MultiFaith Declaration for COP26 was read (and later in the week
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presented at the COP). You can watch the Vigil here: tiny.cc/
COP26Interfaith
More than 1,000 people participated – either in-person
in George Square or online, from all over the world, via the
livestream. During the COP, thousands more have watched the
recording and we have received messages from across the globe
to say how moved and inspired people have been to witness
such a powerful, multi-faith expression of solidarity.

L

Marching for Climate Justice

ess than a week later, faith communities came together
again, this time to march through Glasgow’s streets for
climate justice – joining around 100,000 individuals and
organisations from across Scotland and all over the world.
The demand for justice has been a consistent call from faith
communities and their energy, dynamism, and commitment is
palpable.
Throughout Scottish Interfaith Week, and as part of
the Climate Fringe, faith communities have consistently
demonstrated their commitment to climate jutice and action for
the planet, and it has been a privilege to work with so many of
them in Scotland and beyond. The message from communities
is strong and clear: climate justice for all!
As the dust settles, we look forward to nurturing the
interfaith solidarity we have seen during COP26, as we commit
ourselves to working together to repair our shared home.
13

COP26 Reflections • Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg

I

keep being asked whether I think Cop 26 was a success or a
failure. My first response is something my late mother used
to say: “It’s neither as bad as expected, or as good as hoped”.
Certain key leaders were absent; there weren't enough voices
from the global south; there were too many attenders from
fossil fuel industries; promises fell short and there was too much
talk of 2050, rather than 2030 which is the real critical date.
But pledges were made, and, above all, the populations of the
world, including people from all faiths, all generations and all
walks of life, were mobilised in a way we have never seen before.
My second response is that whether COP26 was a success or
not will depend on what happens next, from what we do in our
own homes and with our consumer bad habits, to what happens
at the fraught levels of international politics and multinational
business. What is certain is that there is no time to waste,
no sector of society the contribution of which doesn't matter,
and that what is needed is systemic change, including a profound
spiritual and moral re-evaluation of our relationship with each
other, and within the whole of creation.
I've been involved in environmental action and climate
concern for years, but my five days at COP26 representing
EcoSynagogue shook me. Three particular moments disturbed
me most.
The first was listening to a minister from the Pacific
Conference of Churches describe how the livelihoods of
islanders were literally being washed away by rising seas.
“Who'll relocate us when our ancestral homes are under water?” he
asked. “I have just two questions for you” he concluded, returning
to the Bible: “Are you my keeper?” and “Are you my neighbour?”.
The second was participating in an interfaith panel with a
woman working with GreenFaith in Kenya. “You understand
global warming”, she said, “when you've accompanied a pregnant
woman who has a child on her shoulders as she walks seven
kilometres each way just to fetch a pitcher of
water”. “And”, a fellow panellist added,
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“When she gets back to her home she will share that water”,
“unlike in our society where it's mostly ‘each for themselves’”.
There could be no sharper reminder that the essential issue is
not just climate change, but also climate justice.
The third moment was sitting with a leader of A Rocha just
after the news hit the press that there was to be no more
deforestation after 2030, and that this pledge had been signed
by the heads of state of both the Democratic Republic of Congo
and Brazil, two of the countries holding the world's greatest
remaining rainforests. “That's all very well” the executive from
A Rocha, an influential global Christian environmental network,
commented, “but in fact that agreement was made years ago.
Only, nothing has been done. If there is no roadmap of how to get
from where we are now, to that 2030 target, if there aren't the funds
to support it, if there's no agreed way of measurement, if no one
is going to hold governments and industry to account, and if there
are no internationally agreed sanctions, then it will mean nothing”.
“Or worse” he continued, “because it creates the illusion that good
things are happening, while logging and destruction continue the
same as before”.
Right in the opening session Mia Mottley, Prime Minister
of Barbados, gave one of the most powerful speeches of the
entire conference. Impassioned, to the point, and compelling,
she insisted that if we are to save our planet and our future,
we need the correct mixture of ambition, participation and action,
especially the long overdue provision of adequate funding for
mitigation and adaptation. The money and the potential solutions
are there, she said, quoting the huge amounts
spent by governments on quantitative easing
during Covid. The issue is whether
the one hundred-and-ninety-three
leaders of the world's nations
have the will to act. “When
will leaders lead?” she
concluded.

“We have to rediscover humility;
we need to restore nature,
so that it can restore us”

Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg • COP26 Reflections

I don't think it is helpful to put COP26 down to yet one more
hypocritical exercise in 'Blah, blah, blah'. It was not all a series
of insincere declarations. The problem is more that it was a
profession of intentions without sufficient immediacy, ambition,
commitment, funding and planning. The important thing now, as
that leader from A Rocha said, is to put feet to the fire and hold
power to account. This has been the task of religious leadership
ever since the prophets of Ancient Israel challenged the ruling
elites for failing to act justly, and throughout the millennia since.
There can be no greater urgency than now.
However, change cannot be left to the top alone; it must
come from all levels of society, individual, communal, local,
national and international; commercial, economic, educational,
legal, scientific, technical, industrial, political, moral and spiritual.
It needs to be systemic; individuals alone using less plastic,
consuming more considerately, and wasting less energy through
bad insulation will not save our future. But without those
individual changes, governments and big business will not listen,
and we as ordinary people won't have the moral authenticity to
challenge them to do so.
Faith communities have much to contribute. Eighty per cent
of the world's population belongs to a religious community; a
high proportion of educational establishments are faith-based.
This means that faith leaders have the power to reach, educate
and motivate huge numbers of people. We also have the capacity
to lobby and influence those who hold political and economic
power, especially when we speak from the depths of our different
ethical traditions, yet with one clear and consistent message.
At the same time, we need to reach deeply into ourselves and
rethink our relationship with nature, with our fellow human
beings and with material possessions. This moral and spiritual
work can be considered on three levels.
Firstly, and most fundamentally, in western civilisations we
have too often chosen to regard ourselves as separate from the
rest of the natural world, and empowered to control it. Climate
change, with floods, droughts, heatwaves and fires is forcing us
to appreciate that nature is not subject to us, but that we are
subject to it, as our ancestors often well knew; and as many
in cultures, that we have sometimes arrogantly and unwisely
regarded as 'primitive', deeply understand. As Ecclesiastes
wrote, 'a king is subject to the field,' and as the rabbis
acknowledged, 'There can be no religious scholarship
if there is no flour.' We need the trees for
carbon adsorption and for oxygen,

and the bees for pollination. But the relationship is far deeper
than pragmatic and utilitarian: we are dependent on the natural
world for our physical, mental, emotional and spiritual health.
We have to rediscover humility; we need to restore nature, so
that it can restore us.
Secondly, we cannot continue to live across much of the
northern world as if the sufferings of others in parts of Africa,
Central and South America and the Pacific were a matter of
indifference to us. This is not just because the severe impact
of climate change experienced there today will affect us too
tomorrow. It is because at the heart of climate concern is the
matter of justice, and justice is a core value in every faith and
moral philosophy. It is possible that a significant part of the
current crisis is in fact a legacy of the slave trade. We do not,
at least overtly, trade in human beings anymore. But we do buy
and sell their natural resources in ways which make the lives of
thousands of millions of others unsustainable, and we supply
cheap goods and make profits off their poorly paid labour at the
cost of their wellbeing. This shows unconscionable disregard for
that divinely enjoined justice and compassion which forms the
essence of all our faiths.
Thirdly, following directly on from this, we cannot continue
participating in a consumer culture that discounts the cost
to the earth of natural resources spent, and waste produced;
which disregards the impact of our plenty on countless others
across the globe, usually in places comfortably invisible to us,
and which threatens the future survival of all our children and
grandchildren. We are not required to give up everything. But
we do need to modify and make more modest the ways in
which we in the privileged and fortunate parts of the globe
provision our lives.
These are profound and encompassing challenges. But they
also offer deep potentials for renewal, summed up in closer
and more enriching connections with nature, and more just and
equal relationships with each other. Above all, they offer the
world's children the chance for a survivable future. We owe
them a world as beautiful, bountiful and sustainable as we, and
generations before us, inherited.
This leads to one more challenge: we need to find a language
in which to address these issues which is rooted not just in
threat and fear, but in empowerment and hope. The message is,
that if we muster the will power, we can do what needs to be
done to save our planet.

“At the heart of climate concern
is the matter of justice”
Jonathan Wittenberg is Senior Rabbi of Masorti Judaism UK www.jonathanwittenberg.org
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Lorna Gold • COP26 Reflections

I

returned home on Friday after
almost two weeks at COP26 in
Glasgow. It was like running a
marathon for ten days in a row –
shuttling about from meeting to
dinner, protest to prayer vigil, summit
to roundtable discussion – and then
press 'repeat'. What, if anything,
apart from near exhaustion, did
those two weeks of intense activity achieve?
Was COP26 a success? For me, it is too early to answer this
question. We will only really know whether it was 'enough' in
the months and years to come. In my own mind, there were at
least two COPs going on in Glasgow. At this point, I have mixed
feelings on whether either succeeded.
The first COP was the one happening in the so called Blue
Zone. It was the official COP of the climate negotiators – a
windowless labyrinth of marques and hangers which had been
transformed into UN territory for the COP. I was lucky to have
a Blue Zone pass so was entitled to enter this highly protected
area.
Inside, it was a hive of activity and as the days progressed, a
place of stress, tension and near exhaustion. I have to admit I
barely used my official pass. After an initial visit, I quickly decided
that this was not where I wanted to be for the most part.
Thankfully, there was a whole other COP happening in
Glasgow, and that is where I spent most of my time. There was
a ‘People's COP’ happening out on the streets, in parish halls, in
churches and mosques, in community centres – every available
space was taken up with activists, NGOs, union organisers: civil
society of every sort and colour.
Everywhere you turned there were people organising –
making colourful banners, displaying knitted blankets (Stitches
for Survival), praying, shouting, singing, discussing. It felt like
everyone was finding their place in a wonderful kaleidoscope of
humanity fighting together for a safe future.
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It was such a celebration and an engaging evening
bringing international visitors to COP into contact with
local communities from different faiths. The other event
was a wonderful dinner with the Focolare Movement
for faith leaders and dignitaries attending COP.
It was a wonderful occasion full of joy and a sense of
re-connecting with old friends and making new ones.
It reminded us how important human connection is in
the movement for a just transition.

I spent most of my two weeks among people of different
faiths who were working on connecting faith and climate issues.
Here are a few highlights:
• COP started on October 31 with a colourful multifaith vigil in George Square, Glasgow. The following
evening, in St. George’s Church in the Tron, Glasgow,
there was a packed multi-faith event where pilgrims
and representatives from faiths gathered together to
present petitions to COP. The event was a wonderful
expression of faith in action. At the end of the event,
one Scottish minister from the Church of Scotland said
something that has stuck with me: 'We now need to
act as if we believe that God made the world and it is
worth saving.'
• I spent a lot of time marching in Glasgow. The Fridays
for Future march on Friday November 5 was a sight to
behold. Tens of thousands of young people, children
and parents filling the streets with colourful pleas for
the grown ups (us) to protect their future. Having been
very involved in the Irish climate strikes in 2019, it was
moving to see how this movement has grown and now
embraces so many groups of parents too.
• Saturday brought more marching. In the pouring rain
and gale force winds, I walked with the Laudato Si
globe, as part of the faith bloc. Despite the inclement
weather, this march was the largest demonstration ever
held in Glasgow, with estimates of around 150,000.
Having taken part in many marches, I was very struck
by the strong faith presence and the sense that this
movement of peoples is growing stronger and more
diverse.
• FaithInvest partnered with the Focolare Movement for
two events in Glasgow. One was a community event
on Faith Plans for People and Planet in a mosque in
Govanhill, also co-hosted with the Ahl Al Bait society.

including Lord Wallace, the Moderator of the Church
of Scotland, and financial experts and investors to look
at how faiths can shift their assets to address the crises
we face today. It pointed to a deep shift in thinking
happening among faiths right now – and realignment of
how they use their money.

• Faith communities were also active during COP,
trying to increase pressure on the fossil fuel industry
and finance industry to tackle the crisis. I spoke at a
wonderful webinar on divestment co-hosted with
Operation Noah. The powerful voices of communities
who feel excluded from the negotiations made it an
uncomfortable, yet really important conversation and
well worth watching back.
• The event that FaithInvest co-hosted with GEFI at
Glasgow University, entitled ‘Faith in the SDGs’ was
a great success. It brought together faith leaders,

It felt like everyone was finding their place in a wonderful
kaleidoscope of humanity fighting together for a safe future.

S

The Final Verdict

o did COP succeed? For certain, what is written in the final
COP cover document – the main negotiated text – is not
enough. Nowhere near enough. And sadly, at this stage in
the climate crisis, delays are deadly. The text is an excruciatingly,
carefully worded document designed to moderate expectations,
limit responsibility, curtail ambition – at the very point when
the opposite is needed.
The world needed governments to raise their game, act
generously, and come up with transformative ideas for the ‘race
to zero’. The most positive thing in that text is the fact that all
governments need to come back next year – not in four years’
time – to raise their ambition.
However, the other COP – the Peoples’ COP on the outside
– was a massive success, in my opinion. The truth of the
situation and the energy and the motivation to solve the crisis
was there. In all the COPs I have attended, I have never felt such

an energy in civil society and also in many parts of the business
sector, especially finance.
What is exciting now is that the energy being generated
externally is now not simply about advocating what others need
to do. In light of the failure of many COPs, the civil society
engagement is deeply pragmatic. It is also about coming up with
the solutions, re-imaginging the future we need, rolling up our
sleeves and mobilising the resources to make it happen. This is
a major shift and one that is speeding up.
Looking ahead, one must hope that there is a point where
these two COPs reunite. My experience this year is that
they are very far apart. At some point, however, the external
pressure, the energy for change, has to translate into political
and policy change. One can at least dare to hope that perhaps
by COP27 this can happen. But for that to happen, it is going
to take everyone.

Lorna Gold is FaithInvest's Director of Movement Building. For more information please see www.faithinvest.org
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Song • Rabindranath Tagore : Translated by Shiban Akbar OBE

Rabindranath Tagore : Translated by Shiban Akbar OBE • Song

My love I feel the light
that shines upon the world.
Mine eyes are bathed in light,
This rapt heart sings to its splendour.
My love –
The light makes music and dances around my soul.
My heart-Veena beats to its rhythm.
The rousing sky, the racing wind,
The universe rejoices in every curve.
Butterflies in their thousands glide,
Radiant in the flood-tide of light.
Surfing on light-waves,
Jasmine and Lily toss in merriment.
by Rabindranath Tagore
(translated & adapted by Shiban Akbar)

Myriads of clouds float by –
gold gems scattered across the sky.
From leaf to leaf on every leaf,
Joy beams into countless smiles.
The cosmic river like a cascade of melody
Drowns its banks in a steady rhapsody.
My love With a sight hallowed,
and a heart luminous my soul gushes forward.
The light is upon me.
The light is upon the world.

Original Song 'Alo Amar Alo Ogo' (Light, My Light...) by Rabindranath Tagore.
Translated & Adapted by Shiban Akbar. Translated Text Copyright © Shiban Akbar.
Background photograph by Heather Wells
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Peace initiative • Haim Bresheeth-Zabner

Haim Bresheeth-Zabner • Peace initiative

Looking Back to Move Forward with
Inter Community Relationships

F

or many centuries, and arguably for longer than a
millennium, relationships between European Jewish
communities and the Christian society amongst which
they lived were skewed by Judeophobia, a racist dogma.
The most modern of such biases is known as antisemitism
- a euphemism for hatred of Jews, invented by the German
racist Wilhelm Marr in 1879. Today, what some of us
regard as a toxic attempt to change the historical meaning
of this concept - the IHRA (international Holocaust
Remembrance Alliance) - has moved the focus from a
‘hatred of Jews as Jews’ to hatred of Israel as a ‘Jewish
state’. This inaccurate and misleading ‘Working Definition’
of antisemitism has in essence weaponised the concept,
silencing supporters of Palestinian rights and criticism of
Israel, by defining it as antisemitic.
It is easy to forget that antisemitism as such did not
really exist in the Arab and Muslim world as in Christian
Europe. Most Jews in Muslim societies enjoyed a more
cordial and welcoming relations with their host societies,
treated as people of the book. Nowhere was this truer than
in Palestine and Spanish Andalusia. While Jews, Muslims
and Christians all lived together in Palestine in relative
harmony until the Crusades, the situation was different
in Catholic Spain until the Muslim invasion, and also after
the Reconquista, (Christian reconquest). During the
Muslim rule in Andalusia, the co-existence of the three
faith communities was a high point in European history of
cultural and political development, later to be redefined
as Convivencia.

This concept of Convivencia is used in Spain for
the coexistence of various faiths in the country - an
achievement of progressive administrations. This does not
provide an easy solution to racist tensions - right-wing
groups continue to undermine common understanding,
like in other political contexts. Its importance lies
in connecting contemporary conflict resolution to a
historical context.
Spanish Convivencia existed when Europe was typified by
a sharp retreat from the zenith of the classical period, while
the Andalusian Muslim administrations region enjoyed an
unprecedented flowering of the arts and sciences, and
philosophy, literature and poetry. This resulted from
conscious government initiatives, building on the earlier
achievements of the Caliphates in Baghdad and Damascus;
Muslim governments during much of the period positively
supported a collaborative social attitude, despite tensions
punctuating this period1.
This collaboration was based on commonalities that the
three broad monotheistic religious groups shared, as well
as iconic texts and practices. Muslim rulers developed a
tolerant public sphere, institutions of learning, recordkeeping, the use of science and the arts for advancing social
aims; Indeed, it proved the most advanced governance
method, harbouring many features further developed
during the Renaissance and early modernity. Renaissance’s
incredible achievements are unthinkable without the
Andalusian Muslim Golden Age.

This approach builds on the commonality of
beliefs underwriting universal human rights
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Many of the benefits of this collaboration are still extant.
Beyond the artistic flowering of the Andalusian cities into
hubs of art, literature and architecture, benefits included
rediscovery and preservation of much classical Greek and
Roman philosophy, literature and drama, hounded out
of existence by centuries of Christian religious hostility
but survived in the Arab/Muslim world in the original,
or in Arabic translation, retranslated into Latin and the
‘vulgar tongues’ - local European languages. Science and
mathematics, which Arabs/Muslims had excelled in, helped
develop mapping, astronomy and navigation. Advanced
medicine and chemistry led to improvements in health
and urban living.
The world as we know it today was transformed by
this period of Convivencia. It was the specific mixture
of ideas, beliefs and attitudes which enabled this unique
metamorphosis. It ushered in great achievements as
well as substantial social and political disasters, as
Christian Europe used the knowledge of Al Andalus to
subjugate other continents through industrialised slavery,
colonialism, imperialism and racialised modes of social

1

control. Such inhumane policies have culminated in the
terrifying atrocities of the Holocaust and various other
genocidal attempts.
For this reason, we in the Jewish Network for Palestine (JNP)
believe that a thorough examination of the Convivencia
period, its influences and the historical lessons it teaches
may assist in developing better international modes of
race/faith relations in coming decades.
Furthermore, it may offer a firm foundation for more
harmonious, creative and dynamic relationships between
the religious and secular communities in Britain and the
rest of the world. This approach builds on the commonality
of beliefs underwriting universal human rights and may
assist in resolving ethnic tensions caused by racism and
the denial of the other. We also hope that building on
such a foundation will enable just and durable solutions
for the colonial conflict in Palestine, ones based on equity
and direct negotiation, rather than the current focus
on accentuating differences and using unequal power
relations.

For more on the period, see Vivian B. Mann et al Convivencia: Jews, Muslims and Christians in Medieval Spain, George Braziller, 1992, and Mark T. Abate (ed)
Convivencia and Medieval Spain. Palgrave Macmillan, 2018, and Maria Rosa Menocal, Ornament of the World: How Muslims, Jews and Christians Created a Culture of
Tolerance in Medieval Spain, Little, Brown and Co. London, 2003

Professor Haim Bresheeth-Zabner is a Filmmaker, Photographer and a Film Studies Scholar, and Professorial Research Associate at the School of Oriental and
African Studies (SOAS). He is the editor of The Gulf War and the New World Order, (with Nira Yuval-Davis), and the author of The Holocaust for Beginners (with Stuart
Hood). His films include the widely shown State of Danger (1989, BBC2) – a documentary on the first Palestinian Intifada – and London is Burning, after the 2011
riots. He has also published in the Israeli Haaretz and the Egyptian Al Ahram. His latest book is An Army Like No Other: How the IDF Made a Nation, (Verso, 2020)
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Faiths Tackling Homelessness • Revd Dr Sam Wells

W

hy do Christians
believe it’s a good
thing to help
those who are experiencing
homelessness? The answer
isn’t as obvious as you might
think.
To understand the question
and to give a proper answer
we need to go back to the
year 337. One night, in north
east France, or Gaul as it
was then, outside the city of
Amiens, a Roman soldier, who
came originally from Hungary,
met a destitute man. The soldier used his sword to slice his
military cloak in two, leaving half with the beggar, and keeping
half for himself. That night the soldier had a dream. He dreamt
that the beggar was Christ.
The event had a transformative effect on the soldier’s life. He
became a monk, founded a monastery in north-west France,
and eventually became a bishop. His example was so influential
that he became the patron saint of France. Today he is known
as Martin of Tours.
The event had even wider ramifications than this. You’d think
the New Testament was explicit about charity. Matthew 25:
31-46 tells how on the last day Jesus asks us when we saw
him hungry, thirsty, naked, a stranger, sick or in prison; and
we’re told whatever we did for the least, we did (or did not
do) for him. The parable of the Good Samaritan impels us to
have compassion even on our people’s enemies should we find
them stricken and helpless. But in the early fourth century,
Christianity was transformed from a minority sect into the
religion of the Roman empire. Inevitably it came to resemble
in part the values of the empire, as much as those of the New
Testament.
So this moment in 337 is the beginning of the notion of charity
as we know it today. From this point onwards, the church
began to invest in hospitals and schools and orphanages and
the whole breadth of social care. Martin invented the principle
22

that we have a duty to those who get into trouble, regardless
of their relation to us, and without judgement of how they got
into trouble. And these values are at the heart of everyone
who works with people in trouble today, in the UK or abroad,
religious or secular. Christians have the added motivation of
Christ’s promise to be made known in the hungry; but the basic
commitment is now in our cultural DNA.
The other legacy Martin of Tours left was the large number
of churches named after him in the middle ages. There are 179
churches dedicated to him in England alone. One is St Martinin-the-Fields. (There were so many churches dedicated to St
Martin in London that each got its own nickname: hence ‘inthe-Fields.’) In the sixteenth century St Martin’s changed its
identity when it became the royal parish church – when the
king was living at Westminster Hall. In the eighteenth century a
new St Martin’s was built, combining Gothic and Classical styles,
symbolising the union of England and Scotland and Britain and
Hanover. It was a society church until Dick Sheppard came as
vicar in 1914.
This story, from an article in the parish magazine in 1915,
captures the difference Sheppard made to the role of the church
within the community:
“The experiment of keeping the Church of St
Martin-in-the-Fields open all night would seem to be
amply justified. The church has already welcomed all
sorts and conditions of men and women who have
responded to the silent invitation of the open doors.
A few nights ago, at midnight, the door opened to admit
a girl who bore a bunch of lilies. She approached the altar
and laid her flowers as an offering on the altar steps. She
explained that her lover had been killed in France and as
she could not lay them on his grave, she had brought them
to St Martin’s.”
The work we do now, with people experiencing homelessness,
is reflective of St Martin-in-the-Fields’ practical, sleeves-rolledup Christianity, which, like Martin of Tours in Amiens in 337,
doesn’t waste time with details such as “What is your faith
background?” or “How did you get into all this trouble?”
Instead, we work with people as we find them, as they seek to
find a life away from the streets.

Revd Dr Sam Wells • Faiths Tackling Homelessness

St Martin’s Charity exists so that everyone has a place to
call home. Our Frontline Network supports those addressing
homelessness around the UK. Through our Vicar’s Relief Fund,
specialist support workers can apply for grants of up to £1000
on behalf of a person needing emergency financial help to secure
somewhere to live. These grants can transform a person’s
circumstances in a matter of days. Jason, who received one of
our grants, recently told us: “…that weight on you, you feel all
of it just lift. It's amazing, it really, really is. It was only two or
three days, and we had the keys.” In the last year in this way we
have helped 11,684 people like Jason and his wife Louise.
Homelessness is a pronounced issue in London. Thousands of
people end up on the city’s streets without a safe place to turn.
The Connection at St Martin’s has skilled members of staff who
get to know those in crisis, come to understand the complexity
of their situation, listen – and then help. Sometimes, it’s a
matter of just providing hot food, facilities to shower and have
a change of clothes, but they are also offered tailored support
that enables people to restore their health, find a home and
regain their independence. The Connection places people at

the heart of their own recovery. One person may need shortterm support to find a place to live and work, another may need
help accessing benefits, health care, or even hospital treatment.
Such support respects the needs, wishes and ambitions of every
individual.
In recent years our work has focused on the difference
between working ‘for’ people, and working ‘with’ them.
We’ve realised that we can’t fix people’s lives; we can only
walk alongside them as they find better solutions to their
own problems. Transformation lies in people finding their own
assets, rather than in other people identifying their deficits.
Interestingly, we’ve noted how this awareness changes our
perception of Jesus’ ministry: rather than focusing only on what
he did for us (as in a traditional phrase like ‘dying for our sins’),
we realise that Jesus spent 90% of his life simply being with and
alongside people; so maybe we should be the same.
In this way our work with people experiencing homelessness
isn’t just changing the world – it’s changing us. We’ve been doing
it over a hundred years. You’d think we’d have sorted it out by
now; but society and its challenges keep changing.

Transformation lies in people finding
their own assets, rather than in other
people identifying their deficits.
St Martin’s Charity funds the Vicar’s Relief Fund and the Frontline Network,
and helps to support The Connection at St Martin’s www.smitfc.org
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B

haktivedanta Manor Hare Krishna temple, originally gifted
to ISKCON by the late Beatle George Harrison, is housed
in 77 acres of land outside Watford in Hertfordshire.
It has become one of the most important sites of pilgrimage
and has a high standard of courses, workshops, civic marriages,
cow protection, worship and a monastic facility. ISKCON
(International Society for Krishna Consciousness) is part of
a specific Hindu-based tradition in the line of Lord Caitanya
Mahaprabhu (born 1486 in West Bengal). ISKCON itself was
founded by A.C Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada in 1965,
in New York.
ISKCON describes Krishna as the source of all the forms
of God. Thus members worship Krishna as the highest form
of God and often refer to him as the Supreme Personality
of Godhead in writing. In his many books and translations,
Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada most frequently offers
Sanatana-dharma as more accurate names for the religious
system, which is monotheistic and has roots in the theistic
traditions of ancient India.
The most famous and publicly recognizable ISKCON
practice is kirtan, a congregational chanting or singing of the
Hare Krishna mantra in public. Other important religious
practices are japa, the meditative practice of repeatedly
chanting the names of Krishna on 'rosary' beads, and arati
(also called puja). In arati, devotees offer water, incense, a
fire lamp, and flowers to a sacred statue or image of Krishna.

Radha Mohan das • Religious Festival

This is accompanied by prayers and devotional songs called
bhajans. Practitioners may perform arati at their own
home or congregate at a temple to join in the ceremony.
Over the Bank holiday weekend Saturday 28th through to
Monday 30th August, Bhaktivedanta Manor held its annual
Janmashtami festival.
Krishna Janmashtami, also known simply as Janmashtami, is
an Hindu festival that celebrates the birth of Lord Krishna.
It is observed according to the Hindu lunisolar calendar, which
overlaps with August or September of the Gregorian calendar.
It is an important festival and there are dance-drama
enactments of the life of Krishna, devotional music, singing
through to midnight when Krishna was born, fasting for the
devout, a night vigil, exhibitions and entrance into the temple
room where the shrine is located (called darshan).
The meaning of darshan is derived from the ancient Indian
Sanskrit word meaning “sight,” “vision,” or “appearance”.
In the Hindu tradition, darshan refers to the beholding of a holy
person, sacred object, or deity especially in imaged form.

Hare Krishna Hare Krishna Krishna Krishna Hare Hare
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Darshan refers to the beholding of a holy person,
sacred object, or deity especially in imaged form.
Huge numbers ‘take darshan’ in front of Bhaktivedanta
Manor’s beautiful shrine containing Lord Krishna and his
consort Radharani. Such numbers makes it the largest festival
of its kind in the world outside of India.
Over the Janmashtami festive period, the management of
Bhaktivedanta Manor were working closely with local Health
Authorities and Hertsmere Council to deliver a safe event in
accordance with Covid-19 restrictions. The event was ticketed
and designed to spread the number of visitors evenly throughout
the three days to prevent overcrowding on site, and to keep
social distancing measures in place. There was no more than
about 4500 attendees on site at any one time. Around 35,000
in total visited over the entire three days. Many other measures
had been put in place to safeguard the volunteers and pilgrims,
such as temperature checks, hand-cleansing stations and the
wearing of masks. All the hundreds of volunteers had been
trained and LFT tested in time for the event. As a result of
these measures, festival features were scaled down compared
to pre-pandemic levels. The management's main priority was
to help attendees of all ages remain safe. Traffic management
was in place to avoid congestion and the staggered and fewer
overall numbers of visitors throughout the three days helped
reduce any issues.

The Temple President, Her Grace Visakha Dasi said: “It is
so wonderful that so many people were able to experience the
atmosphere and spiritual upliftment of visiting Bhaktivedanta
Manor. I want to thank the hundreds of volunteers who have made
the festival possible by their dedication and service."
Ambika, 21 years of age from Brent, who is a volunteer in the
car parking team said: “I have not been able to serve at the Temple
for over a year and now it is so exciting that I could spend time with
my friends to volunteer to make this festival safe and successful”.
Lilaben Patel from Harrow, 83 years of age, chopped
vegetables in one of the Manor’s three kitchens. She volunteers
to help prepare the thousands of plates of free vegetarian
food that guests enjoy over the three days. Twenty tonnes
of vegetables were used during the festival, with volunteers
manning stoves around the clock.
After only a brief pause at the beginning of the first UK lockdown in March last year, Bhaktivedanta Manor has been able
to remain open for private prayer. That was possible due to its
ongoing stringent social distancing rules. The temple has provided
much-needed spiritual relief for tens of thousands of people.
Meanwhile, devotees of Bhaktivedanta Manor have been
offering pastoral care and other types of help for its huge
congregation, especially for the vulnerable in the congregation.

Hare Rama Hare Rama Rama Rama Hare Hare
Radha Mohan das is Bhaktivedanta Manor Communications Officer www.krishnatemple.com
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T

he suitcase can be seen to represent
the wider migrant diaspora, a journey
from one place to another. For migrant
women however, especially in the aftermath
of the World War II, the suitcase was a vessel
holding precious memories of a life they were
leaving behind: visual reminders, in the form
of everyday objects, provided reassurance and
comfort as they navigated their new lives in a
foreign place.

Shaheen writes:

cannot be expressed. Everyone’s suitcase is
unique to their own individual story, the journey
they travelled.
We know this because this is the story of our
mothers’ journeys. Here we offer an emic lens
to our mothers’ trajectory of migration, to bring
their stories to life through sentimental objects
that they brought with them from Pakistan.
Often, they would open the old suitcase during
moments of intense loneliness, and hold those
beloved objects tightly, and for a short while
they would be transported to the old familiar
place.
We are three British born second-generation
South Asian heritage women, daughters of
immigrants - Saheen Shah, Mariam Shah, and
Zanib Rasool - and we write this piece as a
tribute to our mothers who came to England
in the 1960s to join their husbands as wives of
commonwealth citizens.

T

hrough my art, I capture on canvas my mother’s
narrative of travel from Pakistan to Rotherham, and
the objects my mother brought with her in her suitcase
that triggered her memories of home each time she opened it.
The masala (prayer mat) and the tasbeeh (rosary beads) bringing
her faith with her. Surma (eye kola), and paranda (woollen hair
braid), things mother needed to look good. As we write this
article, as daughters of immigrants, we are bringing emotions
that others also feel about their migrant mothers and their life
stories. We say 'migrants' because many felt that way as guests
in someone else’s home, and it is only the generations after
them that can call it their home. People like us know no other
home even if we are often made to feel like the outsiders.
So often the children of migrants never really find their true
home.

Shaheen's painting

Shaheen Shah writes: For these migrants their
suitcase was never just a container of things; it
was the palanquin (carrier) of memories, and
for memories. Wherever the suitcase went the
memories went too. Truly, ‘the suitcase’ was
indeed a treasure trove to remember home.
Each object in the suitcase holds a precious
memory of a now almost forgotten past until
the objects are revealed and the memories
come flooding back in waves of emotions that

mothers were childhood friends from back home. We describe
ourselves as daughters of immigrants as it keeps us grounded
in our history and the reality of the hardship of immigrant lives,
and the inequalities we still face today as women of colour.
The loss of home for our mothers, the uprooting, meant the
loss of identity and all that was familiar; retaining keepsakes of
home maintained connectivity and created memories of the
old place now out of reach. As adult women ourselves now,
the suitcase and individual objects hold a special place in our
hearts, and connect us to our mothers, our history, and our
ancestors.

Paranda & Surma

The
Suitcase
Carrier of Memories

After the Second World War, Britain called on its ex-colonies
to contribute to its growing industry at a time of labour
shortage. Young men, like our fathers, were invited to Britain
to rebuild the steel and iron industry, work in the textile and
cotton mills, railway construction and agriculture. Soon the
men called for their wives to join them, and the young women
had no choice but to follow their husbands to this new land.
The three of us provide a collective voice to our mothers’
experience of loss of home; we are connected not only by
our Pakistani heritage but also by kinship and friendship.
Shaheen and Mariam are first cousins and Zanib and Mariam’s
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Mariam writes:

y mother brought a metal suitcase – a sandook with her
from Pakistan – and I look on this as a ‘time capsule’.
It was her very first journey outside her homeland and
it would have been beyond anything she could have imagined
at the age of 16, still a child herself. Her sandook contained
many things: Sakra – a piece of tree bark which doubled up as
toothbrush and toothpaste. Paranda – a woollen braid which
acted as a hairpiece. It was plaited into hair to elongate the
length, and often came adorned with mirrors and flowers. It
was a fashionable accessory and came in many colours to match
the clothes women wore. Combs – pretty combs in various
colours, shapes, and sizes; wide-toothed combs for thick hair
and fine ones for short hair. Mum had a lovely collection of
exotic combs. Quran Paak – my grandfather bequeathed his
Mushaf (copy) of the Holy Quran to my beloved mum, notedly

not to his sons, and she carried this with her. She often used
to tell us how her father encouraged her to learn which was
really empowering as so many women were illiterate in those
days Athar – incense sticks, Oud (concentrated perfume),
and perfumed bark which were used in an incense burner to
fragrant yourself, your home, clothes, and prayer mats. Blue
aerograms: letters from home my mother always kept the ones
from female relatives in her suitcase. The letters sent by her
first cousins and her friends, her mother and aunts, her sisters,
and so on. I can only imagine how much joy and comfort they
brought her: news from home, letters she would read over and
over again and again.
The room where the suitcase was kept was a sanctuary for
our mothers, a space to reflect, contemplate, and reminisce
the past.

28

Green masala prayer mat

Cooking tools

Suitcase

My Mother’s Secret Sanctuary
My earliest childhood memories of you sat beside the silver to share and regale, your hands animate, the passing down of
sandook are like a film shown in slow motion, your beautiful ‘belongings’
face contorted, with that of which I have no notion.
My anticipation has borne fruit, you begin with ‘Mere Daulat,
My curiosity emboldens me to come closer; the emotions on mere Jaidad’; you smile at my confusion and take a deep breath
your face had me in a trance, the atmosphere was intoxicating,
‘You see beta, my wealth and my possessions, are kept in
I hold my breath, afraid the moment would disappear if you this suitcase because I know my final journey is ultimately my
turned your head to glance at me so I remained silent.
death’
My fears that you will realise, you are no longer alone in your
My heart misses a beat, at the unthinkable, my concern fills
sanctuary, upon which I have stumbled,
me with dread, my mother cups my face and beams at me
Devoted as always, you nourished and nurtured those around instead
you; your sacrifice has left me nothing less than humble.
‘This sandook occupies my memories that are worth more
My arrival at your sanctuary is bittersweet and poignant, than all the gold, items of no worldly value if the truth be told’
trying to hide amidst the vast attic, crammed with times gone by
My pride overspills, surely my chest will explode in the
knowledge
of what’s inside her heart,
I remember you and my Nanni and all things you left behind,
you were someone’s daughter too, cherished yet separated by
Although I am but a child, I clearly see her pain, unforgettable
the passage of time and goodbyes
souvenirs that time has torn apart
My hand reached out to catch your falling tear, fat and full
My mother taught me the worth of priceless treasures that
of woe; I cannot fathom your expression, perhaps sadness and hold no value in insatiable societies of today,
longing
So protect the valuables of precious histories, cherish the
Suddenly your face is shining, aglow with a thought, so much joy of remembrance before it’s too late and thrown away.

I

Zanib writes:

remember my mother’s suitcase, she kept it under her
bed, and some evenings she would go quietly upstairs while
we children played downstairs, and in those moments of
homesickness she would open her suitcase and sigh and often
cry silently. I would go up and peek through the door and
sit there on top of the stairs feeling very sad. I am writing
about the suitcase some 50 years later when my mother’s own
memory has faded, and she cannot remember what was in her
suitcase. I remember my mother’s pain and the suitcase as if
it was only yesterday, and I am that child again who did not
understand why her mother was so sad?
I remember that battered leather suitcase you kept under
your bed for years and each time you opened it, I know you
felt a dagger go through your heart, but you carried your pain
well, Mother. A treasure trove of precious memories of home
that you could never forget, nor did you want to forget. You
left behind your beloved family a lifetime ago, clinging on to this
single suitcase for strength as you boarded that plane. Once in
a while, you would open the lonely old suitcase when you were
feeling homesick and everything got too much for you. Inside
were reminders of a home far away out of your reach which
made you sigh, made you cry, and I cried with you, Mother.
You kept in there, a scarlet red scarf with fine gold laceedged around it that you wore to cover your beautiful face on
your wedding day, Mother. Bright multi-coloured glass bangles
you said I could have when I was a bit older.
A passport that brought you to this land which was to
become home one day, but in your heart, you missed the old
home. The letters you kept in there that you received from
your beloved parents. Along with a black and white photograph
of a mother and father you never saw again.
In the suitcase were six small brown clay pots that were
decorated with delicate white and yellow flowers that your
children broke one by one along with your heart. A packet of
henna powder which you would mix with water and decorate
my hands every Eid until it was gone. A plain green prayer
mat which was your fathers, and every time you took it out
of the suitcase you cried uncontrollably. Grandmother’s gold
ring with a single ruby red stone which you could not bear to
lose, you lovingly wrapped it in tissues and kept it in that old
suitcase.
I could hear the yearning in your heart every time you
opened the suitcase, dear Mother, my heart yearned with you.
I often wonder what happened to that old brown suitcase.
One day it was gone, as your memories of home faded slowly
with the passing of time. I never had the courage to ask about
the suitcase in case it made you sad again, my dearest Mother.
I particularly remember in my mother’s suitcase was a
phankee (a fan) that my mother brought with her as a reminder
of her home, and I often imagined her sitting with her friends
gently swaying the fan to keep cool. I wrote this poem in
tribute:

Phankee
I sit in your old bedroom,
and feel your presence,
hear your voice,
and smell that special fragrance of mother.
In the corner of the bedroom floor, I spot your old phankee,
that your granddaughter kept to remember you by,
the red and gold thread that stitched it together has dulled,
some of the glass sequences have come off,
the fabric has frayed,
time frays us all.
The phankee was a reminder of home,
that you placed lovingly in a suitcase,
which brought you miles away,
every time you held the phankee,
it reminded you of sitting in the courtyard,
with your girlfriends on hot, sunny days of home.
Often, I would see you take the phankee,
out of the suitcase on Northern winter days,
I would sit silently and watch your face light up,
you drifted to another place, another time,
you became young again,
when you were not my mother,
but a girl with her own dreams.
I imagined a group of giddy girls laughing,
and holding a phankee in their hand,
frantically waving it to keep cool,
that each of you put in a suitcase,
that took you to whichever part of the world,
you all made your homes.
The fan was accidently thrown out one year when we cleared
the loft. Of course, we had to replace it with a new one, but it
does not have a history; it is not frayed and old or perfumed,
and unlike so many other objects in her suitcase, it cannot
conjure up those precious memories

'The Suitcase Exhibition' ran from 26th May 2021 until 18th June 2021 at the private chapel of Rotherham stately home Wentworth Woodhouse, and then
transferred to Clifton Park Museum, Rotherham until 21st Novemer 2021.
The Zanib Collective are indebted to Sharon Gill and Matt Butt of Rotherham Open Arts Renaissance (ROAR) for mentoring them during their first exhibition
and working with them to set it up.
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the organisation itself or to the wider community to which it relates. These include:
• victim-blaming, shame and honour: in some communities, ideas of sexual ‘purity’
and social and familial standing can make abuse markedly harder to report;
• discussion of sex and sexuality: in some communities, matters relating to sex are
not discussed openly, or children are not taught about sex or sexual relationships;
in certain languages, there are no words for rape, sexual abuse or genitalia;
• abuse of power by religious leaders: children are often taught to show deference
and respect to religious figures, who are typically regarded as innately trustworthy;
this trust can be exploited to perpetrate abuse;
• gender disparity: within many of the religious organisations examined, there
was a preponderance of men occupying both positions of spiritual and religious
leadership and senior lay positions;
• mistrust of external agencies: some religious organisations harbour mistrust
about the involvement of government bodies in their affairs, which may emanate
from concerns about religious persecution or discrimination, a view that such
involvement is contrary to religious teachings or a view that government bodies
are insensitive to religious practices and beliefs; and
• forgiveness: the concept of forgiveness can be misused, both to put pressure on
victims not to report their abuse and to justify failures by religious leaders to take
appropriate action where allegations have been made.

1 year subscription

£8.00

2 year subscription

£12.00

I would like to make a donation
to support the magazine

£

All work undertaken to produce the magazine is voluntary

on

your donati

Total £
Thank you

I wish my donation to be treated as a gift aid donation.
I am a UK taxpayer
please tick and date box

Editorial Note from Heather Wells
We have a large archive of previous issues of the magazine available to buy at a reduced rate:
Issues 1 - 41 available on request @ £3 each issue inc. p&p
Orders of 6 and over @ £2.50 each issue inc. p&p
Please make cheques payable to
Initiative InterfaithTrust and send to:
The Editor, Faith Initiative: Embracing Diversity, Slyne Hall, Slyne with Hest, Lancaster LA2 6BE.
Or see our website to make payment through PayPal
For any query involving donation/subscription please contact: Heather Wells at the above address or
email: hf_wells@yahoo.co.uk • Telephone: 01524 822183

www.faithinitiative.co.uk
My details are:
Name:
Address:

A child protection policy is the basic foundation on which organisations
working with children should build their practices to keep children safe.
For further information and guidance please see IICSA.ORG.UK

Post Code:

Tel No:

Email:

This form can be photocopied or downloaded from the website
30

For overseas subscriptions please see website. € and $ currencies payable through Paypal

31

The Faith Communities Forum • Statement

A CALL FOR SAFE, HUMANE AND
DIGNIFIED TREATMENT OF REFUGEES
AND THOSE SEEKING ASYLUM

ISSUE 42
ISSUE 43

ISSUE 41

love
“Only through
on is
and compassi
n of
the protectio
ble”
Nature possi

t
d Displacemen
DissentArtan
ist
Faith and the

Rumi and the Poet
Spirituality

ess
Up the Darkn
Lightingof Fait
h

“Acts of kindness never die.
They linger in the memory,
giving life to other acts
in return.”

igjargal, 24
, Mongolia

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks

"I Am Bec
ause We A
re"
of Dover,
The Rt Re
vd Rose Hu
dson-Wilk
Keynote: Ela Gandhi
An Advoc
in
ate for Ch
Zara Moh
ammed,
a
n
ge
Sec.Gen.
Working for the Benefit of all Humanity
Muslim Co
uncil of Br
The Role of Religion in Society
itain
Acts of Lo
ve and Kin
Commun
ity Actio
d
n
ess
n inspired
The Sky Above Us
by Faith
The Magnanimity of the Human Spirit

Faith and the Artist

Young People

Please contact the Editor for further
information on themes covered in previous
issues - see details over the page.
32

“We are th
e last gene
that can
ration
end
We can an climate change.
d we will
.”
Khish

The Bish
op

WINNER

SHAP AWARD 2011

“Our globe is increasingly criss-crossed by journeys of people in often desperate pursuit of safety and
sanctuary: adults and children in flight from war, tyranny, persecution and other evils or seeking a life free
from extreme poverty, hunger and deprivation.
In a context where the UK and a number of other countries are looking at tightening borders and immigration
laws, we call attention to the importance of the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol and to
observance of this. There will be differing views on particular policies and their implementation and the
factors that have to be taken into account. In all cases, however, the response should aim to reflect the best
of our humanity.
It is, at this time, for example, a matter of deep concern to us that a policy of ‘push back’ of boats in the
channel has been adopted. Regardless of care taken in exercise of the policy, there would be significant
dangers both to those ‘pushed back’ and to the Border Force personnel called upon to implement it.
We call upon the Government to seek alternative approaches to deal with the crossings.
The Inter Faith Network for the UK has, since its inception, worked to promote good inter faith relations,
including through raising awareness of the common ground of the different faith communities, such as
fundamental values that are shared. Among these values are those such as justice and compassion and the
fundamental principle of treating others as we would ourselves be treated: the ‘golden rule’.
Drawing on the common values at the heart of our different and distinct faith traditions we call for safe,
humane and dignified treatment of refugees and those seeking asylum.”
THE FAITH COMMUNITIES FORUM
OF THE INTER FAITH NETWORK FOR THE UK

11 October 2021
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The fundamental principle of treating others as
we would ourselves be treated: the ‘golden rule’

www.faithinitiative.co.uk
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Insight: Refugees & Asylum Seekers • Dr Razia Shariff

W

hen young refugees and asylum seekers arrive in
Kent unaccompanied, they have not chosen to travel
alone but have been forced through circumstances
to leave their families behind. They are all seeking safety from
persecution or conflict, and their journeys can range from weeks
to months: their pathways and the traumas they experience are
life changing.
Their reasons for embarking on this journey are many,
reflecting the problems of the countries from which they
flee. For some it’s so that they are not forced to become
child soldiers (Eritrea): or because they have been trafficked
(Vietnam): or because they do not want to join the Taliban
(Afghanistan). Others flee because of the political, social and
economic unrest and persecution of their community in their
country (Kurdistan): or because of climate change (Sudan and
northern Africa).
They come to the UK because they may have existing
established communities here, or have been trafficked here to

be exploited. They may speak some English, or have a family
connection here: or have heard that the UK is a fair and just
country that has a long and proud history of offering sanctuary,
and opportunities to rebuild their lives.
Kent Refugee Action Network (KRAN) is a charity that has
been established for 18 years in the area to work with separated
young refugee and asylum seekers, aged 15 – 24 years of age.
A basic outline of the process they would experience would
be as follows. When they arrive to claim asylum (they cannot
claim asylum until they are physically in the UK) they are taken
into the care system if deemed to be under the age of 18. They
are either placed in foster care, if they are under 16, female or
have additional support needs, or offered shared social housing
with other young asylum seekers. They are referred to us so
that they can access our Learning for Life classes. These classes
not only teach English and IT literacy but also essential life
skills to adjust to life in the UK, until they are able to access
mainstream education.

Dr Razia Shariff • Insight: Refugees & Asylum Seekers

We also offer volunteer mentors from the local community
to meet with the young people regularly and support them.
Volunteer mentors also play a vital role in letting KRAN staff
know if there are any emerging issues for the young person, so
that we can offer support, or refer the young person to access
specialist support.
After the age of 18 a decision is made regarding their asylum
claim, and whether they will be granted refugee status. If they
are unsuccessful at this stage (around 50% at present) they can
appeal (50% of appeals are successful), and submit a fresh claim;

or they become destitute and have to sign in at the Home
Office every two weeks and await deportation. If they are
granted refugee status this is usually for 5 years, however there
is currently a Nationalities and Boarders Bill in Parliament that
will change the legislative landscape in processing asylum claims
in the UK based on the mode of entry into the UK.
The young people we work with, approximately 450 a year,
have experienced much trauma in their young lives, and KRAN
offers a holistic and empowering approach to help them feel
they can belong; offering a safe, positive non-judgemental
space where they can be supported to flourish, live fulfilled
lives and contribute to society. They face many challenges in
the UK, from housing security, legal support, mental health and
wellbeing, employment, and understanding how systems in the
UK work. They have to learn what their options are, and make
informed choices that will affect their future.
We have a dedicated Advocacy and Support Team that offers
case work, mentoring partnerships, wellbeing activities such
as art, drama and sports clubs, as well as help with vocational
pathways and applying for jobs. We also have an established
Youth Forum and Youth Ambassador scheme offering a platform
for young people to have a voice in the wider narrative on the
issues that affect them.
With the right support and encouragement these resilient
young people can and do achieve great things against the odds.
They have risked everything in making the journey to find a
safe and positive future, and are very motivated to learn, and
succeed. This year for the first time five of our young people
were able to go to University, and have been actively involved
in raising issues regarding young refugees with the media, social
media, All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG), and other
groups.
They are an inspiration to us all and we need to do all that
we can to support their transition to life in the UK, developing
their talents and potential so that they can thrive and actively
contribute in our society.

They have risked everything in making the
journey to find a safe and positive future,
and are very motivated to learn, and succeed.
Dr Razia Shariff is the CEO of the Kent Refugee Action Network (KRAN). www.kran.org.uk
Two images: Youth Ambassadors outside Parliament, and one of our sports activities
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Significant Numbers in Religious Belief • Barney Leith

A

nyone with more than a passing acquaintance with
the Bahá’í Faith may well be aware of the significance
Bahá’ís place on the number nine. Examples include:
elected Bahá’í governing assemblies – local, national and global
– each have nine members; Bahá’í temples have nine sides; and
the Bahá’í calendar includes nine holy days on which Bahá’ís
refrain from work. The nine-pointed star is frequently used as
an emblem of the Bahá’í Faith, although it is not actually a formal
or sacred Bahá’í symbol. References to the number nine appear
in many places in Bahá’í holy texts and explanatory literature.
It is deeply embedded in Bahá’í culture and life.
Why nine? And are there other numbers that carry symbolic,
sacred or spiritual significance for Bahá’ís? To answer these
questions we need to look at some of the Bahá’í sacred texts
and consider Bahá’í practice.
Arabic and Persian are the languages in which the Bahá’í
scriptures are written. Arabic letters each have a numerical
value and the writings of the Báb and Bahá’u’lláh, the Faith's
two founding figures, often use this ‘Abjad’ notation to
indicate ideas, places, names in an indirect way. For instance,
the numerical values of the Arabic letters of the word 'Bahá' –

the first element of the title ‘Bahá’u’lláh’ (Glory of God) taken
by the nineteenth century prophetic figure whose teachings
shape the lives of millions around the world – add up to nine.
A letter written in 1932 on behalf of Shoghi Effendi, who was
Guardian of the Bahá’í Faith from 1921 to his death in 1957,
explains:
Concerning the number nine: the Bahá’ís reverence this
for two reasons, first because it is considered by those
who are interested in numbers as a sign of perfection.
The second consideration, which is the more important
one, is that it is the numerical value for the word 'Bahá'…
In the Semitic languages – both Arabic and Hebrew – every
letter of the alphabet had a numerical value, so instead
of using figures to denote numbers they used letters and
compounds of letters. Thus every word had both a literal
meaning and also a numerical value. This practice is no
more in use but during the time of Bahá’u’lláh and the Báb
it was quite in vogue among the educated classes. As the
word 'Bahá also stood for the number nine it could be used
interchangeably with it.

Every word had both a literal meaning
and also a numerical value
Thus, for example in His Most Holy Book, the Kitáb-i-Aqdas,
Bahá’u’lláh instructs that ‘…in every city a House of Justice be
established wherein shall gather counsellors to the number of
Bahá, and should it exceed this number it doth not matter. The
‘number of Bahá’ is, of course, nine.’ And Shoghi Effendi explains
that ‘the reason it [the number nine] is used in the [Bahá’í]
Temple’s form is because 9 has exact numerical value of “Bahá”
(in the numerology connected with the Arabic alphabet) and
“Bahá” is the name of the Revealer of our Faith, Bahá’u’lláh.’
The number nineteen also carries spiritual, metaphorical
and performative weight, helping to shape the rhythm and pattern
of Bahá’í community life. Nineteen has an important place in
the symbolic universe of the Báb, Bahá’u’lláh’s forerunner. It was
the Báb who created the Bahá’í calendar – the Badí’ (‘wondrous’
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or ‘unique’) calendar – with nineteen months of nineteen days
each. Four days (or five in a leap year) are intercalated between
the penultimate month and the final month of the Bahá’í year so
that the calendar conforms to the solar year. Bahá’ís fast from
sunrise to sunset for each of the nineteen days of the final month,
and then celebrate the Bahá’í New Year, Naw-Rúz, on the day
of the vernal equinox in the northern hemisphere. Bahá’ís hold
three-part community gatherings known as the ‘Nineteen Day
Feast’ on the first day of each Bahá’í month. The community
begins by worshipping together; then its members consult
about the affairs of the community; and finally the community’s
members share refreshments and socialise. Thus the calendar
establishes the rhythm and pattern of Bahá’í community life and
reinforces the solidarity of the community.

Barney Leith • Significant Numbers in Religious Belief
In the Bahá’í teachings the number one emphasises
the association of oneness and unity and denotes infinite
diversification in creation. ’Abdu’l-Bahá, Bahá’u’lláh’s eldest son
and His appointed interpreter, writes:
We must know, then, what each one of the great
existent beings was in the beginning. There is no doubt that
initially there was a single origin: there cannot have been
two origins. For the origin of all numbers is one and not
two; the number two is itself in need of an origin. It is
therefore evident that originally matter was one, and that
one matter appeared in a different form in each element.
Thus various forms appeared, and as they appeared, they
each assumed an independent form and became a specific
element. But this distinction attained its full completion
and realization only after a very long time. Then these
elements were composed, arranged, and combined in
infinite forms; in other words, from the composition and
combination of these elements countless beings appeared.
– ‘Abdu'l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions, p. 208.

Bahá’u’lláh elucidates the complex relationship between
differentiation and unification when the spiritual seeker
attempts to know and understand God:
Regard thou the one true God as One Who is apart from,
and immeasurably exalted above, all created things. The
whole universe reflecteth His glory, while He is Himself
independent of, and transcendeth His creatures. This is the
true meaning of Divine unity. He Who is the Eternal Truth
is the one Power Who exerciseth undisputed sovereignty
over the world of being, Whose image is reflected in the
mirror of the entire creation. All existence is dependent
upon Him, and from Him is derived the source of the
sustenance of all things. This is what is meant by Divine
unity; this is its fundamental principle… He is a true
believer in Divine unity who, far from confusing duality
with oneness, refuseth to allow any notion of multiplicity
to becloud his conception of the singleness of God,
who will regard the Divine Being as One Who, by His
very nature, transcendeth the limitations of numbers.
– Gleanings from the Writings of Baha'u’llah, pp. 166-167.

These numbers play an important role in
shaping the rhythm and pattern of Bahá’í life
Another significant number in Bahá’í symbology is five. The
five-pointed star is known in Arabic as the ‘haykal’, meaning
‘temple’ or ‘the body or form of something’. Shoghi Effendi
writes that the ‘5-pointed star is the symbol of our Faith, as
used by the Báb and explained by Him’. One can immediately
see it as representing the cardinal points of the human body, for
example, and it is used to represent the two Manifestations of
God associated with the Bahá’í faith, the Báb and Bahá’u’lláh.
The Báb wrote a number of his tablets or epistles in the form
of a pentacle, the haykal, and the haykal is given concrete form
(literally) on the underside of the bridge across Hatzionut
Avenue in Haifa, Israel, that forms part of the famous terraces
and gardens above and below the Shrine of the Báb at the Bahá’í
World Centre on the side of Mount Carmel. What’s more, the
numerical values of the Arabic letters that make the word ‘Báb’
add up to five.
In the late 1860s, Bahá’u’lláh wrote messages to five heads of
state – Pope Pius IX, Napoleon III, Czar Alexander II, Queen
Victoria, and Násiri’d-Dín Sháh – calling on them to unite and
work together to build a just world based on human oneness.
Bahá’u’lláh arranged for the five messages to be compiled and
written out in the form of a pentacle, the five-pointed star or
haykal to symbolise the human temple. In this message, known
as the ‘Súrih-i-Haykal’ or ‘Súrih of the Temple’, Baha’u’llah
writes by way of conclusion:

Thus have We built the Temple with the hands of
power and might, could ye but know it. This is the Temple
promised unto you in the Book. Draw ye nigh unto it. This
is that which profiteth you, could ye but comprehend it. Be
fair, O peoples of the earth! Which is preferable, this, or
a temple which is built of clay? Set your faces towards it.
Thus have ye been commanded by God, the Help in Peril,
the Self-Subsisting.
The number ninety-five, the product of nineteen
multiplied by five, also figures in Bahá’í life. For example, Bahá’ís
are obliged to recite the Greatest Name of God, Alláh-u-Abhá,
(‘God is most glorious’) ninety-five times each day. In 2013, the
Universal House of Justice, the Bahá’í community’s international
governing council, called ninety-five youth conferences to take
place around the world. Following an overwhelming response
to this announcement, the Universal House of Justice called a
further nineteen conferences.
These numbers play an important role in shaping the rhythm
and pattern of Bahá’í life at the levels of the individual, the
Bahá’í institutions and the community. However, it is important
to note, by way of conclusion, that while the symbolic use of
numbers in the Sacred Writings of Bahá’u’lláh and the Báb and in
Bahá’í life and practice is important, there is no occult meaning
to them, nor do Bahá’ís subscribe to divination by numbers or
other such practices.
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Percussive sounds and the rhythms of various drums
have been key to denoting ‘power’ across time
(Doubleday, 1999)

T

his essay traces the
history of drumming
women in colonial
Punjab and beyond. While
female performers in South
Asia are conventionally
seen as specialising in vocal
music and/or dancing, there
is a host of visual evidence
going back to at least the
eighteenth century, that
foregrounds
women
as
percussionists, particularly
from the Punjab. Feminising
the history of a musical
tradition and cohort of
instruments conventionally viewed as a masculine stronghold
in South Asian music, especially in Punjab, is not motivated by
a desire to redress a longstanding gendered asymmetry alone.
Instead, it is attempted in the spirit of recovering a crucial
slice of musical history in the region, and, in turn, indicating
possibilities for further research on female percussionists
beyond Punjab, for Hindustani raagdari music more broadly.
Rebecca Stewart and James Kippen have pointed out that
some of the earliest visual clues to a drumming instrument
resembling the tablā lie in eighteenth century miniature
paintings from the Punjab Hills (Stewart 1974 and Kippen
1988). An examination of women performing on percussive
instruments like the ḍhol and the tablā, both instruments
associated not just with male strength but also emblematic of
Punjab, opens a wholly new line of enquiry into Punjab’s sounds.
Analysing (a slice of) visual evidence on these instruments
through time reveals how ubiquitous female drummers have
been to rhythmic and percussive performance in Punjab.
Gendering percussion for Punjab in this way uncovers how
the marginalisation of female percussionists is a more recent
phenomenon, wrought by turn of the century social reform
movements, but perhaps also rooted in changes occurring in
the early nineteenth century.
Methodologically, the perspective of this paper is unique,
in offering a meditation on Punjab’s sounds primarily through
visual means. Bonnie Wade’s Imaging Sound was pioneering in
being the first monograph offering a historical investigation into
the sonic through visual iconographies, and the methods of
art history. Wade convincingly demonstrated the intertwining
of power with music-making as depicted in paintings
produced at the Mughal court by Akbar and his successors.
Emphasis was played on the drumming naubat ensemble,
crucial for all imperial spectacle and political ceremony.
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Wade also discussed visual evidence for female performers
available in the massive tranche of Mughal miniature painting in
what was the first academic inquiry into the lives of these women
(Wade 1998). Katherine Schofield’s research investigated the
role of female performers at the Mughal court more rigorously.
Schofield demonstrated how normative patriarchal values
were enforced in Mughal times by analysing both archival
evidence on the lives of historical Mughal courtesans, and on
the discourse around them– particularly the cautionary tale, or
what she terms ‘the courtesan tale’, with tropes of tragedy and
decline (Schofield 2012). I borrow from both the art historical
slant of Wade’s study and the emphasis on textual archives in
Schofield’s more rigorous historical method.

Here, I analyse two images from the eighteenth-century
Pahari school of painting, both at the LA County Museum
of the Arts. In the first example, a Ragamala painting from
Bilaspur 1685/90 of Ragaputra Lahula of the Raga Dipak, we
find a woman playing the dhol to accompany a dark-skinned
man playing the flute, under the branches of a golden tree, even
as a second woman looks on. This is possibly also connected
depictions of Lord Krishna playing the flute in Vrindavan,
accompanied by eager gopīs (milkmaids).

Continuing with Ragamala miniatures in the Bilaspur
tradition, a folio of Ragini Karnati from a later album dating
to 1730-40 in Figure 2 reveals two women seated under the
familiar canopy found in a range of miniature paintings, from
Mughal to Pahari. The lady on the left, adorned in a flowing
red dress, plays what is either a pakhāwaj, or a dholak with
wooden wedges. A similar depiction from the same period in
the Bilaspuri or Mankotia style, features a woman playing the
tanpura, but accompanied by a woman playing a small dhol, like
that already seen in Fig.1

Fig. 1: Lahula Ragaputra, Son of Dipak Raga,
Folio from a Ragamala (Garland of Melodies)

Fig 2: Karnati Ragini, Folio from a Ragamala
(Garland of Melodies)

Source: LA County Museum of the Arts,
https://collections.lacma.org/node/238829
Himachal Pradesh, Bilaspur, circa 1685-1690;
Opaque watercolour and gold on paper, From the
Nasli and Alice Heeramaneck Collection,
Museum Associates Purchase (M.77.19.31).

Source: https://collections.lacma.org/node/246431
India, Himachal Pradesh, Bilaspur, circa 1730-1740,
Opaque watercolor, gold, and ink on paper,
Indian Art Special Purpose Fund (M.81.57).

To conclude, the dhol, dholak, tabla pakhawaj and other
drums have consistently figured in connection with female
performers in the iconographic and visual history of Punjab
and its surrounding regions. These cover examples of formulaic
ragamala painting, to the depiction of real historical figures
in the form of princesses from the hills in Chamba, Jammu,

Kangra, Bashohli and beyond. These drums occupy a centrality
in symbolizing sound, movement, and potentially always, dance;
and thus, comes to imbue the woman and women playing it
with an agency central to musical performance, and to the
albeit gendered sounds of Punjab.

Shifting focus away from the Mughal imperial capital at Lahore
and then Delhi, other researchers covering a later period in the
nineteenth century have offered nuanced perspectives on the
position and power of female performers in a range of centres
across north India. This association of female performers
with certain regional centres, whether in Delhi and Awadh,
as shown by Shweta Sachdeva Jha, Matiyaburj as in Richard
Williams’ account, or Lahore as I have demonstrated earlier,
increased, in part, due to the dissolution and decline of Delhi,
and later Awadh, as nodal centres of cultural activity (Sachdeva
Jha 2008; Williams 2014; Kapuria 2020).
The regional emphasis on Punjab, and the Punjab Hills
(comprising present day Himachal Pradesh and Uttarakhand),
helps excavate a distinct narrative of female percussionists
in north Indian music and cultural life. Drumming and the
sound of the drum are closely associated with power-power
defined variously in a range of different contexts. Percussive
sounds and the rhythms of various drums have been key to
denoting ‘power’ across time (Doubleday, 1999). This was
true of the drum symbolising royalty and sovereignty in South
Asian kingship practices too, as evident in the naggārā drums
of the naubat ensembles in Mughal India (Wade 1998) or
embodying ascribed magical, often ‘possessive’ power through
their imagined link to supernatural beings (devtās) as described
by twentieth century/early twenty first century Garhwali
drummers (Alter 2008).
The imbrications of the sound of the drum with power
is crucial to understanding why we need this article in the
first place– the overwhelmingly masculinist associations with
drumming in present day South Asia need not blind us to the
long tradition of female drumming. Instead, as hope to show
below, drumming was a ubiquitous, even necessary skillset of
women musicians and dancers. Particularly in the eighteenth
century, it was a symbol of the wider power wielded by the
female performer in the Punjab region and beyond.

Dr Radha Kapuria is Leverhulme Early Career Fellow in History at University of Sheffield 2019 – 2022 Email: r.kapuria@sheffield.ac.uk
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Peter Lumsden • Interfaith Insight

For a friend who lives with
Arthrogryposis Multiplex Congenita (AMC)

Not as glamourous as London;
not as literate as Oxford;
not as pretty as Aberdovey;
not as bustling as Birmingham.
In the depth of the Black Country,
heavy as history, blackened as coal,
leaving stains, smudge marks
for generations to come.
She calls it home; she calls it family.
Last of seven siblings, dumped at birth,
she was tipped on the rubbish heap,
but wasn’t refused refuge in Tipton.
Disabled, deserted little Noorie Khan
spent her childhood in a home.
Wasn’t as gorgeous as her friends;
wasn’t as witless as others made out.
Her damaged limbs splinted, braced,
adapted, strengthened, steadied;
physiotherapy and surgery
improved her chances of a normal life.
Tipton welcomed, lulled, beckoned.
As deep as the mines below rich earth,
she found love, she found diamonds,
she found a family; etched black on white.
They gave her a choice and a new name;
they gave her respect and independence;
they gave her a wealth of opportunity;
they gave her joy and happiness.
Whizzing along in her electric wheelchair,
wavy streams of purple and green hair,
like the brightly painted canal boats
that float and moor on Tipton Green.
Part of the beating heart of this town,
beaming, spotted from a mile off.
Sparkling woman, now, Ruby Whyte,
brightens the streets of Tipton.
Notes: Arthrogryposis Multiplex Congenita (AMC) is a disease of newborns
resulting in decreased flexibility of the joints. Symptoms differ drastically from
person to person, including stiff joints and muscle weakness.
‘Tipton Gem’ was a commissioned piece of work by Multistory for an
anthology called ‘Tipton Tales’. It is also published in ‘A Wonder Woman’.
Image: with thanks to Akaash Kohli
We send our sincere congratulations to Kuli Kohli. On the 11th
November 2021 it was announced that she will be the next Poet
Laureate of Wolverhampton. The post will run from February
2022 until February 2024.
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W

hen numbers of Covid cases started rising steeply, directors
of public health in Lancashire issued a letter urging
churches, mosques etc to close for communal worship. This
went directly to a wide constituency, where it was met with general
agreement, but with concern in some quarters that faith leaders had
not been alerted in advance. This incident nicely captures the situation
in the county where, especially in the east, there is a significant
community of Asian heritage and areas of deprivation, and where
Covid cases have been high, a partnership between local authority
and voluntary sector groups has grown, but relationships are not fully
forged.
As the Methodist district inter faith officer, and a member of the
Lancashire Forum of Faiths (LFoF), I’ve found myself unexpectedly
involved in the framework of local authority, health service, and
voluntary sector. Whilst consultation and communication between
these partners and faith groups has been encouraging, it is clear to me
that secular partners do not appreciate the multi-faceted nature of
faith. It would, I think, be helpful for all parties to distinguish between
different contexts in which faith groups operate and contribute, along
the lines of a) social, b) cultural, c) spiritual – or, putting it another way,
‘hands, head, hearts’, or even ‘body, mind, spirit’.
Social: The involvement of faith groups in social action is widely
acknowledged, especially in the provision of food, and food banks in
particular, a very visible example. Recently a BBC news item from
Burnley – just a few miles from me – featured Pastor Mick and Church
On The Streets giving out food to the desperately poor; in April when
overseas students at my University were “stranded”, Sikh friends at
the local Gurdwara organised and delivered emergency food to them;
and in Preston, Muslims friends run the ‘street kitchen’, providing free
food four evenings a week.
It’s not just food though. Last Christmas my own church in Clitheroe
teamed up with The Buddy Bag Foundation, and by promotion through
Facebook, received a flood of donations, such that we were able to
make 160 gift bags. It was humbling and gratifying to personally take
some of these gifts to women’s and family refuges in Blackburn.
If it is our connections and collective behaviours which create the
fabric of a healthy society, then these and other, what we may call,
‘good works’ represent a crucial thread, a thread that can be defined
as building social capital, and which through Covid has become more
visible.
Cultural: However, as well as social capital a cohesive society
depends on what we think and perceive. Differences in culture, language
and tradition need to be understood, respected and tolerated, and
here local authorities sometimes have a negative view of faith groups,
being suspicious of proselytising, or aware of tensions arising from
differences in customs and traditions.

My own approach to interfaith work revolves around the principles
of educating and building relationships. It has been a delight to be
involved in the Near Neighbours programme in East Lancashire
− events such as a wedding exhibition, held in Blackburn cathedral,
and the Faith Friends initiative, in which I have paired with a Muslim
woman to make visits to a local college, where we share aspects of
belief and tradition. Students see us modelling good relationships, and
can openly discuss topics such as sexuality, mental health, and aspects
of theology. I have also developed close relationships with a Muslim
group, the Light Foundation, who hold regular discussions addressing
potentially contentious topics such as ‘Is the UK ready for Sharia law?’
And through LFoF we have run webinars for local authority partners
on cultural relevant topics such as ‘dying, death and grieving’.
Such activities help to educate and deepen relationships, which
I would define as building cultural capital, and the Covid-enforced
migration to on-line meetings has furthered this – I now meet monthly
with members of LFoF, and this has deepened our relationships with
each other.
Spiritual: Above and beyond social and cultural capital though, faith
groups deal in spirituality, the ‘hearts’ part of my model, and through
the pandemic I’ve witnessed new forms of connectivity and spirituality
emerge. I’m making more pastoral (phone) calls to vulnerable church
members, and saying a prayer over the phone has become common.
Sunday services have moved online, and in our circuit, Zoom has
allowed attendance from some who would normally be physically
excluded, such as care home residents. Complementing this, I have
been running a weekly online meditation session, which has allowed
some people to engage in a more contemplative form of religious
practice.
Bringing spirituality more openly into the public domain has been a
welcome surprise during Covid. For example, I and others from LFoF
are now part of a multi-faith ‘reference group’ recently established
at Royal Preston hospital to support the chaplaincy service, allowing
matters of spirituality to be widely discussed. Through LFoF we have
organised and run public webinars on ‘spiritual’ topics, including one on
HOPE, where input from all seven major faiths and the county’s director
of public health revealed a welcome commonality in perception: hope
as ‘an expectation of a positive experience’ that requires both worship
and serving others.
The Temple Foundation talks of spiritual capital, as the ‘why’ underlying
our actions. I would suggest that along with what we do (social), and
what we perceive (cultural), spiritual expression is what defines who
we are as human beings, and as such is perhaps the strongest thread
which faith groups provide in weaving the fabric of society.

It is clear to me that secular partners do not
appreciate the multi-faceted nature of faith.
Peter Lumsden is Treasurer of the Lancashire Forum of Faiths, and, Methodist district interfaith officer. pjlumsden58@gmail.com
The Temple Foundation is a 'research and ideas hub, shaping debate on religion in public life. They generate ideas about the impact of religion on civil society,
wellbeing, politics and economics, and urban change. www.williamtemplefoundation.org.uk/about-the-foundation
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Talking God: Daring to Listen - Jacci Bulman • New Book

Tal ki ng

God

Daring to Listen
Jacci Bulman
Part One

T

his is a fascinating book exploring Christian diversity in the UK, based
on eleven interviews which focus on fourteen faith related questions on
God, Jesus, and Christian beliefs in general. The interviewees provide a
diverse snapshot of current perspectives within and without denominational
Christian faith, providing ‘an anthology of faith’ for the reader.
If you read this book with a readiness, or a daringness, to listen, not just
to what the interviewee is saying, but to listen also to your own response
or reaction, then this book will prove both revealing, and challenging, to
aspects of your own personal faith. Some people will no doubt struggle to
settle and listen to some of these faith perspectives - I did - but in turn, it
is these perspectives that may well be the ones that make you self-reflect
on why you are responding in this way: and possibly even help you to better
define your own faith.
This book opens a level of intrafaith dialogue and enquiry that is greatly
needed today in Christianity, and maybe in other religions too. For me, as a
Christian, it is a welcome breath of fresh air.

Talking God: Daring to Listen by Jacci Bulman
Lion Books; New edition (18 Jun. 2021), ISBN-10 0745981011
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Dare to Listen
N

ow that Christianity in Britain is dying out,” said a lady
on the radio, “perhaps football matches can take the
place of religion, as a way of holding people together.”
A week later, I went to a Huddersfield Town football match
with my brother and my godson, Laurie. The atmosphere,
for young and old, was fantastic! There was such a feeling of
community among the crowd. We were all full of hope, of belief
in what we were supporting and celebrating together – even
in the hard patches we rallied round and held each other up.
“Wouldn’t it be great,” I thought, “if people were this
enthusiastic about God?” A little naïve to say the least. But the
hope was there. And so this book quest began.
There are many paths on the “mountain” of God. In truth
there are approaching 8 billion pathways… because for every
human being on earth there is a unique way to find God, a
unique set of life events – things to see, to miss; things to
question, to overcome. We are some of us busy searching for
our next steps, while some of us have become disillusioned
with the idea of God and given up, gone back down. Some of us
are recovering or feeling weary. But we are all on a “journey”
with our souls. Sorry to use this overused word, but that is

what I believe our life is, a soul journey, and it cannot help
being – because we are alive, and all our souls want nothing but
to find peace. Finding God is peace.
Every one of us is travelling “home” to God, even if some
of us are running in crazy and conflicting directions. We could
each stay separated and follow our own narrow, individual
pathway without ever linking up to anyone else. When we get
confused, lonely, frightened, we could just keep going solo and
not ask for help. But this appears to be leading a lot of us into
lives that are bleak, poor in meaning, endlessly bumping into
rocks in the dark. Or, we could come together on a common
wider path, join a group, trust in a religion… yet many of us
now are understandably wary of doing this.
The word “religion” itself, for some of us, represents hatred
and conflict rather than love and harmony. Many of the people
whose beliefs in God I find inspiring say things like “I am
spiritual but not religious”; many people who follow closely
the teachings of Jesus refuse to be called “Christian”. Why?
Because of what it represents to them, and because of its
history involving prejudice, abuse, and war. But does it have to
be this way?
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Surely religions of all kinds are just a way of people trying
to come together as we make our way to God. As we try
to describe the ultimately indescribable. As we struggle to
understand life. But we are best never to forget that no religion
is the same as God. Religions are like guidebooks, helping us
to find and even enjoy our way home, but they are not the
mountain.
Many surveys today show that the percentage of people
going to church or calling themselves “Christian” is falling
dramatically. But this could partly be due to more people
refusing to just “go along” with membership to a religion
they know very little about or have little regard for. More
people are now saying “but what about…?” and refusing to

submissively accept weak answers from their church. So, a
person who might once have said “yes” to the question “Are
you a Christian?” is now much more likely to say “no” or “I’m
not sure”. People question. They no longer nod their heads
without asking “why?” And this is potentially a good thing.
Could the religion of Christianity tempt such people again
through its church doors? Re-involve the people like me (and
possibly you) who seem to have “fallen out” with some of
its traditions? And could it become vitalized, truer to God’s
hope for humanity, in the process? I decided to consider. To
look around with fresh intention, avoiding old presumptions,
because, as a great saying on my fridge door reminds me:
“Don’t look back, it’s not where you’re going!”

Perhap s i f we c a n u n d e rst a nd t he d iffe re nc e s w it h in
one re l i gi o n’s way o f s e e in g , we w ill t he n b e b e t t e r
equi p p e d t o u n d e rst a nd a nd c on ne c t w it h p e op le
f rom a l l d i f f e re nt f a i t hs , t o le a r n from e a c h of t h e m?

S

omething important was missing in my life – a personal
connection to God. I believed very strongly in God as
Love, in an “abstract” sense, but Jesus Christ felt like a
“hand held out” that I couldn’t quite grasp. I was brought up in
Church of England schools but now the doctrines of the church
had distanced me from Jesus. He seemed to be someone being
“used” for teachings which did not ring true. I did not want to
go to church and hear or repeat them. Many people around me
seem to share this sense of disenchantment – a lost enthusiasm
for the words in a church service – and with that loss comes
a sense of mild confusion, of wooliness about where to “put
ourselves” in terms of our spirituality. Just to say (as I had for
many years) “I believe in Love” and leave it at that, began to
feel like a flimsy excuse for not focusing deeper on my clear
beliefs, and on putting them into action.
This “lacking” in me just would not settle. I think many
people seem to be full of this itchy but hopeful question, which
was stirring me up inside... “Who is Jesus, to me?” Not what
are we told to believe, but what holds itself steady within us –
what feels true? Perhaps you feel this too. A sense of “Could
I have given up on Christianity a bit too soon?” or “Could
an honest, supportive connection to Jesus as simply a great
teacher, be just the link I am looking for?”
And what does it mean, to be “a Christian”? I needed to
look at what this “label” for a faith means. Can I not believe
that God is a judge, in the way we humans use this word? Can
I not believe people get “sent to hell” as a punishment, or
that Jesus’ death was in any way a “ransom” to pay God, his
Father, for human sins in some kind of “swop” of penalties or
“sin debts”, so that we might be forgiven? Can I struggle very
much with the words of some hymns at a church service… but
still be a Christian? These were my pressing questions, which
will probably be different from your own, but the idea is this…
who is a Christian? I hope you will find from this book that such
a question can have a wide embrace of answers. In Part Two
I will see how much the people I have listened to have all helped
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So, from my inspiring time around the fire on Iona came
these eleven interviews which I set up for the book. They are,
if you like, an “anthology of faith”, the honest responses of
people for whom a devoted spiritual pilgrimage is central to
their lives. These are not “famous” people (neither am I), but
so what? They are people whom I either knew to be on an
active and interesting spiritual journey, or whom I came upon
and was inspired to ask to join in with this adventure. I hope
each chapter will help you to discover your own direction,
within the context of who you are. None of these people are
“right” or necessarily going the “best way” to God. But every
one of them will, I hope, show you a little bit of light.
As I write each chapter and move along on this exploration of
faith I have recorded honestly what the interviewee said to me,
and sometimes what they challenged me to question and think
about. As you set about reading this book, hopefully in the order
of chapters as they are laid out, you will be following this quest
very much “with me”. It’s true I had little conscious idea, when I
began the book, what I would come to understand by the time I
travelled back to Iona eighteen months later, to look at my own
faith in Jesus, for my own “answers” in chapter twelve.

me find my way toward knowing what I honestly believe.
Then I can answer with more confidence “Am I a Christian?...
Do I want to be?” And I hope you will feel closer to answering
this question too.
This book quest is not for the definite atheist – although if
you are, and you read it, I hope it nudges you to think and feel
again. Nor is it for the “absolutely-set-in-my-ways as right”
– although again, if you are, and read it, I hope it nudges you
to see there may be other angles and directions to at least
acknowledge, even allow to stir you up. This is a book for
people who are open (and curious) enough in their hearts and
minds to be able to hear and learn from other people, as well
as from their own soul.
In Part One we discover something which I think is to
be admired: the number of denominations which can all be
gathered under the “umbrella” of Christianity, as well as the
many people beyond the edges of this faith, who do not wish
to call themselves Christian, but whose lives are guided and
inspired very much by Jesus. Perhaps a good collection of these
varied kinds of Christians/Jesus-followers could help by telling
us what their faith journey means to them… what if I meet up
with different kinds of pilgrim, stop a while to hear them each tell
me of their ways to God… maybe this will help us “inkling-holders”
find our own way… that was my inspiration to set off.
I first began the practice of gathering people round for us
all to discuss a question while I was staying at the Macleod
Centre, which is a part of the Iona Community on Iona island,
off the west coast of Scotland. “I don’t believe hell is a place
where God sends people to punish us, do you?” I nervously
asked. And I was thrilled to discover I was not alone in my
niggling “but, if…” curiosity. Several others around the fire that
day also felt full of questions and enjoyed sharing different,
even challenging, answers. I realized quickly that lots of people
are forming new (and not so new) ideas about what Jesus and
the Bible can teach us.

The interviews are with Anglicans and Catholics; with an
Anglo- Catholic Franciscan, a contemplative, an evangelical, a
Methodist, a Messianic, a mystic, a wise seeker… each with a
strong love of Jesus, and of course all still seeking. Some may
be certain theirs is the “only truth”; others are more willing to
see there are lots of pathways to finding understanding. But
they have each been open-minded enough to let me record
their beliefs here, in a mixture among very different others.
For that I hope we can respect them.
The metaphor of a mountain is used in this book to help us
imagine taking our own pathway home to God. Pausing and
choosing for now not to “go tell it” (as the popular Simon and
Garfunkel song says) but instead to “go listen on the mountain”,
before we take our next steps. For the interviews, we did not
cross paths and meet on real mountains (perhaps one day) but
very often in the lovely George Hotel in my local Cumbrian
town of Penrith, or in Oxford University study rooms or other
various good places for lunch, lots of tea and coffee, and as I
scribbled down their responses on reams of paper, we learned
and felt God’s presence. God’s “mountain” was and is in every
place we met and will meet in the future.

I t is als o helpf ul to understand that the voc abu l ar y
– the s piritual language – we pref er to use often
determines the answers which f eel best for u s.

T

he more I interview people, the more it becomes clear
that truly listening is itself a great teaching. I learn to
know gratitude to people for opening up to me – not
spending the time while they are talking thinking up my own
responses and then, as soon as there is a chance, jumping in
with “but I think this” or “but you cannot believe that”. To
give, as the quote from Simone Weil says at the beginning
here, real attention to the person you are listening to. To
simply receive what they say, not as a blank absorption but as
a respectful acceptance of their words. For sure I learned that
saying what someone had told me in one of these interviews
was “bonkers” just does not sit right in my heart any longer.
As soon as I said it, I knew that this was a defensive and selfrighteous reaction. I hope you will find also that the less we try
to impose ourselves, the more we can gain from others.
So, the idea as we follow these interviews is not to “agree”
with each or any of them necessarily but to try to find where
they are all coming from. We can think of standing on a bridge
and watching a stream flow toward us, then going to the
other side of the bridge to see how it flows away from there.
Discover how opening ourselves up, even for a moment in our
lives, to a “panoramic” vision, is a good way to learn. Imagine
the horizontal part of the cross, stretching out wide with Jesus’
arms, embracing a wide range of humanity and human beliefs,
even wide-ranging within Christianity.

I hope for us to “embrace” as best we can these varied ideas,
then to find what happily resonates with us personally, and
what doesn’t. To discover that the ideas that challenge us the
most can clarify that no, we do not see God or Jesus like this…
or perhaps they reveal that we have a “sore point”, which
could be explored, linked to our own life experiences. Difficult
and very different ways of seeing to our own could teach us
something important, if we can allow them this gift to us.
The gift is if we can stop ourselves giving in to the egotistical
(insecure) urge to say, “I am right, and therefore you are wrong”
and be willing to listen in a way that means we try to find what
we can relate to in the words of the other person, rather than
what we contest. So much of our western education system
and way of thinking is focused on “criticism and analysis” of
what we see, hear, and read. On “arguing our own point”.
Our “binarythinking” brains want to label the in/out, good/
bad, right/wrong, us/ them. But the adventure of writing this
book has taught me that there is another very beneficial way of
learning – which is not always easy! This is by looking for where
we agree and “connect” rather than disagree and “separate”.
This may seem to some people soft or unclear, but it is in
truth a skill, an often dismissed but crucial and transforming
way toward wisdom – aiming to come together and find our
deep missing links, rather than reinforce superficial boundaries
around our self and our own “correct” identity.
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One thing we may learn from these interviews (and from
our awareness of “them” and “us” viewpoints when it comes
to religious or political troubles in the world), is that whenever
we cling tightly to the idea that our way is the only way, the
more we are perhaps clinging to a need to strengthen our
identity. I hope this book will help suggest the question…
do any of us really know the absolute Truth of God? And more
importantly, perhaps, do we even need to be this certain of
our complete “rightness”? Can we let go a bit, and just trust in
One far greater than us knowing best? Let ourselves be held
in safe arms?
Perhaps if we can understand the differences within one
religion’s way of seeing, we will then be better equipped to
understand and connect with people from all different faiths,
to learn from each of them? The more I remind myself that
Jesus taught us by example to be humble, to not judge selfrighteously or condescend, but to try to see the good in us
all, the clearer the way feels. As we respect our individuality,
meet up and celebrate our diversity, could we then discover
a powerful unity? Could we not only come together with one
group/religion whose way of moving forwards feels right for us,
but also find a common bond with people of all faiths – a bond
which underlies all our footsteps?
But why dare to listen? Because it takes some courage to be
prepared to do this. To be flexible, open, not bound up in our
own set values – to be willing to share rather than necessarily
“own” the truth. In this book we dare to not need to be right.
This book contains real people’s beliefs. The times when they
are what some might call “mistaken” in their understandings of
the Bible or Jesus’ teaching, are not best seen as “mistakes”.
They are the understandings of unique souls, using their
personal language, images, their own mindsets. There would
perhaps have been this same varied and personal understanding
among Jesus’ original followers and disciples.
None of us can read a word such as “kindness” or “journey”
without these words meaning something different to every
one of us, due to our own unique stacks of “recall” stored
inside the brain. A vast collection of memories of people,
events, scenes, and feelings we have experienced all link us to
a single word by networks of images and sensations. We can
learn from understanding how varied the interpretations of
words in the Scriptures and of the words of Jesus can be. We
each have our unique way of understanding every word we
speak or think or read.
It is also helpful to understand that the vocabulary – the
spiritual language – we prefer to use often determines the
answers which feel best for us. You will see, I hope, that
people from different spiritual groups often use different
language styles to describe the same thing. And the language
often alters the way the concept itself is understood. We can
come to see that context – the context of our own culture,
friends, family, education, our experiences in life, good and bad
– these are all factors which influence what “language for God”
best resonates with us, and so what we personally choose to
believe to be true.
This book asks if language is what both limits us and gives us
potential. Different ways of understanding Jesus or the Bible

are often based in different ways of interpreting what the word
“truth” means, in a spiritual context… Can poetry be truth?
Can a story be “true” while not literally having happened
exactly the way the story goes? Does truth have more to do
with meaning than proof? Or is truth simply in the bare literal
“facts” of the given evidence? But what are facts? Is anything
spiritual ever a 100 per cent truth or fact? Does the dimension
of God embrace such exact definition?
I hope you will join me to enjoy and explore all these ideas.
And, just as I asked my eleven interviewed “disciples” of Jesus,
please do not read the pieces with an aggressive or critical
attitude, sorting out quickly what your mind does or does not
rationally agree with. Please read them through first in a fresh
and open way, not analyzing but aiming to understand in your
heart how a fellow human being approaches the divine Truth.
The beauty of these personal interviews is in their real humanity.
These unique living faiths contain their individual vulnerability
and strength. If you want to just read set denominational texts
and doctrines, you need a different book!
Another important focus, as you will hear said in these
interviews, is not just about clarifying our beliefs, but about
putting them into action. I am reminded several times by people
I talk to that action – working for bringing God’s compassion,
justice, and peace into the world, the sweat and tears of active
service to God – is what really counts. To just “know” is
nothing, if we do not then act, even if this is by silent prayer
for others. A real relationship with the divine is one of active
love – these are crucial words to take in.
However, being a compulsive thinker myself (!) I need to be
honest that there are a lot of thinking things through moments
in this book: plenty of listening and contemplating. The book of
Job 12:11 says, “Does not the ear test words as the palate tastes
food?” Books are of course made of words, not action, and the
rolling around of ideas, challenges, questions, philosophies is
important here. We are not so much testing as tasting a whole
range of words and the beliefs they describe. We may cross
pathways with others on the mountain, dare to listen, then
feel better equipped to choose our next steps on our own
“pilgrimage route” to connection with God… which may or
may not be with the help of Jesus, and the companionship of
Christianity.
To crystallize the purpose then of where we are going on
this spiritual adventure, we are looking and listening for our
own clarity in four key ways:
1) The “biggest” question: Do I want to be a Christian?
To follow Jesus?
2) What is the “language” for understanding God that
feels right for me?
3) 
What do I understand by the words “spiritual
truth”?
4) Can I find unity, common fellowship, within all this
diversity?
The first question is in the foreground of all the interviews,
as people tell us what they believe and why. In the background,
as the “setting” for the responses people give, the other three
questions and their answers are to be found.

Martyn Halsall • Poem

Low tide; a mile along the beach I seek
a flat stone as a seat before returning,
a granite slab that’s come out of the sea,
or down the dale, speed of withdrawing glacier.
Wedge, perch, take moments just to re-assess
the familiar; how dark tongues of stone go seeking
to bridge sands onto water, how sound’s frilled
as tide turns and returns, how plover, dunlin
gradually re-appear as pepper specks, given detail,
to probe where foreshore’s damped by teaching shallow;
to guess the height and reach of rampart dunes.
Perhaps we are alone? Another figure might walk,
miles away, as distance ebbs out to sea’s edge.
Having sat, I rise; then make my own way back.

From: Visible Music by Martyn Halsall published by Caldew Press (£8): ISBN 978 1 9163881 1 6
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I

am a visual artist, and I explore identity,
migration and exile, and the link between our
homeland and host country. It is precisely in
this fine space between the ideal that a new
life can offer mixed with the regret of loss
and nostalgia, that I have chosen to situate
my practice. I use small familiar objects in my
art that weave stories and act as bearers of
hope, and bridges that link between cultures. A
lonely boat is a bearer of hope. An empty chair
symbolizes what we left behind and keeps us
connected to our roots. Putting an emphasis on
the poetic and surreal, I like to artistically tell
stories of exile.
The history of my practice is overwhelmingly
informed by my status as “hybrid migrant”,
a condition associated to second generation
migrants. My father is Syrian, my mother
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Swiss, and I was born and live in Morocco.
I am therefore North African. My father as a
first-generation migrant used to tell us we had
no safety net and integration was essential.
When I was a child, I literally felt I was floating
between my various identities. I was not rooted
in any place and felt as if I did not belong to any
community. While this made me feel afraid and
unsettled at the time, it also gave me a sense of
freedom and creativity.
Ultimately, I chose to refuse the concept of
assimilation and instead cherished the status
of hybridity which to me offers a rich mix of
backgrounds, voices and belongings. Even
though I will eternally feel foreign and possibly
always displaced, I have earned through my
experience an incredible strength and freedom
which comes from the power of mobility.
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Cultural heritage is a legacy and shapes who we are.
Nowadays with globalization we are all multi-cultural. We
are all somehow the "foreigner" of some land. Objects,
images, memories, flavours, and sounds carry the stories that
identify us and future generations. We are the custodians
of memories that connect us to our past and helps us in
our personal and cultural growth. I have maintained this
connection with my different belongings through the stories,
photographs, history and traditions. It helps me develop an
awareness about myself, and defines who I am.
When I started painting and sculpting, I felt compelled
to reproduce these feelings which would allow viewers to
understand that freedom comes at a cost. Being uprooted
produces an underlayer of fear, loneliness and instability. But
it also brings strength, the capacity for adaptation, openmindedness, tolerance and an empathy for the unknown.

Connecting with nature and earth and integrating them in
my work has given me the so called “soft fascination” that
distracts us from our spiralling thoughts. Nature and earth
have a healing effect on my fears and embody rebirth. I believe
one can be elevated if by being profoundly anchored to earth.
Earth is the place in the world where one decides to take
root and not necessarily just the place of birth.
The pandemic brought an under-thread of fear, and I
slowly started sheltering in place. Isolation ended up being
a period of creativity and I began to appreciate having to
confront stillness. Art has the power to reinstate aspiration.
Concerning my practice, during the first months of the
pandemic, as the world seemed to slow down, I felt the urge
to process what was happening and the impact it was having
on my art. I started taking notes on what I was observing, and
it led to new ideas for painting and sculpting, that emphasized
fear, hope, resilience and isolation. I started adding lonely
chairs and familiar objects in forests and countryside. Nature
seemed to have a healing effect on my fears.

We acknowledge the assistance of CARAVAN Founding President, Bishop Paul-Gordon Chandler for putting us in touch with Houda Terjuman.
Her exhibition ROOTS can be viewed on their website www.oncaravan.org
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