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Alan Sandage (winner of the Crawford prize in astronomy) Willford,J.N. March 12 1991

Sizing up the Cosmos: An Astronomers Quest. New York Times p.B9  

“I find it quite improbable that such order came
out of chaos.  There has to be some organizing
principle.  God to me is a mystery but is the
explanation for the miracle of existence, why

there is something instead of nothing.”
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SPIRAL: “This is an ancient
symbol that reminds us of
the womb and the protective
mothering nature in all of us.
It takes us from the broad
sweeps of the outer life to an
infinitely small centre where
we cease to exist.”

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

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

The disarray evident in the political arena in the UK in the last few

weeks has left many people feeling despondent and even angry - let

down by politicians of all parties. The misuse of politicians’ expenses;

a strained economy and an increase in job losses have all contributed to a

sense of disaffection and apathy on many levels of society. All of this became

very clear at the recent European and English Council Elections when the

turn out of voters was extremely low. The awful truth is that this apathy and

disaffection has lead to the election of extremists, namely the British

National Party, into positions of power, allowing them a greater stage on

which to promote their uncompromising, hard-line opinions. I felt real shame

when I heard this news - shame that the rise of neo-fascism (not nationalism,

which fascism cloaks itself in) has taken place in this country, and in my time.

As a society we have fought long and hard to try and bring about equality

and respect for all and it is ironic that the election of two BNP candidates

comes at the same time as the 65th anniversary of D-day when many gave

their lives fighting fascism; a fascism that flourished by the de-humanizing of

certain groups within a society. People say that they want change within our

democratic system, and by not voting they were making a statement of their

dissatisfaction. I find this approach very worrying; the change people want

will not come through apathy. The BNP are not apathetic - already they are

taking action on setting up youth camps across the UK.  Change is brought

about by engaging in, and with, the system - for all its flaws – non-

engagement allows others to bring about change, a change that will be

detrimental to many in our society.  The theme explored in this issue of Faith

Initiative is the ‘Sanctity of Life’, an appropriate subject for such worrying

times.  Some of the articles are particularly challenging and impel the reader

to reflect on the way in which we value and respect human life at all stages,

from conception to death. 

Lorna Douglas

“First they came for the Communists, but I was not a

Communist so I did not speak out. Then they came for

the Socialists and the Trade Unionists, but I was neither,

so I did not speak out. Then they came for the Jews,

but I was not a Jew so I did not speak out. And when

they came for me, there was no one left to speak out

for me.”

Martin Niemoeller
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Respect for others and generosity towards them are the

ABC of Buddhist training. Respect concerns not only

other humans but all forms of conscious life.  In our

everyday world, that means respecting the lives of animals as well

as humans, although actually Buddhism teaches there to be six

main forms of life, living in parallel worlds: gods, demi-gods,

humans, animals, spirits and hell-beings.  The main idea is not just

to see the superficial person of the present moment but to

recognise the former friend and parent of past lives and the

potential Buddha of some future life within the other person. 

A Buddhist should never harm others, should benefit other

beings either directly, implicitly or indirectly through their actions,

and should not mix their physical and verbal actions with negative

thoughts and emotions that disturb the mind.

For a Mahayana Buddhist the most important

thing is to develop an altruistic motivation.

While it is important to uphold the particular

view of our spiritual tradition, if we cling to

the view alone we will not be able to fully

digest and use the full power of the teaching,

nor to benefit people on the basis of that

teaching.

As well as having a healthy and appropriate

understanding and an altruistic attitude, it is

necessary to have a calm, peaceful mind.  This is the basis for

developing awareness and mindfulness through which we will be

able to tame and train our minds.  If we accomplish this while

maintaining an altruistic attitude we will be able to benefit

ourselves and others and therefore to fully practice according to

the Buddha�s teaching.

We gradually train to develop a positive attitude and

appropriate behaviour in various ways.  Firstly we abandon the

so-called �Ten Negative Actions� and adopt the ten positive

actions.  In my Monastery, Kagyu Samye Ling, I ask everyone who

comes to follow what I call the �Five Golden Rules�.  

My reason is that to find inner peace we need a peaceful

environment and we can only create this if we extend our own

natural wish for personal happiness and freedom to all other

beings.  To show this respect for ourselves and others and to

protect the sacred space of the Monastery – a place devoted to

spiritual development – we all follow the Golden Rules, and these

are:

l To protect life and refrain from killing and causing harm,
l To respect others� property and refrain from stealing,
l To speak the truth and refrain from lying,
l To embrace health and refrain from taking any intoxicants,
l To respect others and refrain from sexual misconduct.

These Golden Rules are prominently displayed in our centres

so that everyone can learn them and follow them.  Through doing

this we aim to keep the Monastery a pure and special place and

example for ourselves and others, now and in

the future.  If we are able to maintain them

properly we will never harm others and will

have a happier and less troublesome

experience of life ourselves.

Based on this we gradually train in

developing the wish to benefit others, and we

have the most ambitious aim: we don�t wish

to help just a few people, on the contrary we

make a strong wish to be able to help anyone

who needs help, whoever they are and

whether we know them or like them ourselves.  We extend this

not only to human beings but to all sentient beings that exist.

For many of us it is very difficult even to feel kindly towards

one person so we have to train gradually to develop the vast

motivation with the freedom and openness to care for all

sentient beings as if they were our only cherished child.  

LifeSacredness
Compassionate respect for the

“Do not commit any negative actions,
Engage in excellent virtue,
And tame your own mind -

This is the teaching of the Buddha.”

The entire teaching of the Buddha can be summarised by this

often-quoted verse from one of the Buddha�s discourses:

A bodhisattva

acts towards

sentient beings as

though they were

an only child
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There are several steps I always advise people to take to follow

this path.  First we need to learn to accept and to forgive; for as

long as we feel resentment and anger towards others who we feel

have caused us suffering we will never be able to experience

peace of mind.  In the Buddhist tradition we say that all sentient

beings are like our parents and so we cultivate gratitude towards

them for the kindness a parent shows towards a child.

Remembering the kindness of others with gratitude and forgiving

them if through their own mistakes and wrong understanding

they cause harm to us is the path towards peace of mind and true

happiness. And since we live on this wonderful planet Earth which

provides us with everything we need to support life, we

appreciate the Earth to be like our mother.  We depend on

mother Earth for life and if we respect her and take care of her,

she in turn can continue to provide everything we need and help

us have long and healthy lives.  

Life is sacred because ultimately all beings and all things are

pure and perfect, being timeless, changeless true reality.  It is

sacred relatively because every moment, every person, every

phenomenon represents an opportunity for positive action and

profound understanding. It is the raw material from which the

famous path to liberation, the path to peace is built. 

The Buddha’s teachings on relative truth show that we are all

interconnected and make crystal clear how our ideas of being an

independent and separate person are in fact total delusions. The

bodhisattva makes a point of seeing the whole universe as his or

her own body and the feelings, happiness and sorrows of all

beings as being his or her own mind.  Taking responsibility for

oneself in this life means, in the end, taking responsibility for

everyone and this is our sacred task.  It is without doubt that as

the delusions of ego fall away and this purpose becomes reality,

the sacred nature of all life becomes a vivid first-hand experience.

This is why it is said:

The Ornament of Mahayana Sutra says:

“A bodhisattva acts towards sentient
beings as though they were an only
child, with a loving kindness so great that
it comes from the very marrow of the
bones. She or he thereby wishes to
benefit them constantly.”

As the famous Tibetan meditator and mystic, Milarepa said:

“If, through compassion, you help those who
cannot help themselves, it is just the same as
making offerings to the Buddhas of the three
times.  As all beings are our fathers and mothers,
any preferential or discriminatory treatment is
ignorance; it is like eating the poisonous plant
aconite.  Wise and pure-minded people all
agree on that, therefore those who nurture
attachment or hatred for their own side are
simply wasting their opportunity.  All personal
happiness comes through other beings and all
deeds to help others are the cause of one’s own
well-being.  All harm one does injures oneself.”

“When looking at others, look at
them in a pleasant, kind way,
knowing that it is through them

that you will become a Buddha.”

Samye Ling Monastery

Stupa
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Khalil Gibran’s poem reminds us that our children are only

lent to us for a time: we cannot possess them or instil

them with our thoughts. We are their custodians, with the

responsibility of bringing them up to the best of our ability. By

always trying to be a good example for them we can only hope

that they will adhere to the values that we hold dear.

Nonetheless, if they do not, and things go most terribly wrong,

we can only demonstrate our unconditional love by helping and

supporting them, even when they are long past childhood and

possibly have children of their own.

Taking care of our children we need to exercise kindness,

patience and gentleness. The Prophet Muhammad (may peace and

blessings be upon him) said:

Even when it is sometimes very hard and our children drive us

to distraction we should try to deal with them kindly and

reasonably, exercising restraint and explaining to them why we

favour a certain way of behaving over another. I know that it is

extremely difficult in today’s fast-moving world to lead our lives

in the spirit of gentleness and although we want to protect our

children from all negative influences, we have to acknowledge

that it is their world and so it is our duty to prepare them and

make them strong enough to cope with its changing values. 

In former times we could depend on the extended family, when

different generations and relatives all lived either in the same

house, or nearby, to share in the upbringing of our children. With

the onset of globalization and family members needing to move

elsewhere in pursuit of employment, parents are generally left to

their own devices, without this invaluable help. Homes are more

often made up of single-parent households, where the parent has

to go out to work and, as a consequence, take their children to

crèches and kindergartens before setting off; caring for the

children on their return. Or, if both parents work the mothers

often have two jobs, one in a competitive world and the other

looking after the household and the family. Little wonder then

that parents, mothers especially, often speak of feeling exhausted

and stressed out, torn between their work and the wellbeing of

their children: of feeling guilty for spending too little time with

their families. Tired after a stressful day they may react

unreasonably to their children, and without affection: there is

little time to communicate about matters of importance and to

ask each other about one’s ‘day’. It is not surprising therefore -

when life itself has become so fraught and complicated - that

family life fails to provide the much-needed sanctuary of rest and

relaxation. 

In order to help our children overcome the pressures of the

modern world we need to develop our own inner peace and

foster it with care. Here a wird or mantra from one’s own

religious tradition can be very helpful: perhaps for a Muslim ‘Ya

salam’ (Oh, Peace) or Ya Halim (Oh, All-Forbearing) or a similar

one of Allah’s Beautiful Names will be beneficial. We must try to

live with awareness, and the consciousness of constantly being in

the presence of God. In this way life attracts a calm order and we

are no longer so dependent upon material things, the electronic

gadgets, entertainment and all the other stimuli that divide our,

and our children’s, attention. Our homes will be places of peace.

We will have time for each other and time to relate to our

children, concentrating on their needs and on what is best for

them – and ultimately what is best for us all.   

1 Khalil Gibran, The Prophet, P. 20.  2 Hadith, Umran Publications

“And a woman who held a babe against
her bosom said, ‘Speak to us of Children.

And he said:
Your children are not your children.

They are the sons and daughters of life’s
longing for itself.

They come through you but 
not from you,

And though they are with you yet they
belong not to you”1.

GentlenessSpiritThe

‘Gentleness adorns everything 
And
Its absence leaves everything tainted’. 

Hadith2

of

Khalil Gibran
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The fighting in Gaza is thank goodness over. There can be

no doubt that it has been a human tragedy.  Both sides

have been sharply criticised for their conduct; Hamas for

its prolonged, persistent and indiscriminate rocket attacks on

civilians in southern Israel, in line with its charter which seeks the

annihilation of the Jewish state; Israel for the ferocity of its

response, for some of the weaponry it has used and for the large

number of civilian casualties and suffering which it has caused.

Meanwhile for the wounded and bereaved of both sides the pain

continues. I pray for a cessation of calls for the destruction of

Israel, an end to the misery of the people of Gaza, a lifting of the

blockade and the opening of talks. In the meantime, the ordinary

people of Gaza are bearing much of

the worst of the suffering. They, like

everyone else in the region, need hope,

opportunities, a vision that looks

beyond the despair of yesterday and

today, and the sense that it will be

possible to get on with ordinary

human life.

What finally brought the fighting to

an end? On the political plane, the

decision by Israel to stop operations

and the brokering of a ceasefire has

been linked with the incoming of the

Obama administration. No doubt

there were many urgent diplomatic

moves behind the scenes. But it has also been suggested that the

tragedy of Dr Ezzeldeen Abu al-Aish had an enormous impact in

Israel. Three of his daughters were killed when, in a terrible error

for which Israel subsequently apologised, their home was shelled.

Dr al-Aish speaks fluent Hebrew and practises as a doctor both

in Gaza and in Israel. His appeals for help and the news of his

tragedy reached the Israeli, and the international, media. I heard

him interviewed on the radio; I listened with a pained and

astounded heart to his words of humanity and understanding: “I

have two options – the path of darkness or the path of light. The

path of darkness is like choosing all the complications with

diseases and depression, but the path of light is to focus on the

future and my children. This strengthened my conviction to

continue on the same path and not give up.” (From a report by

Amos Harel in Haaretz). Dr al-Aish also expressed his

appreciation for the investigation of the incident, and spoke of

how  “the love that I’ve received, from people I knew and people

I didn’t know, gave me strength”. 

I have many friends in Israel, and Palestine, deeply involved in

endeavours to work for peace and justice throughout the region.

Several have lost children or close family members in the

violence. One couple, whose daughter was killed by a suicide

bomber in Tel Aviv on her fifteenth birthday, gave me Dr

Ezzeldeen Abu al-Aish’s phone number. “Try his mobile”, they

said. I called, with great trepidation! We have spoken several

times since. “We must remember our common humanity”, he

said: I can think of few moments in my life

so morally grounded and so utterly

humbling as listening to these words.

They teach us that the desperate

situation in the region also brings urgent,

if often tragic, opportunities for contact

between Israelis and Palestinians, and

between Jews and Muslims worldwide.

One of the organisations with the

most powerful message is the Parents

Circle - Families Forum. This remarkable

group of people is composed of Israeli

and Palestinian bereaved families, mainly

parents who have lost a child. They have

joined together to support each other

and to teach their respective communities that there can be no

future in violence, only in talking, creating peace and seeking a

political solution. Their message is as simple as it is powerful; if

they, who have paid the ultimate price, can speak with one

another, then how dare the politicians fail to do so. They are

active in education and the media in the region and are spreading

their message throughout the world. At a recent event, Ali Abu

Awwad, who lost his brother, and Robi Damelin, who lost her

son, said together: “Please, don’t be just on the side of the

Palestinians. Please don’t only take the side of the Israelis. Please

be on the side of humanity.” Sadly, the group has recently been

joined by Dr al-Aish. We must pray that this remarkable and

courageous organisation should grow no larger, but that its voice

should be heard, and hearkened to, by more and more people. 

“I have two options - the

path of darkness or the path

of light. The path of

darkness is like choosing all

the complications with

diseases and depression, but

the path of light is to focus

on the future and my

children. This strengthened

}Please be on 
the side of 
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It is important that we realise that it is not the case that there

is nothing whatsoever we can do. We are not simply powerless

bystanders from afar. We have a responsibility to support such

essential work. Extraordinarily and in spite of everything there

are still many groups working for understanding, dialogue, peace

and justice. 

Here in Britain too, we

must not imagine that

there is nothing we can

do. We need to ensure

that tensions in the

Middle East do not

determine the course of

Jewish Muslim relations in

this country. Even during

the fighting there were

courageous public initiatives by leaders on both sides calling for

consideration of the sensitivities of the other. We must bring

imams and rabbis, as well as organisational leaders together to

reduce tensions, dispel ignorance and struggle against anti-

Semitism and Islamophobia. 

But this alone is not sufficient. It seems to me that we can and

should go further. There is often a level of fear, and anger, on both

sides. We tend to view each other through the lens of our

different narratives. We may read not only the conflict in the

Middle East, but much else in world history, rather differently. But

we can also find common ground in our core religious and ethical

values. The key issue on which we should stand together is that

of human dignity. Human dignity is indivisible. This is taught in the

sacred texts of both our faiths and the importance of this basic

truth is the most essential lesson of the horrors of the Holocaust

and the terrors of Srebrenica. The dignity of all human life,

whether in Gaza or in Israel or anywhere else on the face of the

earth, is a basic principle which we can and must affirm together,

with an agenda and activities which cross the boundaries of

nationality and religion. The task is urgent and we must have the

courage to undertake it.

Jonathan Wittenberg 
Senior Rabbi, The Assembly Of Masorti Synagogues Of Great Britain
Please see: www.theparentscircle.com and www.familiesforum.co.uk for further
information on the Bereaved Families Forum 

if they, who have

paid the ultimate

price, can speak

with one another,

then how dare the

}

The diameter of the bomb was thirty
centimetres

and the diameter of its effective range
about seven meters,

with four dead and eleven wounded.

And around these, in a larger circle

of pain and time, two hospitals are
scattered

and one graveyard.  But the young woman

who was buried in the city she came from, 

at a distance of more than a hundred
kilometres,

enlarges the circle considerably, 

and the solitary man mourning her death

at the distant shores of a country far
across the sea

includes the entire world in the circle. 

And I won’t even mention the crying of
orphans

that reaches up to the throne of God and
beyond… 

By: Yehuda Amichai 

Translated by Chana Bloch

Yehuda Amichai is an Israeli Poet
Cited: www.familiesforum.co.uk

The Diameter
of the Bomb

From: 

humanity
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O Thou kind Lord! These lovely children are the
handiwork of the fingers of Thy might and the
wondrous signs of Thy greatness.
O God!  Protect these children, graciously assist
them to be educated and enable them to render
service to the world of humanity. 
O God! These children are pearls, cause them to
be nurtured within the shell of Thy loving-kindness.
Thou art the Bountiful, the All-Loving

Abdul - Baha’ 

10
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SANCTITY OF LIFE

mother’s womb...

O Lord...
...it was you who formed my inward parts; 

you knit me together in my 
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SANCTITY OF LIFE • Bishop Patrick O’Donoghue

Listening to the second reading and debate on the

Human Fertilisation and Embryology Bill in the House

of Commons, I was saddened beyond measure. It has

been said that the House of Commons is at its best when

debating issues of conscience, but do I detect here a

growing intolerance to listening to religious or ethical

considerations? Again and again the justification given to

experimenting on embryonic human

beings or killing the unborn was an

appeal to ‘science’ or ‘scientific

research’ as if it were the only source of

objective, rational knowledge. It seems

that millennia of ethical and religious

thought are lightly dismissed as

subjective and discredited.

In contrast to the language of

utilitarianism in the parliamentary

debate that sought to justify the

exploitation of the unborn for our

economic and medical gain there arises in my heart the

words of Scripture that speak prophetically of the dignity of

the unborn child:

Every embryonic human person is a wonder of creation,

who possesses the inherent right to realise his or her

potential for creativity, love, self-sacrifice, and joy. However,

our society has so cheapened and violated human life that it

does not hear or understand the language of wonder about

the unborn.

A dangerous myth appears to be growing that the only

knowledge that can inform policymaking is scientific

research. Discourse and reason are impoverished when

science is used to exclude other branches of knowledge,

such as reasoning based on natural law.

Not only this, but we witnessed a flawed, selective

approach to science, with the House choosing to ignore the

hard scientific evidence provided by adult and umbilical cord

stem cell research, that proves that unethical research on

embryonic human persons is unnecessary.

What we saw last week in the House of Commons was

the misuse of science to justify the continued exploitation

and disposal of society’s most vulnerable members –

embryonic and foetal human persons. As I

understand it, there is not a shred of

scientific evidence to support those who

promote the benefits of creating human-

animal hybrids. What we witnessed in the

vote allowing the creation of human-

animal hybrids was a partisan act of faith

that experimentation on embryos will at

some distant time result in cures for

Alzheimer’s, MS and other diseases.

We all hope and pray that medical

science will find cures for these diseases

that cause such dreadful suffering, but not at the cost of de-

personalising the unborn and treating them as things to be

manipulated and dissected. Compassion cannot result in the

exploitation and destruction of unborn human persons. It is

also a misuse of science to employ medical judgements

concerning the ‘viability’ of the unborn child’s development

as the only consideration that grants the most fundamental

of human rights – the right to life.

It’s farcical to think that the definition of a human person

depends on being able to exist on one’s own. Human life is

a series of inter-related dependencies at all stages of our

existence.  The State has no moral right to exclude the most

vulnerable stage of dependency from the legal protection

granted to human life. Any State that accepts the arbitrary

use of power over others is immoral. As I see it, last week’s

vote in the House of Commons perpetuated the immoral

use of power over the unborn.

How can it be reasonable that a 12 week old foetus is

treated as an unborn child or disposed of as a thing

depending on the choice of the mother? Being a person is

not something granted by the choice of another, but is an

inherent right dependent on the fact of existence.

‘You created my inmost self,
Knit me together in my mother’s womb.
For so many marvels I thank you;
A wonder am I, and all your works are wonders.
...Your eyes could see my embryo.’ 

(Psalm 139:13-14, 16)

De-personalising
A Statement from Patrick O’Donoghue, Catholic Bishop of Lancaster, 

Discourse and reason
are impoverished when

science is used to
exclude other branches
of knowledge, such as
reasoning based on

natural law.
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From the moment of conception, the unborn human

being is genetically unique from his or her mother and

father. The unborn child is a completely new and different

living being.

The Catholic Church truly cares for the well-being of

women, particularly those agonising over the decision

whether to continue with a pregnancy or to have an

abortion. I can only imagine that the trauma of rape or the

anxiety of a mother unable to cope can feel unbearable.

However, I have been told that the grief and distress that

many women suffer following an abortion is also unbearable.

Confronted with this suffering, we must all do more to

support the work of Pro-Life groups that offer counselling

and practical support to women who are considering

abortion or are struggling to cope after an abortion.

In its strong stand against abortion or experimentation on

embryonic human persons, the Church is not saying all who

have an abortion or all those who voted for this legislation

are evil. But it is the Church’s duty to constantly remind

society that the act of intentionally killing the unborn

embryo or child is always of itself evil.

I would like to personally thank all those Members of

Parliament who tabled amendments and voted in defence of

unborn human life. I call on all people of faith – Muslim, Jew,

Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, and Christian – who believe in the

sanctity of unborn human life to join with the Catholic

Church in redoubling their efforts in the continuing

campaign for a change in these laws.

During the 19th century, slavers said black people weren’t

human. They were wrong. During the 20th century, the

Nazis said Jews weren’t human. They were wrong. Since

1967, the House of Commons has said the unborn are not

human. They, too, are wrong.

Bishop Patrick O’Donoghue retired as the fifth Bishop of Lancaster 

on 1st May 2009

the unborn
on the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Bill - 25 May 2008
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John Donne, the 17th century metaphysical poet and aman of faith reminds us in his ‘Meditation XV11’ of the

elements that bind each of us together having originated

from the same source. How true, yet ironic, his immortal

words ring in our time when, dominated by the internet and

electronic media, the world is at our finger tips.

Metaphysically the globe has shrunk and so we talk now of

a global community, but we have to ask ourselves, is there

an actual global community where we spiritually connect

with each other; where we cherish difference in the same

way we cherish sameness; where we see a reflection of

collective failure?   

Our world as it stands today is paralysed by injustice,

bloody wars, oppression, human rights abuse, brutality and

suffering. How much more can we take,

and more importantly how much more

of the suffering are we going to inflict on

others in the months and years ahead. Is

it not time to take stock of our un-doings

and try to work collectively to end this

mindless violence - whether it is

committed for political gain, territorial or

economic expansion, colonial supremacy,

vengeance, retribution, ethnic

persecution or in the name of religion?

Of the party of men who try to lead people astray and take

innocent lives The Qur’an cautions in verse 4:114 “There is

no good in most of their secret talk, only in commanding

charity, or good, or reconciliation between people. . .”; and

in verse 5:32 “. . . If anyone kills a person . . . it is as if he kills

all mankind, while if any saves a life it is as if he saves the lives

of all mankind.”  

In many parts of the world, politics is intertwined with

religion and, in some cases, twinned with religion too.

Subsequently, many impressionable people are tragically

caught between the unholy-alliance of religious fanaticism

and secular fundamentalism, both trends having sunk their

teeth deep into the moral and intellectual fibre of the

society. It is then left to everyday people who walk-in-faith

or walk-in-peace to come forward to try to protect their

fellow souls wherever they are. Is the Creator of the

Universe not served in a more befitting way if we are able

to put our differences aside and demonstrate solidarity and

kinship for His creation, even if we are incapacitated to truly

respect each other? We can demonstrate solidarity and

kinship by allowing human dignity and human rights to find

a place in the greater scheme of life, and allow peace to

ultimately grow and prosper. Let’s do it, let’s do it in the

name of our children: for the children of yesterday who

were sacrificed, and the children of today who are suffering,

and the children of tomorrow who face an uncertain future.

Many of our lives are torn apart; many

of us are in palpable pain; passing many a

sleepless night, campaigning for justice

and change in society; many hopeful that

things could change; and many

despondent that the message calling for

peace may fall on deaf ears. Add your

voice to others – inspire them – share

their burden of pain and of hope - make

them free!

In a beautiful chapter (107) called

‘Common Kindnesses’ The Qur’an addressing the Noble

Prophet says: “[Prophet], have you considered the person

who denies the Judgement? It is he who pushes aside the

orphan and does not urge others to feed the needy. So woe

to those who pray but are heedless of their prayer; those

who are all show and forbid common kindnesses.”

In Islam the whole world is regarded as a Mosque. This

doesn’t only mean that our worship of God need not be

restricted within the Mosque and we can pray at home or

in the open air or in any suitable location. It also means that

our world is sacrosanct and thus we are required to

preserve its sanctity at every stage of our lives. 

HONOURING THE SANCTITY OF LIFE THROUGH 

Al l  mankind i s  of  one author ,  and i s  one volume; .  .  .
No man i s  an i s land,  ent i re of  i t se l f ;  
Every man i s  a p iece of  the cont inent,  a part  of  the main;  .  .  .
Any man’s  death dimin ishes me, because I  am involved in mankind;  
And therefore never  send to know for  whom the bel l  to l l s ;  
I t  to l l s  for  thee.  

Spirituality, Kinship & Compassion

}

- John Donne 

}

In Islam
the whole
world is

regarded as 
a Mosque
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The foundation of afterlife is from this life itself. The

beginning of punishment is also from our deeds in this life.

And for that matter the beginning of peace in the hereafter

is also from our peaceful initiatives and convivial co-

existence in this life. Whatever we sow here, we will bring

to our final abode at journey’s end. When we rob people of

their basic human dignity or embark on a blood-spilling

rampage do we stop to think what we will bring back as

takings to our final abode; how we will face our Maker; how

we will justify slaughtering, maiming or mutilating our sisters

and brothers in humanity and their innocent children? Do

men think that when they torture women; abuse them; use

them for sexual transaction; expose female body and

glamorise nudity for commercial gain; deny their personal

freedom; restrict them from achieving their potential; that

they strike at the very womb that bore them? 

The Noble Qur’an commands “O mankind!  . . . Be careful

of your duty . . . toward the wombs that carried you” (4:1);

“The true believers, both men and women, are protecting

friends to each other. They enjoin what is just and forbid

what is evil . . . “(9:71-72); “. . . do not cause corruption in the

land after it has been set in order. . .  ” (7:85) 

Allah reveals in a Sacred Traditioni: “I was a hidden

treasure and I loved to be known, therefore I created so

that I might be known.” Our Creator revealed Himself from

His love and from ‘essence’ to ‘attribute’ – the Divine Soul

became manifested in every particle and element. The entire

universe then is invested with Divine sanctity and brought

into being from Divine love. The Qur’an asserts that God is

closer to us than our jugular vein (50:16) and “. . .  wherever

you turn, there is His Face (His Direction). . .” (2-115). Are

we not then obligated to live our life within the constraints

of heightened God consciousness and take careful steps

through the trajectories of life? 

Mankind was appointed to inherit the earth as a vice-

regent or ‘Khalifah’ and hold things on trust. This is a sacred

charter of responsibilities, duties and rights. What is

inherited needs to be safeguarded for sustenance so vice-

regency in Islam is no mean a vocation. To be a good vice-

regent one first must be a good servant of God. And there

is no better way to serve the All-Encompassing Giver of Life

than to strive with humility towards achieving harmony with

Him and ensure that collective life is cared for and

cherished.

Translated Text © Shiban Akbar

Tagore’s songs do not have titles. They are classified

into categories and are identified by the 1st line.

Here the 1st sentence in Bengali reads: “Chokkhe

amar trishna ogo, trishna amar bokkho joore” from

his “Nature: Summer” Collection in Geetobitan. This

happens to be the last song for ‘Grishma’ / Summer.  

There is thirst in my eyes,

Thirst surrounds my bosom.

Arid and blustery, 

My vexed soul burns in anguish.

The storm erupts in a sizzling wind

Thoughts trail far-off into space -

The veil is blown away. 

I am the day,

With longing eyes

And a yearning heart, 

Dried out and scorched. 

The flower that dazzled the bower, 

Now lies withered black. 

Who stalled the surging spring?

Smothered with ruthless brutality, 

Pain soars at its crest. 

i Known as Hadith Qudsi
Quranic verses are from The Qur’an, A new translation by M.A.S Abdel
Haleem, Oxford Univ. Press
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Belief in reincarnation is a foundation of the Jain faith.

Death is viewed not as the end of life but a pivotal

point in the journey of the jiva (soul). At death the

jiva leaves its body and progresses to its next place of birth

virtually instantaneously. However, the condition of the jiva,

as affected by its previous behaviour (karma), will determine

what sort of new life  it will enter into. Death is a comma,

not a full stop. Death should be

embraced, and not feared or shirked in

any way. It is the window to everlasting

freedom and immortality.

In Jainism karma is linked to the

notion of samsara, the idea of the cycle

of death, birth or rebirth that entraps

the soul until it achieves liberation,

known as mokhsa, also called nirvana.

Liberation is the point where the soul

transcends the material world and

reaches a higher level of consciousness. Nirvana is the

ultimate goal and is a state of eternal bliss, wherein one’s jiva

becomes free of all karmas. The jiva is then pure and in its

natural blissful state, free from the cycle of death and

rebirth – immortality is the destiny of the enlightened and

liberated jiva.

It is clearly written in the scriptures that death can strike

anyone at any time. What is essential is the preparedness for

death. To escape from karmic bondage one must learn to

discriminate between punya and papa, between positive and

negative acts. To Jains, emergence of karmic cycle involves

shedding or stripping away layers of unwanted and

irrelevant matter, the ‘stuff ’ of karma that binds the soul. As

with other Indian religions, the mental state at the precise

moment of death is regarded by Jains as particularly

important for determining the nature of the next body.

Jainism has always been intent on conveying that a calm

death free from rancour, frustration or pain, with mind fixed

on religious principles at the end of one life, will ensure a

positive rebirth. It is therefore important first to stop the

actions, which can be physical, vocal and mental, that bring

about karmic bondage. The patient is encouraged to move

away from his or her material life and focus more and more

on spiritual matters. Attachment and aversion bind more

karmic particles. Therefore distancing away from them stops

further accumulation of bad karmas. The dying patient is

encouraged to perform auspicious

activities which help to shed bad karmas

accumulated in previous life.

Prayers also act as a catalyst to give

spiritual strength. The types of prayers to

be recited are mantras, stotras and

hymns. A mantra is a combination of

sacred syllables which forms a nucleus of

spiritual energy. Some mantras have a bija

(seed) like aum, hrim added to them to

give an added power. Stotras are jain

hymns written in praise of Tirthankaras (prophets) or

deities. They are composed in verse form with a definite

rhythm or metre. The other hymns are normally of an

uplifting nature. It may be that the patient is not in a position

to recite these prayers himself or herself.  Modern

technologies from tape recorders to ipods are used

wherever possible for the patient to listen to the prayers.  

Each patient is encouraged to recite Namaskara

Mahamantra  which is the essence of  the Jain scriptures. It

is a salutation to all the enlightened and liberated souls of

the Universe – a profound act of reverence. Every

ceremony in Jainism starts with this sixty eight letters

sacred mantra which is composed in the ancient language of

Prakrit. If this is not possible he or she is encouraged to

recite bija mantras like aum and arham. From a Jain

perspective it is the above philosophy which is to be

conveyed to the patient and those around him.  Many Jains

are naturally aware of these tenets but may not know how

to put them into practice at the eleventh hour. 

dyingsanctityTHE
OF

everyone present
feels that suddenly

the aura in the
room has

changed from
despair to hope.
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If possible, the patient is encouraged to practice

“Samayik”, a ritual meditation lasting forty eight minutes.

This is considered a very effective penance in shedding

karmas. Depending on the condition of the patient, he or

she is eventually made aware of the inevitability of death.

Simultaneously he or she is also

reminded to focus on the soul and try

and experience inner bliss.

It is recommended  that the patient’s

last wishes are fulfilled and facilitated by

the family.  Charitable donations are

encouraged as they are considered as

meritorious karmas. Sometimes a

terminal patient requests that all

medicine and medical equipment be

stopped, provided there is no objection

on medical grounds. The patient wants

the body to be rid of all toxins. In India, some patients even

stop taking food and water. They take a vow of “Sallekhana”.

This is a vow of fast until death. Such a person is not eager

to meet death, but is willing to face death with grace and

equanimity whenever it comes.

Here in the United Kingdom, when the news of a person’s

ill health spreads, friends and relatives wherever it is

practical (and provided it does not interfere with medical

advice) visit the patient in hospital, hospice, nursing home or

home. Relatives and friends bring home-cooked food and if

necessary round the clock vigil is maintained. Special prayers

are also organised with the help of voluntary organisations

like Bhakti Mandal, Jain Vishava Bharati (Samanijis). This

usually takes the form of a japa, which is a continuous

recitation of a particular mantra or a stotra.

Again, this type of camaraderie gives immense

comfort and inner strength to the immediate

family. 

Over a period of five years I have observed at

firsthand how the Samanijis  (Jain nuns), based

in London approach terminally ill patients. In

their inimitable way they approach and tell the

patient to mentally prepare for the next

journey.  They explain to the patient the kind of

thoughts that should be uppermost in their minds (e.g.

seeking forgiveness from all living beings, no attachment and

no aversion). They teach the patient the techniques of

fasting for a few minutes and help to make them  aware how

this process sheds  inauspicious karmas. One of the hymns

the Samanijis  recite (Chaitya Purush Jug

Jaaye) urges the followers  to look within

themselves in order to awaken their

inner wisdom. This hymn further states

that the soul is separate from the body.

It is the body which is perishable

whereas the soul is immortal. The hymn

is interspersed with bija mantras and is

highly evocative.  It has been composed

by Acharya Shri Mahapragya, one of the

most charismatic  Jain Acharyas  in  India

today.  I have noticed that as a result of

their communication with the patient, as well as to the

family members, everyone present feels that suddenly the

aura in the room has changed from despair to hope.

Samanijis also urge the relatives to remain positive and

focus as much as possible on the spiritual side of the life in

the coming days. They urge them to slowly cut off their

attachment from the patient. This is therapeutic for the

patient as well as the family members.

Lord Mahavir, the twenty forth Jain Tirthankara states in

one of his aphorism that a warrior who conquers his own

self is greater than a warrior who conquers a million

enemies on a battlefield. This is what a dying person should

aim for before his or her soul leaves the body for its next

journey. 

Dinesh Z. Shah lives in London and voluntarily helps Jain families cope with death

Sanctity of Life

a warrior who
conquers his own self

is greater than a
warrior who conquers
a million enemies on 

a battlefield.

Samani Prasanna Pragya
& Samani Rohit Pragya

teaching at
Jain Vishva Bharati, London

For further information please see: www.jvblondon.org
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Sikhs believe in the One and only One, Omnipotent,

Omnipresent and Omniscient God. It is the

Omniscience of God i.e. His presence within us that

makes our lives so sacred that no definition can define it, no

description can describe it and no explanation can explain it.

It can only be felt, experienced and enjoyed. The first and the

founder Guru of the Sikhs, Guru Nanak Dev Ji, says: ‘With

His command the forms are created but His command

cannot be described’. He further says: ‘Even knowing God, I

cannot describe Him, He is beyond any description’. 

This sanctity is universal, but its blissful and mesmerising

experience is unique to every individual human being. To

cherish this unique sanctity we must keep our belief in

Omnipotence, Omnipresence and Omniscience of God

interconnected in our lives at all times.

Sometimes this may seem to be a real

challenge, but not one that cannot be

risen above. The world around us offers

us ample opportunities to consciously

remember, rediscover, maintain, develop,

keep it attuned with, and eventually to

merge it with the supreme sanctity of

God. 

We must merge with the sanctity of

God while we are still alive and not after

death, as is sometimes mistakenly

understood. While the mortal body’s ultimate destination is

‘ashes to ashes’ i.e. merging with the five elements the wind,

the water, the fire, the earth and the ether, the immortal

soul’s ultimate destination is to unite with the One and only

One supreme immortal soul, God Himself. The soul must

reach this ultimate destination before its mortal container,

the body, leaves it, i.e. before we die. The state to be achieved

is of being Jeevan Mukt or being emancipated while still alive. 

This kind of emancipation is achieved by consciously

striving to remain in touch with the sanctity of our lives

whilst helping others to discover and remain in touch with

the sanctity of theirs. It is the process of Omniscient God in

us, striking such a spiritual relationship with Omniscient

God in others, that sanctifies us as human beings, and this

sanctity becomes evident through our actions, experiences,

expressions and feelings. Yet still it remains beyond

description. 

According to the fifth Guru, Guru Arjan Dev Ji, ‘Out of all

the beings of the universe the human being is supreme’ as it

is only in human life that we can realise and unite with God

again. The Guru says that ‘the sole purpose of the human life

is to meet God and unite with Him’. This sole purpose of life

and the state of becoming Jeevan Mukt is achieved by

striking such a close relationship with God that, in the words

of the third Guru, Guru Amardas Ji, ‘the call of death

becomes an invitation from a close friend, the receipt of

which gives us happiness’ beyond any description.       

One of the three fundamental principles of living, given by

Guru Nanak Dev Ji, is ‘sharing our good fortune with others‘.

This is not limited to only sharing material things and giving

to charities but is practiced by actually being with and

working with those who need us but cannot give us anything

in return, particularly the ones not known to us, and then

thanking them for giving us the

opportunity to realise Omniscience of

God in us and in them. With God’s grace

my independent voluntary work with

various communities and individuals

gives me many opportunities to

experience this kind of community

service through the actions of many

around me. 

In prisons I sometimes meet people,

who have committed very serious

crimes of a violent nature and are

serving long sentences for them, but I have seen the same

people making ramps and small bridges on their own accord

to help the newly hatched ducklings, in the bushes and lawns

of the prisons, follow their mother duck easily. In hospitals

and hospices I see doctors and nurses, beyond the

requirements of their duty, maintaining the sanctity of the

lives of those they serve. But more importantly I see the

patients dependent on others for maintaining the sanctity of

their own lives, supporting other patients. I don’t think I am

the only one to witness such sanctifying situations and feel

enriched by them. Such situations are around all of us

waiting with open arms to embrace us and to offer us the

opportunity to remain consciously in touch with the sanctity

in us and in others. Let us feel it, experience it, rediscover it,

develop it and enjoy it by reflecting back on our actions,

through our relationships with others and by maintaining

the sanctity of the environment around us, so that we and

the generations to come can enjoy this universal sanctity of

human life till eternity.

presence within

The state to be
achieved is of
being Jeevan
Mukt or being
emancipated
while still alive. 
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9.42 and I’m banking through leaf-mould
and memories, waiting to swap weather
with my mother: she likes to check the skies

are holding up, now we live so far
apart; and I might say, today it’s the blue
of elsewhere, not Lancashire

nor even the well-behaved home counties;
or I might say, it’s the blue of the pansies
in her winter tubs, frailer than hope

but battling on; or I might say,
today the blue is nearly green,
like the plaster horse in my mother’s house

selling Blue Grass, a perfume no-one
recalls, but smacks of fairyland to mum
and me; or I might say today

the sky is the blue of the sweater
I rescued before she threw it
to charity and kept for twenty years

against hard times, when I needed
comfort, and the scent of a mother;
or I might say today the sky is the blue

of Fra Angelico’s angels, or the robes
his Madonna wears in my memory;
oh, tomorrow I’ll check in again,

with ma, ask if the monk had the shade
quite right; and find out how blue the sky
might be, up her way.

Some blues
(in memory of my mother)

Sanctity of Life
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Growing up in the rural Midwest, U.S.A., I never would

have thought I would be a Ph.D. candidate studying

world religions at a Buddhist university in Los Angeles,

California. Surrounded by cornfields, Republicans, and a rather

simple homogenous social environment, the context in which I

was raised was a far cry from the incredible cultural and religious

diversity of Los Angeles. Though America is the most religiously

diverse nation in the world,1 you never would guess this living in

central Illinois, where 97% of the population is white and

Protestant.2

My parents taught me about God, the

efficacy of prayer, Jesus, and the Bible and

infused in me a value system grounded in

the Golden Rule, the Ten Commandments,

and the Protestant work ethic. Even though

my early years were moulded by

Christianity, I was not especially devout or

reflective concerning my religious life. 

It was during my university years that my

religious identity came more into focus as I

started visiting Christian communities

around the university campus. My scholarly

interests became centred on Christian

beliefs and practices and I spent much time thinking about how I

fit into this great heritage. As I struggled with normal quandaries,

like doubt and human suffering, I found my personal spiritual life

becoming increasingly grounded in prayer and contemplation and

my faith in God in Christ growing by leaps and bounds.

As I had always taken seriously Jesus’ inspiring words of seeking

peace, working for equality, and living lovingly in right relationship

with God and neighbours, I was a rather progressive-minded

Christian for my context. With such an attitude, though I certainly

did not condemn other religions or cultures, I was still focused on

knowing my own Christian tradition and thus did not actively

seek to make contact with other religious perspectives. My

encounter with people of other religions was limited to the

intellectualized, second-hand acquaintance of textbooks and

classrooms.

Once I moved to Chicago for Master’s work it began to dawn

on me that I had a rather limited purview. Chicago’s cosmopolitan

environment helped me realize how diverse the wider world

really is and how little I had experienced of other religions. Since

I felt that my faith was well established, I became intent on

learning more about different religions. I began to read scripture

from various religious traditions, gaining a newfound fascination

with their worldviews. 

I still felt dissatisfied. Though I didn’t

exactly know why or how, I wanted to

encounter these religions in ways that

surpassed the information I found in

books or lectures. Since I wished to

pursue a career in academia, I searched

for a Ph.D. religious studies program that

might have some students of various

faiths attending. So, I went online and

discovered a small, little-known

university in southern California that had

good academic qualifications and, most

importantly, claimed to have a diverse

student body. Little did I know that this was an extremely unique

community that was about to change my life.

This school was University of the West (UWest),3 a fully

accredited private institution of higher education that was

founded in 1991 by the Taiwanese Buddhist monk, Master Hsin

Yun, who founded the Fo Guan Shan order. Since I was interested

in learning more about another tradition, I had researched the

basics of UWest’s origin and affiliation with Buddhism, applied, and

was accepted into the doctoral program. However, when my wife

and I moved to L.A., I was not at all prepared for the kind of

diversity or intense Buddhist presence that exists on UWest’s

campus. 

A  PAT H  T O  D E E P E N I N G  I D E N T I T Y  A N D  B E L I E F

Christian
Buddhists

A
AMONGST

Though America is the most

religiously diverse nation in

the world, you never would

guess this living in central

Illinois, where 97% of the

population is white and

Protestant. 
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Since UWest is established by a Buddhist organization and

operates under a mission inspired by Buddhist values, it is one of

the very few universities in North America that offers a Buddhist

Studies doctoral program. Because of this, though it enrols

students from a considerable array of religious traditions wishing

to study Buddhism, UWest attracts primarily Buddhists. The

Buddhists who come to study and teach are from an amazing

variety of traditions, including  Theravada, Mahayana, and

Vajrayana. The chiefly Buddhist population is comprised of people

from East and Southeast Asia, the Middle East, Africa, Europe, and

the United States – all in a 300-student population. Clearly, this

makes for an incredibly unique religious context in which to study

and live.It was an absolute shock for me to plunge into this

environment, simultaneously frightening and exhilarating.

Although I have certainly learned about

Buddhist doctrine and philosophy in the

academic courses, I’ve gained much

more insight from the personal

relationships that I’ve cultivated during

my time at UWest. Most of the Buddhist

students are monastics (monks and

nuns) from other cultures and

backgrounds. Never before had I met a

Buddhist monastic face to face, yet, at

UWest, I encounter monks and nuns

daily. I converse with Buddhists in class,

at lunch, through the hallways, and in the

library about everything from doctrine,

belief, and practice to family, culture, and

the economy. It has been this intimate environment that has

fostered a rapport of trust leading to lasting friendships. 

During my tenure at UWest, I have gone through a definite

process of spiritual development that has certainly affected my

Christian identity, much more than any other time in my life and

in more ways than I could have anticipated. 

Before UWest, my knowledge of Buddhism was a two-

dimensional caricature, but now I have gained a whole new

outlook, respect, and admiration for the Buddhist tradition (as

well as others). Being able to engage with actual Buddhist

practitioners (dialogue, eat, study, play, and meditate with them)

has humanized the beliefs and rituals that I once only tentatively

grasped. I’ve realized that Buddhism is a living religion like

Christianity. It is practiced by real human beings who struggle

with life problems and search for peace and love. It is lived by

people who have the same kinds of concerns and needs as myself.

Through formal and informal inter-religious dialogue with my

Buddhist friends and colleagues, I now understand Buddhism

more deeply and broadly than I ever could have before. Because

of the personal interaction with Buddhists at UWest, I realize

Buddhism is a tangible wisdom path that helps actual people live

better lives in the ubiquitous human quest for meaning and

values.

Not only have I gained an improved understanding of Buddhism,

but also my own Christian tradition. Through engaging in dialogue

with Buddhists I’ve been challenged to articulate my Christian

beliefs, which has led me to delve deeper into my spiritual life of

faith and practice. This dynamic relation I’ve encountered has

revealed both great similarities and differences between

Christianity and Buddhism, which has been both perplexing and

enlightening. 

Witnessing the profound dedication of Buddhist monastics to

their path has given me an enhanced

appreciation of the spiritual practices

of Christianity and has thus

reinforced my relationship with God

in Christ. For example, after having

observed and participated in

dedicatory offerings to and chanting

of the name of the Buddha, I have

achieved a fresh awareness of the

value of Christian worship and my

prayer to God through the name and

in the power of Jesus Christ. This is

simply one of numerous examples I

could relate.

Indeed, realizing the Buddhist

monastic emphasis on meditation has moved me to reconnect

with the contemplative roots of the Christian tradition,

intensifying my prayer life and fortifying my faith immensely.

Seeing the value of the religious community in the lives of my

Buddhist friends has led me to settle on a church home, namely

the Unity School of Christianity, which has provided me with an

enduring communal spiritual support I’ve really never

experienced previously.

My path to and through UWest has been an interesting and

exciting venture. Because of my immediate encounters with

Buddhist monks, nuns, and other practitioners from a rich

diversity of traditions I have gained a better understanding and

appreciation of the Buddhist religion and, in turn, my own

Christian heritage. My experience at this unique Buddhist

establishment has considerably strengthened my Christian

identity and deepened my faith. I’ll be forever grateful for my time

at UWest and will always carry with me the spiritual growth it has

created.

1 Diana Eck, A New Religious America: How a “Christian Country” Has Now Become the World’s Most Religiously Diverse Nation (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), 4-5.
2 U.S. Census Bureau, 2007, http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfol/states/17/17203.html (accessed April 17, 2009).
3 www.uwest.edu

Being able to engage 

with actual Buddhist

practitioners…

has humanized the beliefs

and rituals that I once only

tentatively grasped. 
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Last February a beautiful female calf was born amidst

tears of joy and a deep sense of relief. The birth

represented the final chapter of what became known as

the Gangotri Campaign, spurred on by an outraged Hindu

community, ethnical farmers and sympathetic media across the

world. 

On December 13th 2007, in a shocking act, a veterinary

surgeon escorted by three police officers entered into

Bhaktivedanta Manor Hare Krishna Temple in Hertfordshire

and secretly killed a cow. The cow, named Gangotri, a 13 year-

old Belgian Blue and Jersey cross, was much loved by the

community.  Police restrained devotees who were in

attendance of the sick cow, and the head

farmer was kept talking while inside the

barn a lethal injection was given. The killing

was conducted despite personal assurances

given from RSPCA officers and the police

that due to religious sensitivities no

immediate action would be taken.

Cows are revered by Hindus.  The killing

of a cow is considered to be an outrageous

act: the killing of a cow at a temple amounts

to religious sacrilege. In the Hindu

scriptures known as the Vedas, the earth goddess known as

Bhumi is described as having the form of a cow. Indeed, it is

believed that there is a strong connection between man, the

cow and the environment. 

The concern of the Hindu community had been evidenced a

few months previously by protests surrounding the case in

which Shambo, a temple bull in Wales, had been diagnosed with

a notifiable disease, and was subsequently killed. Feelings were

even stronger when Gangotri was killed however, because not

only was there a lack of legal proceedings, but she had no

disease. She was being cared for by temple residents and

visiting devotees, and was being administered pain relief. The

Temple farm allows old cows and bulls to die naturally,

recognized in the tradition as a way of respecting the sanctity

of life. 

Head Farm Manager Shyamasundara das (Stuart Coyle)

explained: “Gangotri was unable to walk and had bedsores, but

she was certainly not suffering. In fact a top veterinary surgeon

from Oxford had examined her and stated that she was

improving, despite having been unable to walk for many

months. When she first became sick we called our local vet and

followed all the recommendations he directed. Along with

allopathic treatments we had also administered a range of

alternative treatments which include homeopathy,

acupuncture, manipulation, massage, and reiki.”

Very soon after the killing of Gangotri, Hindu leaders and

well-wishers from across England gathered at Bhaktivedanta

Manor to express their outrage against the actions of the

RSPCA and pledge their support. On that day the Gangotri

Task Force was born, a team dedicated to bringing ‘justice to

Gangotri’ by working to ensure such incidents do not happen

again. This, they knew, would involve considerable campaigning

and political lobbying. 

On Boxing Day that year, hundreds of

people held a peaceful protest with the

traditional sound of cymbals and drums

outside the RSPCA headquarters in

Horsham, Sussex. Simultaneous prayers

were conducted at Bhaktivedanta Manor.

“In Hinduism, it is traditional that mourning

extends for thirteen days, and a ceremony

is held at the conclusion of that period,”

explained Sruti Dharma, a senior priest at

the Temple, “Boxing Day is thirteen days

after Gangotri was killed.”

On 13th January 2008 hundreds of saffron-clad monks and

campaign supporters chanted outside the Houses of

Parliament and the DEFRA offices in Westminster, and a youth

group performed an emotional drama. 

In the meantime, Gangotri’s ashes had been taken to India, to

be scattered at the source of the sacred River Ganges. As

Bhaktivedanta Manor’s President, along with holy men from

across India, prepared the ceremony, a flurry of media gathered

and the Gangotri Campaign had become truly international.

A YEAR OF AWARENESS
Throughout last year, the ‘Gangotri Task Force’ worked with

DEFRA, politicians and legal experts in order to raise

awareness of why not only cows are sacred to Hindus, but all

life. This was a successful endeavor, and  last December DEFRA

published a protocol which will in future guide animal welfare

at all farms and organisations in the UK who have a non-

violent ethos. “This resolution will now help to protect all our

cows and I believe the Temple and the RSPCA can now work

together for animal welfare” said Syamasundar das.

Reconciling wounds between the 
Hindu community and the RSPCA

“When Aditi
came to the

Temple she had
the hopes and
prayers of the

whole community
with her...”
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That month, on the eve before the first anniversary of

Gangotri’s death, the RSPCA apologised unreservedly and

indicated its wish to build a progressive relationship.

Welcoming their gesture, the Hare Krishna, and the Hindu

community at large, hope the RSPCA will sign a protocol

which will protect future cows.

SYMBOLS OF RECONCILIATION 
On 18th January this year devotees welcomed the arrival of a

special cow to Bhaktivedanta Manor. She was a gift by the

RSPCA representing a symbol of reconciliation. She was given

the name ‘Aditi’ which means ‘freedom’ and ‘boundless’. Aditi

was pregnant and just one month after her arrival, priests,

farmers and congregational members witnessed her giving

birth to a healthy female calf. It was a moving occasion and

represented a new era of relations with the RSPCA. 

The new calf has also been named ‘Gangotri’, a name

that is steeped in Vedic theosophy and history. The name

is, of course, a homage to the original Gangotri. Kapil

Dudakia, the chair of the Gangotri Task Force said, “The

whole community was ecstatic with the tremendous

news.  Only the previous month we saw the arrival of

Aditi to the Temple in all her splendour and the birth of

Gangotri has brought in an auspicious era for all our

diverse communities to celebrate life and a new

beginning together.” Syamasundar das, the Manager of

New Gokul said “it is a wonderful closure to a very

traumatic experience. Both mother and calf are doing

very well and are content.” Ramesh Kallidai Secretary

General of the Hindu Forum of Britain said, “When

Aditi came to the Temple she had the hopes and prayers

of the whole community with her.  It is a very befitting

conclusion to this saga.”

The young Gangotri is doing well and is currently

residing in New Gokul, the largest Cow Protection

Centre in Europe which is due to be completed this

August. It will be the only vegetarian ox-power farm in

Britain and will house over 44 cows and bullocks who

will live their full natural life-span. New Gokul will

symbolize the Hare Krishna community’s love of cows

and be a beacon for cow protection, educating the

general public of its theological, ecological and spiritual

significance.

The Apology from the RSPCA issued on the

one year anniversary of the killing of Gangotri

13th December 2008:

“The RSPCA as a charity will, by all lawful means,

prevent cruelty, promote kindness to and alleviate

suffering of animals.

We share the above objective with the Hindu, Sikh

and Jain communities and realise that these

communities through their faith strive to live in

harmony with all creatures.

The Society, recognising the hurt caused to the

sentiments of these  communities, and wishing to

build a progressive relationship, apologises

unreservedly for causing hurt and offence.

The RSPCA is based on a profound respect for

animals, something we share with the Hindu, Sikh

and Jain communities and we look forward to

working together to promote respect and caring,

and to cherish all life.”

Gangotri

Indulekha, Gangotri and
her mother Aditi

Sanctity of Life
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There are many types of abuse in existence throughout

the world, violence against women and children, assaults,

abuse of the elderly and disabled, cruelty towards

animals, and much more. There are many organisations that exist

in the UK and throughout the world to challenge these abuses

and support those who are vulnerable and victims of such

atrocities. There is an understanding of these abuses amongst

practitioners, and a great deal of work is carried out all around

the globe to raise awareness, to provide support and also to help

perpetrators of these crimes.

However, despite all this good work, there is one type of abuse

that is occurring in many parts of the world, including the UK,

which is little understood. It is difficult to believe that in today’s

society some communities and societies are forcing their young

people into marriage, yet this is happening on a daily basis.

For many people arranged and forced

marriages are one and the same thing, but

there is a clear distinction between the two.

In an arranged marriage, the topic of marriage

is freely discussed, and prospective partners

are identified and introduced. The decision to

accept or reject these proposals remains with

the two intending spouses throughout. Only

when they have agreed do the families take a

leading role in making the arrangements. A

forced marriage is very different, the topic of

marriage is hardly discussed, there is often only one prospective

partner, the opinion of the two intending spouses is rarely sought

or considered, and there is usually an element of duress.

Incomprehensible it may be, but most of the families who

subscribe to this practice believe they are only doing what is

right for their child. The families have a vast array of reasons for

forcing young people into marriage some of which are promises

made in childhood, immigration, keeping land and property

within the family, maintaining cultural traditions, controlling

unwanted behaviours, preventing unsuitable relationships,

reducing the likelihood of sexually transmitted infections,

providing a carer for a disabled person, family honour and

misplaced religious beliefs.

Religion and faith are often used to justify this type of abuse,

however no world faith condones forcing someone into

marriage, in fact, the main religions of the world such as

Christianity, (all denominations), Hinduism, Sikhism, Judaism, and

Islam all condemn this practice. Islam is the faith most commonly

associated with forced marriage, but its perspective towards this

subject is very clear. In Islam an arranged marriage is acceptable,

the consent of the woman is essential and must be obtained and

any marriage which is forced is considered to be null and void. 

It may be asked why young people do not do more to

challenge this practice, especially if they or someone they know

is being forced into marriage. Young people generally believe in

their families, and do not believe that they could be harmed by

them in any way. They trust their families and expect them to

support them; sadly this does not happen in a forced marriage

situation. Some young people object strongly and repeatedly to

the proposed marriage, and are carried along in a sense of

disbelief and false security. They believe that because they have

made their wishes known, someone in the

family will put a stop to the marriage. Quite

often, this false sense of security is

encouraged to the point where young people

are manoeuvred into a situation they are

unable to get out of. 

Many forced marriages take place overseas,

and for some young people going through

with the marriage is the only way to return

home, to a place where they are familiar with

the language, and support mechanisms, where

they are able to access help. For others, the issue of family

honour prevents them from taking any action to help themselves

or others.

The consequences for victims and potential victims are many,

ranging from poor academic performance, truancy, failing to

attend appointments, eating disorders, rape, self-harm and

suicide. They are often unaware of where to turn for help, and

think long and hard before confiding in someone. The courage

required for this first approach should never be underestimated,

and the response could mean the difference between life and

death. Sadly many professionals such as teachers, doctors, youth

workers, social workers and police officers have little or no

knowledge of forced marriage and are reluctant to get involved.

Young people should not be turned away, instead efforts should

be made to try and identify an individual or organisation that will

be able help and support the victim.

FORCED MARRIAGE
when freedom is denied and consent is silenced

Incomprehensible it
may be, but most of
the families who
subscribe to this

practice believe they
are only doing what is
right for their child.
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All of this demonstrates that there are measures in place which

can and must be utilised firstly to help those who are victims and

potential victims of forced marriage, and secondly to bring about

the reduction in the number of forced marriages in the UK.

In addition to the Declaration of Human Rights and the Civil

Protection Order, forced marriages very often contain elements

of child abuse. Child Protection guidelines also offer support and

guidance for organisations and professionals who may be a little

unsure in how to deal with these issues.

A new and innovative method of support and guidance is being

piloted by Practical Solutions, a community organisation that

specialises in raising awareness of forced marriage and honour

violence. Practical Solutions recently launched the Beyond Belief

Community Surgeries, which provide a drop in facility for young

people, community members and professionals. A 24 hour mobile

number, 07791 904 975, is available for those seeking advice in an

emergency, and queries can also be made on enquiries@practical-

solutions.info and beyondbelief@practical-solutions.info. Practical

Solutions also provide training and awareness raising for

statutory, community, faith, and voluntary organisations, and work

nationally and internationally in challenging the practices of forced

marriage and honour based violence, or honour killings as it is

more commonly known.

Further help is available to both those at risk and those who

work with young people from the Forced Marriage Unit, who

have a confidential helpline 020 7008 0151.

Mussurut Zia is the Director and Founder of Practical Solutuions  

At present it is not illegal to force someone to marry,

however perpetrators may be charged for associated crimes

of kidnapping, false imprisonment, physical abuse and rape.

However, the Forced Marriage (Civil Protection) Act came

into being on November 25th 2008, which allows individuals

and/or relevant third parties to apply to the courts for a

Forced Marriage Protection Order. This order contains legally

binding conditions and directions that require a change in the

behaviour of a person or persons trying to force another

person into marriage. The main aim of the act is to protect

those who are most vulnerable and likely to be forced into

marriage, and orders can be obtained from the courts in

emergency situations to protect the individual immediately. If

someone disobeys the order they can be arrested and brought

to courts where the judge has a whole range of sanctions

available to them, including up to two years imprisonment if

found in contempt of court.

Aside from this we all have a moral and ethical duty to help

those in society who are in need. Prior to the new Act, the

Universal Declaration of Human Rights could be cited to help

and support those who are at risk. The Declaration states   

Article 3... 

Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person

And

Article 16...

(1) Men and women of full age, without any limitation due

to race, nationality or religion, have the right to marry

and to found a family. They are entitled to equal rights as

to marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution

(2) Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and

full consent of the intending spouses 
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Kidswith cameras

It is an astonishing statistic that over 10,000 women and girls live and work as prostitutes in Calcutta,India. In 1997 Zana Briski, a New York-based photographer, penetrated through a tangled web of

brothel owners, pimps, police, local politicians and organised crime syndicates to gain access to some

of these women working in the red-light district of the city.  She hoped to gain an insight into their daily

lives, and so perhaps gain an understanding as to why they had chosen such a way of life. She lived with

the women, photographing and documenting their lives.  Over a period of time Zana got close to the

women and to their young and vulnerable children who, she was shocked to discover, were the most

stigmatised people in the red-light district.   She realised that in the face of abject poverty, abuse and

despair these children had little possibility of escaping their mother’s fate, or for creating another type of

life for themselves. 

Whilst photographing the women, she found that the children were becoming increasingly fascinated

by her camera, and the whole notion of photography seemed to intrigue them. She began to give them

lessons – finally ordering cameras for each of the children and running weekly workshops, not only on

the basics of camera mechanics but also photographic techniques such as lighting, composition, the

development of perspective, editing and sequencing for narrative. She taught them to look at the world

with new eyes; and in return she learned to perceive the world through theirs.

Left to right: Puja, Suchitra, Kochi, Avijit, Tapasi, Gour, Manik, Shanti
Participants in the ‘Kids With Cameras’ project
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This exciting, and totally unexpected, development of her visit
to Calcutta became a project in its own right – titled: Kids with
Cameras (founded in 2002)  – and the aim was to provide a safe
place for the children to be themselves, learn, have fun, and in the
process discover a way in which to articulate their own thoughts
and feelings, and come to believe in their own self-worth.  Zana
watched in wonder as the children came back to her with vibrant
self-portraits, family pictures, and street scenes that offered a
stunning tableaux of, and an insight into, Bengali life.  At the
completion of the project an exhibition of the children’s work
was held in New York and all monies raised then and since from
the sale of their photographs etc. is channelled back into helping
support the children, improve their educational opportunities and
general wellbeing.     
Zana and filmmaker Ross Kauffman documented the children of

Calcutta and their stories in the film ‘Born into Brothels’, which
went on to win over 30 major awards, including the 2005
Academy Award for Best Documentary Feature.  Through the
film, audiences all over the world learned of, and became
entranced with, the spirited and resilient young photographers.
They witnessed how children, growing up in difficult
circumstances, can be empowered to transform their lives
through art and education.  

It is a wonderful story and the photographs taken by the
children can be seen – and purchased – on-line www.kids-with-
cameras.org  The DVD ‘Born into Brothels’ can also be purchased
though it is coded for Region 1 (USA and Canada) only and
requires an all-region player or a computer. A beautiful 224 page
book of the children’s photographs is also available.
Whilst the workshops began in Calcutta the ‘Kids With

Cameras’ project has expanded and in 2004 Israeli and Palestinian
children used photography to better understand each other’s
lives in Jerusalem’s Old City. Haitian child domestic servants
learned to make visible their unique struggles and perspectives in
2005. And 2006 saw the launch of the Cairo project, which
allowed children living and working in the garbage collecting
community the chance to find the beauty in their lives and in
themselves.  See www.kids-with-cameras.org for more details.  

The long-term legacy of this project will be Asha Niwas
(Hope House), a large and comfortable home where up to 150
children from Calcutta’s red light district will live, learn and
grow. There will be free education, through high school,
courtesy of the Buntain Foundation which owns and operates
80 schools in India.  The Buntain Foundation will also staff and
manage the home.  

Please see www.kids-with-cameras.org for
further details.  

Suchitra is a gifted photographer, taking photographs of daily

life on her rooftop.  Suchitra’s photo of her sister’s friend was

chosen as the cover of the Amnesty International 2003

calendar.

Suchitra, now 21 has married and moved out of Calcutta 

Avijit is an innately talented artist and has won many

competitions for his paintings.  Charistmatic and restlessly

creative, his photographic images were among the most

compelling of the workshop.  Avijit was invited by the World

Press Photo Foundation in Amsterdam to be part of their

Children’s Jury in 2002. In 2005 Avijit received a four year high

school scholarship to attend an incredible school in America.

Avijit now 20 is studying film At New York University. He is

thriving in the programme and loving New York City. 

‘Bucket’: taken by Avijit aged 11 ‘On the rooftop 
(My Sister’s Friend)’: 
taken by Suchitra aged 13

Two of the photographs taken by the children
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My life began in Nabipur, a village in Gujarat with less

than 2,000 inhabitants. I lived with my family -

grandparents, parents and sister. Our main source of

income was farming but when I was a young boy my father took

the decision to mortgage our farm to access sufficient funds for

him to travel to England for work.  For seven years we lived in a

one-storey mud hut and times were hard. In 1967 my father

arranged for my mother, sister and myself to join him.  I

remember our travel date clearly  - 4th October 1967 – and I

was aware that at 15 I was without formal education, I could not

read or write, yet I felt determined to use my strengths to

overcome my weaknesses. 

My father had a job in a cotton mill in Lancashire and he had

bought a house for us in Preston for £400. He worked in the

cotton mills all his working life, and over time

he paid off the mortgage on our farm in

Nabipur and built a three-storey house with

bricks and mortar. We still support our family

there and have been back to visit a number of

times. 

On my arrival in England I found myself

completely overwhelmed by the system – the

culture, the customs, the language, the people,

and of course the weather.  It did not take long

for me to realise however that if I was to

survive I had to rise above this so-called ‘culture shock’.

Fortunately I quickly realised the nature of my ‘strengths’:

optimism and determination, and also an innate liking for people

irrespective of colour or creed.  All of these qualities proved to

be powerful tools in negotiating the obstacles presented to me

as an immigrant at a time when the term multi-culturalism was

unheard of.  

Growing up in India I had learned to play cricket rather well,

and absolutely adored the game.  Much to my surprise and

delight I found this to be one of the most rewarding routes for

social networking, not only as a way of meeting people from

many different walks of life, but of developing my English language

skills. I was attending night school and receiving private tuition at

the weekends to improve my English, but learning and speaking it

on a social level in a Cricket Club environment enabled me to

pick up on the subtle nuances of language and dialect that made

me feel more at home in Lancashire.  I played cricket for

seventeen years and gained great enjoyment from the game and

the people I met.  Indeed I have many good friends, from the

many strands of my life: I value, and have been inspired by them

all. 

Throughout my working life I have only been unemployed for

seven months yet I have to say that this was probably the worst

time of my life. Waking up every morning into an atmosphere of

doom and gloom, my sense of optimism deserted me. I was filled

with a dreadful pessimistic view of the future – in reality no

future at all!  Eventually however I found a job with British

Nuclear Fuel Ltd. and worked with that organisation for 28 years,

the last 10 years as a team leader. Whilst I

hugely enjoyed my time with BNFL, events at

home brought about a new path of

discovery.  

In 1999 my wife became ill and I moved

into the unfamiliar territory of ‘Carer’, a role

that was to evolve and change my life.   In

2004 my father fell from the top of the stairs

to the bottom breaking his right hip, which

made him permanently physically disabled.

One year later my mother had a massive

heart attack that left her disabled too.  Now I had to care for

three people and felt it necessary to sacrifice my full time job. 

I faced many difficult challenges, and although Social Services

endeavoured to find a suitable Asian carer for my parents it

proved impossible.  Despite settling in England my parents had

not embraced the culture and the language as fully as I had, and

so they needed a carer who would understand their Indian

culture, customs, religion and Gujarati language – Ghanti.  The

complications were many and so it was with gratitude that I

learned that new government regulations allowed for ‘person

centred planning’ for the disabled. This meant that I could

personally organise the employment of three carers, and I was

careful to engage people that I could rely on and trust to take

care of the people I love. 

disability is a
reason for
care and not
discrimination

SUSTENANCE
will come
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To understand the whole concept of disability and the needs of
disabled people I joined Lancashire Centre for Independent
Living (LCIL), Pukar (disability resource centre) Lancashire LINK,
Mental Health Improvement Programme (MHIP) and Preston
Carer Centre and am still learning. One of my main contacts
through the game of cricket was Malcolm Rae, OBE, now Joint
National Lead in the National Mental Health
Development Unit’s Acute Care Programme in
Mental Health. He introduced me to
Whittingham Hospital Cricket Club some 35
years ago and we stayed in contact when I
joined Springfields CC.  His friendship has
proved invaluable in enabling me to expand my
knowledge and understanding of disability
across the board.  He encourages me to attend
his conferences on Mental Health - he is my
mentor! 
Thankfully I have learned through these connections that

disability is a reason for care and not discrimination: that the
sanctity of human life is paramount and no human life can be
considered worthless, regardless of skin colour, age or disability.
As my own family life has evolved I have become interested in
discovering the Islamic teaching on disability in the belief that
Islam provides guidance to mankind, in all aspects of life.  It urges
Muslims to seek guidance and exert every effort…to leave no
stone unturned in pursuing the truth.   May Allah Almighty help
us make use of the truth, after acquiring it, and help us to steer
clear of falsehood. Amen!
Allah is the name the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful.  All thanks and praise

are due to Allah and peace and blessings be upon His Messenger. 

In my search for truth – helped by my spiritual guide Moulana
Yunus, Imam at our Noor Mosque in Preston - I can see that
Allah has created people, not only in different races and colours
but also with different abilities.  While some of them are given
certain gifts, others are deprived of these gifts and thus are
considered ‘disabled’.  This is the nature of life, according to the
Divine Wisdom through which Allah governs everything.  It is also
a great thing that Almighty Allah, when depriving a person of a
certain ability of gift, compensates for it by bestowing upon him
or her other gifts in which he/she excels.  That is why we see that

those people who are deprived of sight have very sensitive
hearing so that they can hear very low sounds or movements
around them.  They are given excellence in other capacities to
compensate for their imperfections.          
In order to be an active member in the society, a disabled

person needs to be fully aware of his surroundings and the
nature of his or her disability.  In addition, it is
incumbent on the society to offer a helping
hand to all those people.  Islamic history has a
shining record of role models who, while
having some kind of disability, occupied
excellent and prominent positions within
society. Atta Ibn Rabah, who was known as
being lame and paralysed, was the greatest
scholar in Makkah. 
One of our greatest responsibilities lies in

regard to children with disabilities. It is the
duty of the society to establish schools for them, educate them
and enable them to feel secure so that they can benefit
themselves and their family and so become integrated into the
community.  In the West great care is shown to the disabled, it is
the duty of us Muslims to shoulder the responsibility of showing
the utmost care to those people. For, according to the teachings
of our religion, those persons are sources of Divine mercy and
blessings.  They are the weak for whose sake we are given
sustenance and made victorious.  In his Hadith, our Prophet,
peace and blessings are upon him, said: “You are given sustenance
and victory for the virtue of those who are weak amongst you”.
We should show mercy and care to the disabled out of both
human and religious motives.  In Islam we are commanded to
show mercy to everything in this world.  The sacred Hadith reads:
“Show mercy to those on earth so that He who is in the heavens
bestows mercy to you”.            
All allusions to disability in Islam are positive and encompassing

towards the disabled.  There does not seem to be any place for
other understandings yet, as we all know, in today’s society some
misconceptions are alive and flourishing. All of us are cultural
beings; our culture shapes how we see the world and make sense
of it.  Culture influences much of our behaviour and interactions,
it also mediates how we make sense of disability and
subsequently how we respond to those people with disabilities:
it has to be said that there is often a negative response to
disability, in all its forms. But I am an optimist and believe that
because culture is not a static concept, it can change, responding
to a shifting sense of values that includes rather than excludes
those people who may need our respect and support.  
As my life has evolved I have found that my priorities have

changed and my faith, my family and the sanctity of all human life
have become paramount.  This is my reality, and the reality of
many carers who like myself have given up much of our lives so
that someone we love can have a life of their own. 

“You are given
sustenance and
victory for the
virtue of those
who are weak
amongst you”.

Springfield Cricket Club
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By Andrea Willson 
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“This book will benefit many beings. I hope it
does very, very well.”

Lama Zopa Rinpoche“In her wonderful little book, Andrea Willson
has brought the tale of the Buddha into the
modern, international arena, re-telling it with
the magic and wonder that has captivated
audiences over the centuries. It is a great
read, a profound wave of joyful literaryindulgence, and a magnificent contribution
to the growing corpus of literature on the
Buddha, his life, and his vision of human
perfection. Andrea is indeed a talentedstoryteller.”

Glenn H Mullin“This book is wonderful. I would love to
purchase it myself. I believe that whoever
reads this would have to look deeper within
themselves. I need not say that I think Andrea
Willson is a talented writer.”

Katie Tiley, aged 12, literary adviser to the author
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Iwrote this book when I was pregnant with my first child whois now 22 so it has taken me about 8000 days to publish ... not

all of them sunny. The script rested, like an out of work actor,

in the wings of my life until the time was finally right. Stories

about religious people are notoriously difficult. There are the

facts and the evidence of their lives, but these are woven

together with stories and myths and often include miracles. How

we approach the miraculous rests very squarely with our faith

and belief system. The pragmatic will say that the miracles are

exaggerations by people who want their heroes to appear

superhuman, whilst others say that there is

no exaggeration, because there are beings

who have realised their highest human

potential and therefore they can, and do,

perform extraordinary deeds. 

Numbers play a key part in the teachings of

the Buddha. In India 500BCE, spiritual and

religious teachings were considered so

sacred they were not written down so that

when the Buddha taught, his words had to be

remembered. The Buddha gave 84,000

teachings throughout his life, and to help his

students and disciples remember the teachings he identified

them with numbers: The Three Jewels, The Four Noble Truths,

The Eightfold Path – so if you found yourself remembering only

3 Noble Truths you knew you were missing one. And so

developed the oral tradition of received teachings, which led to

the critical role Buddhist teachers play in transmitting Buddhism

today. 

But it is his life, not his teachings, that is the door through

which we can find the boy and the man who became Buddha, and

begin to understand what kind of a person he was; grasp the

essence of his life and perhaps understand our own lives a little

better. It speaks of the possibilities and potential of us all and

poses deep, important questions about life and its meaning. It is

as timeless and relevant to people now as it was 2500 years ago

when Prince Siddhartha Gautama was born. Simply as a story, it

is wonderful: a quest with a hero, a journey and a seemingly

impossible treasure. 

My retelling has its share of magic and the miraculous, but

follows accurate historical evidence. I have then dressed it with

the imagining of what might have been thought, felt and spoken

to give it warmth and life. It focuses on the time when “The

Buddha” was just a boy and young man, shakes the dust off his

bones and adds flesh and blood, thoughts and feelings to a legend.

It charts 10,000 “perfect” days before he

finally started to remove the dust from his

eyes and see things more clearly. Fortunately

for me, as a writer, his life was so comfortable

that it took him longer than the average child

to want to leave home, so my story is just

long enough to be a book: not wishing to push

the numbers thing, one hundred and ten

pages to be precise.

The Buddha, and all Buddhist teachers since

him, say that you should test any idea and

theory as thoroughly as if you were testing

gold and accept only that which seems right to you. For children,

this seems more and more an essential quality for survival and

perhaps defines the term self-esteem. So I leave it to the reader

to decide what to believe in this story. Perhaps all that matters

is that we believe and trust in ourselves and our own

potential…like the Buddha did. 

In the first part of his life the Buddha identified what it was he

was searching for. Ten Thousand Days of Summer ends at the

beginning of his quest, taking his first steps beyond his comfort

zone and into the unknown. The remainder of his life story with

its challenges, trials and successes will be the subject of the

second and third books of my Buddha trilogy: after all, there are

over eighteen thousand days left for me to write about…. 

The pragmatic will say

that the miracles are

exaggerations by people

who want their heroes to

appear superhuman

Ten Thousand Days of Summer
The Story  of  the Boy who would be Buddha
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By Aidan Rankin and Atul Keshavji Shah
Summary by Aidan Rankin

Aidan Rankin is author of ‘The Jain Path – Ancient Wisdom for the West’ (Winchester/Washington, DC: O Books. www.o-books.com)

SOCIAL COHESION: 
A Jain Perspective

Parasparopagraho Jivanam’ is a maxim that is central to Jain
doctrine and practice.  For an English speaker, it can be a
tongue-twister but its meaning is clear and simple: all living

beings are inter-dependent.  This idea underlies the ecological
consciousness of Jainism.  It asks human beings to reduce their
unnecessary consumption and to form relationships of co-
operation with the rest of the natural world rather than seeing
nature as something ‘other’ to be exploited and subjugated.  
Ahimsa (non-violence) and Aparigraha (non-possessiveness)

are about recognition of life’s rich diversity, the intrinsic value of
all life and that all living systems are intimately, often subtly linked.
Jain philosophy has always extended the concepts of ‘rights’ and
‘civil society’ so that they include other species and ecosystems.
Human intelligence, however, does not confer the right to
conquer or control, but gives us responsibilities to act with
compassion and restraint.
This ecological aspect of Jainism is increasingly well-known in

the west, where it is given a new relevance by concerns over
human-made pollution and climate change, results of an
unbalanced relationship between humanity and ‘the rest’ of
nature.  Yet Jain principles are equally applicable to relationships
between human beings and the way society is organised. Human
society is, after all, an ecosystem in its own right. Social Cohesion:
A Jain Perspective shows how insights gleaned from the Jain
dharma have relevance to a pluralistic, secularised society such
as Britain, where both authors live and work.  
The principle of Anekant, or respect for alternative viewpoints,

is well-designed for life in a pluralist democracy where there is
no monopoly of truth. If more widely understood, it could give
an underlying coherence to the multi-cultural society, so that
both shared values and distinctive cultures can be promoted and
respected.  Anekant can also be a countervailing force against
religious or political extremism, themselves products of social
fragmentation. 
This starting point for this monograph is that pluralism and

individual freedom are sources of creativity and innovation – an

idea that Jains strongly affirm. But in the absence of a coherent
philosophical vision, they can have a darker side.  Family
breakdown, violence (including domestic violence), substance
abuse, extremism and growing inequality are all symptoms of a
malaise that is as much spiritual and ecological as economic or
political.  They are examples of unbalanced human relationships
and false priorities.  
Social Cohesion uses ideas derived from Jainism to point

towards ways in which citizens and communities can work more
co-operatively together, with greater trust re-established
between people and government.  It asks policy-makers to make
connections between areas of life that do not automatically seem
connected.  The adversarial political system is in need of reform,
for example, because it does not effectively meet the needs of a
complex society where there are many shades of opinion and
few ‘black-and-white’ issues.  Rather than preserving stability, it
now encourages aggression and confrontation.  There is
therefore a connection between constitutional reform and social
cohesion.  Likewise, inhumane urban architecture creates an
atmosphere of isolation and alienation that is connected to
family breakdown, addiction and violence.  Here, there is a link
between environmental policy, family policy and crime
prevention.  
The paper shows policy-makers how to transform vicious

circles into virtuous circles.  Beyond the specific proposals it
makes, it calls for a change in the way we approach social issues,
whatever our political ideology.  Using the Jain principle of
Careful Action, it invites all of us to think about each action,
individual or collective. Instead of imposing our worldviews on
others, we should ask questions such as: ‘what effect will it have
a generation or more from now?’ 

The entire book can be downloaded free at
www.diverseethics.com or printed copies can be

ordered at £10 each via email to
atul@diverseethics.com

‘

Jainism is a peaceful faith tradition that has been under-represented in public
policy debate. Yet this ancient philosophy provides powerful and topical insights

into how we should live together in a diverse modern society.  
Central to Jain teachings is the connection between human wellbeing and the

conservation of the environment. In writing this book we aim to raise the profile
of Jainism for the benefit of people of all faiths and none.    
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We are today heirs to the spiritual wisdom of every
age and every religion. Yet so often our knowledge is
still parochial. I recognised this was true in my case

when, some years ago, I watched a Son et Lumière at the Red Fort
in Delhi. I had a degree in history, but I knew nothing of the Great
Moghul Emperors of India. In the same way, although we live in a
world, at least for some people, of global communications and
travel, we know too little about the cultures and religions of each
other. Yet if we are to live together in our global village we need
to become aware of this rich and varied cultural and spiritual
inheritance. I hope Beacons of The Light will contribute to this by
helping a wider public learn about some of the people of different
religious traditions, and from many countries and centuries, who
have shaped the spiritual life of humankind.
The last century, and especially the last two decades, has seen a

very significant, although often unrecognised, development in the
religious life of humankind. This is due to the devoted work of
scholars and translators. Not only the scriptures of most religions,
but also the writings of innumerable holy people are now
available in English, and other modern languages, and often easily
accessible on the World Wide Web. I realise, with little talent for
learning languages, that fifty years ago I could not
have studied the world religions in the way that is
now possible. 
I was asked by my publisher to list the one

hundred people who have had the greatest
influence on the spiritual life of the world. Many
of those I have chosen were very holy people, but
the key word is influence not holiness: I do not
presume to anticipate the work of the recording
angel! As the Bible says, there are those who have
left a name behind them so that their praises are still sung, while
others were the glory of their day but are no longer remembered,
and other good people who have left no memory.
How does one determine influence? Maybe it is by founding a

religion, or a significant movement within a religion. Maybe it is by
the influence of writing - devotional works, theological studies or
poetry. Others have been influential by their practical work for
peace, and in care for the suffering, and by setting an example for
others to copy.
Most people are influenced by those people who have gone

before them. Beacons of The Light therefore, is arranged
historically. If as a reader you want to know the order in which I
have listed the people that I have included in this book, you will
have to wait till the end. I hope you are not one of those people
who cheat when reading a detective story and begin by looking at
the last pages! I also hope that you will want to make your own
list, as an exercise that encourages one to reflect more deeply on
the significance of the individuals named.  It is intended however
that the book be read as a whole, and not merely used as a

reference book or directory –
although of course it can be
used in this way too. 
What I have found

fascinating is the interaction
between spiritual movements
over the centuries. Interfaith
dialogue in the way we think
of it today may only date
from the end of the
nineteenth century, but different religions
over the centuries, have in many places interacted, sometimes by
disputation, sometimes by borrowing and learning from each
other. I have found it helpful to picture the spiritual history of
humankind as a great river with various springs, sources and
tributaries, always changing, sometimes dividing, maybe with
backwaters, but moving forwards enriching the present with what
is carried forward from the past and opening up new vistas for
the future. Diana Eck, a renowned scholar of religions, I have
discovered since writing this, uses the same image: ‘Religious
traditions are far more like rivers than stones’ in that ‘they flow

and change, sometimes drying up in arid land,
sometimes dramatically changing course in new
territories. All of us contribute to the rivers of
our traditions. We do not know how we will
change the river or be changed as we experience
its currents’. 
Beacons of The Light  centres on people, yet it

becomes a history of the world’s religions,
because as Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882), an
American mystical thinker, said: ‘There is properly

no history, only biography’ Biographies hold our attention
because we are interested in people, but if we are to learn history
through them, the life of the person has to be set into a context
and major themes of his or her times illuminated.  I have tried to
do this.  
Religion of course includes doctrines, rituals and much more.

Yet essentially, I believe it is a meeting with the Divine. The people
about whom I have written speak of the wonders of this meeting
and how it transforms their lives. They are an example to us. To
adapt what St Augustine said of his City of God, I have, therefore,
not written for the sake of writing, but that ‘readers may be
moved to enter into the City of God without delay… and continue
in righteousness. For, if those by whom these books are read do
not actually take action, of what good are books?’ My hope is that
as we all become more aware of the varied spiritual heritage that
we now share, we shall discover the spiritual resources to enable
us to live together in peace; to relieve the suffering of the hungry
and marginalized; and to treasure the planet that has been
entrusted to us. 

Beacons of The Light (2009) pub. John Hunt O-Books 

I have found it
helpful to picture the
spiritual history of

humankind as a great
river with various

springs, sources and
tributaries...

BEACONS OF THE LIGHT 
ONE HUNDRED PEOPLE WHO HAVE SHAPED THE SPIRITUAL HISTORY OF HUMANKIND

Marcus Braybrooke • NEW BOOK
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POEM • Adapted by Susan Denton-Brown

It has no fabric, only understanding.

It has no membership save those who know that they belong.

It has no rivals because it is non-competitive,

It has no ambition because it seeks only to serve.

It has no boundary, for boundaries are unloving.

It is not of itself, because it seeks to enrich all groups and religions

It acknowledges all teachers, of all ages, who have shown the Power and Truth of Love.

It seeks not to teach, but to be, and by being enriched

It knows the time has come for the supreme transmutation, a conscious and free

change of focus of the ego, a return to wholeness and holistic direction 

It does not proclaim itself loudly but in the subtle realms of loving

It salutes all those who in the past have blazed the trail but paid the price

It has no hierarchy of structure, for no one being is greater than another

It recognises the Spiritual purpose of Evolution, which may only be accomplished 

if humanity practices the supremacy of Love

It has no secret, Arcanum or initiation - save that of truly understanding of the Power of

Love, and that if we want it to be so, the world will change -

but only if we change ourselves first

It has no reward to offer, either here or in the hereafter, save that of the ineffable joy

of being and loving,

There is no barrier of membership due to any walk of life or nationality.

Those who participate practice the Truth of Love in all their being,

Members knowing each other by their deeds and being and by no outward sign

save the fraternal embrace

Each will dedicate their life to the silent loving of their neighbour, and environment and  

the planet while carrying out their tasks however exalted or humble

Each shall seek to advance the cause of understanding by doing good quietly

and teaching by example

They shall heal their neighbour, their community and our planet

They shall not fear nor feel shame and their witness shall prevail, over all odds

All those who belong, belong: they are the community of Love

This Cathar Prophecy (written circa 12th Century) was found in 1986 and adapted by Susan Denton-Brown,

Chair of The Gandhi Foundation for reading at the Foundation Celebration on 31/1/09

LoveCommunity ofThe
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Young Voices
Matthew Youde • YOUNG VOICES

Last year, from the 24th to the 29th of November,

the United Religions Initiative (URI), an

international Non-Governmental Organisation

dedicated to ending religiously motivated violence and

promoting cultures of peace, justice and healing, held

its first international Young Leaders Programme ahead

of its Global Assembly in India.

The event took place in the small Temple town of

Mayapur, about 150 kilometres from Kolkata.

Mayapur is the home to the International Society of

Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), best known in

the UK through the membership of George Harrison. One of URI’s former

trustees, the late Dr. T.D. Singh, was a member of ISKCON and it was his wish that URI meet

there. Consequently, much of the programme was dedicated to his memory.

Over 100 young leaders representing over 14 faith traditions from 35 different countries came

together to share their dreams, ideas and stories through a series of discussions, workshops and

activities. A wealth of events reflecting on the role of youth in global interfaith action took place

during the week as the young people shaped a vision for future action in developing a peaceful

and coherent world. There was even time for a football tournament! In an ironically symbolic

result, the interfaith team triumphed over the mono-faith ISKCON team!

Young Leaders also had the opportunity of going to a local school to plant trees and create an

artistic mural with the children. This was one of the most rewarding aspects of the programme

and the children were full of life and fun.

As it transpired, the conference took place at a highly significant time: during our stay there, we

received word that terrorists had attacked parts of Mumbai. Naturally, families were concerned

and there were many calls home, but the events affirmed the young leaders’ determination to

make a positive change in the world. They wrote an open interfaith letter [which follows] to the

leaders of the world in response and this has been sent to embassies, governments and

presented to the Office of the Secretary-General of the UN. 

As the youth programme led into the main Assembly, the youth continued to contribute

towards shaping global interfaith action by their participation in the main programme.

On the following pages you will find how two young leaders and myself reflect on our time

there, and also on the concept of ‘the sanctity of life’ in our religious traditions.

Young Leaders
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YOUNG VOICES •Young Leaders Team

AN INTERFAITH OPEN LETTER 

Yo
un

g V
oi

ce
s

W
e write to you as the chang

ing face of this World.  In to
tal we are over 100 young l

eaders from 35

countries.  We are Hindus, M
uslims, Christians, Sikhs, Jew

s, Jains, Buddhists, Baha’is, Zo
roastrians and

representatives of spiritual t
raditions of indigenous peop

les from the Americas, Asia 
and Africa.  

We have gathered for a wee
k to experience and become

 a new reality. We join toget
her in a spirit of peace and

to dedicate our lives to th
e creation of a world that 

honors individuals and thei
r different faiths.  This lette

r

represents our collective vo
ice.

Never before has the relati
onship between religions be

en of such pressing import
ance for the future of our

world.  The global commun
ity has become intimately c

onnected in a variety of wa
ys.  And as these connectio

ns

grow in number and depth, 
interfaith living will become

 an essential precursor to a
 unified global community.  

Interfaith is not going to pla
y a smaller role in the worl

d; it will play a much larger 
role.  

Our meeting in Mayapur, In
dia serves as an exceptiona

l model for interfaith collab
oration.   In contrast and in

India at the same time, a se
nseless act of violence in M

umbai proves a bitter remin
der of the continuing threa

t

posed to all people by the 
specter of religious intolera

nce.  These acts contradict
 the universal, human value

s

taught by all sincere spiritua
l paths, chief amongst them 

being peace, compassion an
d truth.

In an era where common 
challenges will affect every

 nation, we have conscious
ly rejected the notion that

religious intolerance and v
iolence is a given way of l

ife.  This meeting is proof 
of the possibility of peacef

ul

coexistence. We want it and
 know that we can create it

. 

This can be seen today in 
interfaith conflict resolution

 efforts, in interfaith ecolog
ical projects, in interfaith

housing builds, in the interf
aith encounters that happen

 in our communities, busine
sses, and schools across the

world.  

The 21st Century presents
 us with the historic oppor

tunity to ensure that the fu
ture of relations between

faiths is characterized by re
spect, cooperation and conc

ern for the common good o
f all peoples. 

In this way, the power that r
eligions have to harness and

 inspire the creativity and en
ergy of their adherents can

be used to achieve a shared
 solution to the many and p

rofound problems we as a g
lobal community now face. 

  

Our request 
As a leader you have the ab

ility to inspire a new era of
 religious tolerance.  We as

k that you actively engage i
n

the development of interfa
ith cooperation and under

standing. Leaders and coun
tries around the world are

recognizing the security imp
lications of good interfaith 

cooperative efforts. Your ro
le is not to lead one religio

n

to victory, but to assist all t
he people of all the faiths to

 live in a more hospitable w
orld.

We emphasize the role of in
dividuals in this process.  Pea

ceful individuals create peac
eful families. Peaceful familie

s

create peaceful communities
. Peaceful communities creat

e peaceful nations. And peac
eful nations create a peacefu

l

world.  You are in the uniqu
e position to spread this me

ssage far and wide.

Please visit www.uri.org for more information.

Thank you for your suppor
t and we look forward to y

our encouraging response.

In respect and peace,

Dear Leader,

The participants of the United Rel
igions Initiative Young Leaders Pro

gramme. 

to the Leaders of the World
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Zachary Levine • YOUNG VOICES

Atwo-week pilgrimage to India last December

provided the perfect opportunity for introspection

and guidance.  In the weeks leading up to the Young

Leaders Programme, I tried to shy away from expectations

or assumptions about the other people I would meet or the

interactions I would experience.  However, I knew that the

diverse list of participants would bring about a very

productive peace gathering.  In addition to preparing my

presentation on interfaith meditation at the University of

California (Berkeley), I reflected on what I would contribute

to the conference as a Jew.  

For a religious Jew, the belief in G-d is paramount to

everything.  And because all life on Earth is the result of a

supreme creator, a Jew learns to recognize that life has

meaning and purpose.  I have the duty and opportunity to

manifest purpose in my life and attending the YLP in Mayapur

helped me to move farther along this path.  I gained a lot of

confidence in my approach to Judaism, in my leadership skills,

and my ability to connect with others. 

At the core, I assume that URI exists because the people

who created and take part in the organization believe in the

sanctity of life.  Ending war and famine matters to us because

we value life over no life.  Saving the environment matters to

us because it is part of an ecological system that supports

living things.  Improving interfaith cooperation and

developing cultures of peace, justice and

healing matters to us because these are

aspects of sanctified life.  We, the people

of diverse religions from around the

world, unite because of our common

reverence for these principles.  I now

have a greater understanding how my

individual purpose connects to the

purpose of URI.

I was raised in a Jewish family and

began to explore the deep profundity of

a spiritual life during my university studies.  I played an active

role in the Jewish student community and began to develop

my Jewish practice by way of meditation.  Judaism brings me

an unparalleled amount of joy and entering the world of

interfaith has only enhanced this process.  Because I have

built relationships with individuals from different faith

traditions than my own, I can share my skill set with a

greater number of people.  From the Hare Krishna

community at ISKCON, I learned the sweetness in

devotional service and my commitment to it has become a

living reality.  Community outreach had a major role in my

upbringing, and Judaism is full of teachings about this

principle.  

Rabbi Hillel said, “If I am not for myself, who will be for

me? If I am only for myself, what am I? And if not now,

when?”  The concept of tikkun olam arose in the classical

rabbinic literature and Lurianic kabbalah, a major strand of

Jewish mysticism.  The term is literally translated as ‘world

repair’ and has to come to connote social

action or the pursuit of social justice.   It

also has cosmological associations. “Lo

alecha ham’lacha ligmor, Lo alecha ligmor.

V’lo ata ben chorim l’hibatil mimena, V’lo ata

ben chorin” is translated as “It is not your

duty to complete the work.  Not up to

you to finish it.  But neither are you free

to desist from it.”  In the months

following the YLP, I traveled to Malawi to

help my brothers create a youth-based

education programme using a batch of donated computers.

I have also become a more observant Jew working to

develop spiritual communities. 

Zachary Levine is an American Jew who attended the programme in India. 
Here he reflects on what his tradition says about the value of life.

Repairing

“If I am not for
myself, who will be

for me? If I am
only for myself,

what am I?”

WorldTHE
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YOUNG VOICES • Sharon Danisha M. Vaswani

News of the terrorist attack, which claimed the

lives of over 170 people and injured hundreds in

Mumbai, spread like wildfire and the deluge of

emotions of fear, sympathy, anger and frustration were felt

across the world. It is ironic, though, that at the same time

this tragedy took place, a group of over 100 young leaders

from across the world had gathered in another part of India;

in Mayapur, to take the initiative and seek the role of the

youth in interfaith dialogue and peace. They say that to

succumb to terror is wrong as much as to proliferate it, and

this is why the attacks served as an alarming wake-up call to

the ignorance in society today, which makes interfaith

dialogue even more vital. The transforming experience of

the youth in Mayapur gives hope that people, and more

importantly youth, are passionate about sharing their faith

and are fervent in their desire to understand the differences

to build bridges among people of seemingly disparate faiths.

The huge ISKCON complex has a garden setting, and the

murmurs of the pilgrims chanting the Hare Krishna mantra

with their prayer beads fills the air, and with our presence

the “spiritual capital of the world” is turned into a melting

pot of people from different backgrounds, faiths, and walks

of life. It was a beautiful place to sojourn

and meet diverse people with the same

heart-beckoning call – that of interfaith

dialogue. Our encounter was a kind of

pilgrimage, and we were aptly named

“pilgrims of peace.” Our environment

enhanced our capacity to listen to the

other, truly appreciating what the other

was saying. The reverence to life was

apparent by the care given to each flower,

tree, or animal that we came across. This

stems from the Hindu belief that each life

form possesses consciousness and energy. This was also

apparent in the vegetarian meals we were served.

Vegetarianism is a natural and obvious way to live with

minimum hurt to other beings.  The Manu Samhita, a Hindu

religious text, advises, “When the diet is pure, the mind and

heart are pure.” This is surely one way to uphold the

sanctity of life, which can be found in the religious traditions

of India. The unparalleled concern for harmony among

different life forms was developed early in India and this has

led to a common ethos based on non-injury and a minimal

consumption of natural resources, which was very much

evident in the lifestyle of the ISCKON devotees. 

The life of compassion and simplicity of the devotees,

served as a model and inspiration to us youth gathered

there. The Javanese phase “Memayu Hayuning Bawano”

meaning to work for the safety, happiness and welfare of all

life was lived out in the areas of sharing wisdom and

nurturing cultures of healing and peace. This was brought to

the forefront by the youth in our various activities there.

The outreach to the children at the Bhaktivedanta Vidya

Mandir Primary School enriched their capabilities in living a

more equitable lifestyle.  Then, the painting of the mural with

the children and their visions for peace, gave a glimpse into

the dreams of light and love, which could transform our

world for the better.

On a more personal note, my faith, Hinduism, which is the

predominant religion in India, teaches that all life is sacred,

as we all have a part of the divine [atman] in us. This is part

of the Absolute [Brahman], and therefore to take life is to

hurt it. Though man may have differing points of view, they

are all true in their own way as each one takes steps stage

by stage, in reaching the pinnacle of

spiritual glory. Respect must be given

and non-violence [ahimsa] must be

practiced at all times.

The youth-led workshops on

interfaith education and social and

environmental activism all bore out to

the commonalities of our various

religions in terms of recognizing the

sanctity of life.  It was evident during my

short exchange with people of different

faiths how it is necessary that we look

beyond our differences, in hope that recognition takes

precedence over our notions of difference. I have also come

to realize that all religions, not just Hinduism, promote

universal and pure love, which is manifest in peace. There is

one message that strings all these pearls of wisdom

together and that is the message of ahimsa - respect and

non-violent living.  Love that is ahimsa is like the open blue

sky where stars twinkle in the magnanimous canopy of

serenity.

Sharon Vaswani is a Hindu from the Philippines, who
attended the programme in India. She is now part of the
steering team that is continuing the work started there.

The painting of the
mural with the

children and their
visions for peace,

gave a glimpse into
the dreams of light

and love...

A TRANSFORMING SOJOURN



Sanctity of Life

39

Matthew Youde • YOUNG VOICES

It’s a few hours before my flight home from India and I amin the hospitality apartment provided for such intervals.

The room has mattresses lining the floor, and I am sitting

with my colleague from New York conducting a video

interview with a fellow pilgrim – Munetsi from Zimbabwe.

The traffic rumbles below on Kolkata’s busy V.I.P. road and

sounds of frantic concern filter through from another room

– a Ugandan Bishop has lost his passport – as I ask my

interviewee about life in Zimbabwe. His

story is a moving one and although

Munetsi has hopes and ideas for the

future, the pain in his eyes cannot be

masked, and his body is worryingly thin

and fragile. He works at the University of

Harare and back home, he says, the

Cholera epidemic - that his government

denies exists - is spreading across the

city. The hospitals cannot open because

of lack of staff and medicines, and the

situation in the countryside is even

worse. The notion that all life is sacred seems to have

bypassed many of those in power in Zimbabwe as its people

suffer hunger, disease and injustice on a daily basis. 

As a Catholic I usually have a stock answer to questions

on the sanctity of life, which should be especially easy for

me to dip into now during Lent with the approach of Easter,

a time when I feel particularly religious. Yet the multitudes of

suffering and injustice we see in the world have brought out

a more agnostic side in me, which would have been a bit of

a worry under normal circumstances, but I am cushioned by

the growing humanism I have been developing alongside my

faith in recent months. I have a particular approach to the

concept of the value of human life and dignity that has not

changed with the ebbing and flowing of my religiosity. 

For me, the human condition and the suffering therein, is

epitomised by individual not universal tragedies. Even

though secret reports from inside Zimbabwe has kept me

aware of what is happening, nothing tuned me into the

suffering in that country more than the pain in the eyes of

my Zimbabwean friend. 

Likewise the case of the missing child Madeleine McCann:

a story that I found heart-rending, even though I am aware

that people, and sometimes children, go missing on a regular

basis.  Some time afterwards, with the media circus still

raging, I was having coffee with a friend who bemoaned the

continuing coverage. He highlighted the many other

problems in the world, asserting that one child could not be

more important than everything else. The thing is, for me

the opposite was true. The tragedy had

moved me in a profound way and I really

see it as the beginning of this shift in my

faith. 

I began to see that if the vulnerability

of the human condition can be

expressed through one person, it might

be philosophically viable to say that one

person can, for that moment, be more

significantly important than anything

else in the whole world. Responding to

that person – who represents the wider

suffering and injustice – in a positive manner can be a

conduit to a wider change: a thought encapsulated in Jewish

wisdom: Whoever saves one life saves the entire world. 

Empathy and sympathy can be diluted and rendered

redundant by focusing on the great, global scale of human

suffering, something our limited field of vision cannot fully

comprehend and retain in any great detail. For me this is

what the God of the Hebrew Bible was referring to in the

Book of Job when He compares our limited and narrow

perception of the world to the boundlessness of His. 

In the Christian tradition, Jesus saved all by His specific

sacrifice. His great teachings and profound love, inspiring as

they are, would have far less of an impact if not for the way

He epitomised these teachings with His death. The example

of Jesus demonstrates for the Christian how a specific and

personal experience can create wider, more productive

ripples than the generalised, passive tenderness that we are

sometimes prone to. 

Whoever saves one life
saves the world!

For me, the human
condition and the

suffering therein, is
epitomised by
individual not

universal tragedies.



40

FOCUS • Alison Price/Iffat Rizvi

was that we didn’t know when the funeral would take place,

because the body wasn’t being released by the coroner before all

the forensic and autopsy requirements had been carried out. This

wait was hard enough in itself, but in Muslim tradition the body

of a deceased person should be interfered with as little as

possible and the funeral should be within twenty-four hours of

the death. This funeral took place sixty-two days after the death.

My meetings with the mother were in her front room where a

large picture of her daughter was on display surrounded by

flowers. The photograph reflected the mother’s description of her

daughter: beautiful and happy with her life before her. It seemed

that the daughter didn’t practise any particular religion but she

was a spiritual person and was moved by living in the shadow of

my church. Many of her friends wanted to make contributions to

the service as a way of paying their respects to the friend they

had so unexpectedly lost in the small hours of a March morning:

so this humanitarian dimension, along with the Sikh and Muslim

traditions and my own Christian integrity, had to be included in

the service. Bearing all this in mind, the funeral service sheet was

entitled ‘A Funeral and Humanitarian Service’. 

I needed to go back to basics and remind myself what a funeral

service is aiming to do. First, it is to commend the deceased to

God; second, to bring comfort to the family; and third, for the body

to be disposed of with respect and dignity. Starting with the final

point: for Muslims a body must be buried with the deceased facing

the holy city of Makkah, and for Sikhs the ideal is cremation with

the ashes submerged in a river. The final decision was that the

deceased was to be placed in an above-ground vault.

In the Christian tradition we commend the soul of the

deceased to God through Jesus Christ who through his

resurrection opened the gate of heaven to all who believe, so that

the deceased can enjoy eternal life with God. Muslims too believe

in eternal life and that the soul leaves the body at the moment of

death; and prayers include asking for God’s mercy to be with the

departed. The words from the Qur’an used at the graveside have

the same flavour as the Christian words of committal.

Facing death together
A MULTI FAITH FUNERAL

[God] will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no
more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more . . .

Revelation 21.4

Recognise that there is only one race and that is of human beings.
Guru Gobind Singh, 1666–1708, the last of the ten Sikh Gurus

On an overcast Friday morning in May 2003, as usual for

a church funeral, I led the coffin through the west

doors and down the long aisle to the chancel steps.

On this long journey I had time to reflect on why my heart was

beating faster than normal. It was because this funeral was not

going to be a ‘run of the mill’ service, and as I reached the

chancel steps and turned to face the congregation the visual

impact highlighted its uniqueness. First, there were many young

people in the congregation, reflecting the age of the deceased

and the tragic circumstances in which she had lost her life; and

second, there was a sea of pale-coloured saris.

In one way I shouldn’t have been surprised at the make-up of

the congregation because it reflected the various faith

communities who live in the parish in which I serve as Vicar. The

surprise was that they were in my church and I was officiating at

a funeral of a murdered woman whose mother is a Sikh and

father a Muslim.

The young woman had been murdered back in March. Shock-

waves had quickly run through the local community as the news

of the death of this twenty-five-year-old trickled out.

Her family live opposite my church and I was on nodding

acquaintance with them. Once I heard the news I went over to

visit them. It was heart-breaking to see the mother struggling to

accept that her only daughter was dead and comprehend the

‘how?’ and the ‘why?’ of the tragedy.

I was a little surprised but rather pleased to be asked by the

family to take the funeral: to be the officiant at this service was

going to be challenging on many levels. My overriding objective

was to support these members of my parish who had come to

me for help in their terrible time of need. At the same time, I

needed to maintain my own integrity as an Anglican priest. 

The mother and I had a number of meetings and gradually the

funeral service started to take shape. One of the early problems 
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Sikhs see death as a natural process and according to God’s will,

and prayers over the body are said in this vein. The soul does not

die; rather, death is a progression of the soul on its journey to God

through a series of rebirths. 

For many today, bringing comfort to the bereaved is not

channelled through the traditions of a particular faith but rather

through secular music that held significance for the deceased and

through tributes about his or her life. With all funerals I believe

there needs to be a balance; purely focusing on secular songs and

being told how nice and kind a person was provides little of

substance for those grieving to focus on and a rather superficial

understanding of hope and comfort.

Now that I had it very clearly in my mind what the funeral was

to achieve, I felt in a better place to help the

mother compile all her thoughts and ideas

into some sort of order that she was happy

with and that would meet my objectives. The

running order for the service went as follows.

After the welcome, the Henry Scott Holland

poem ‘All Is Well’ was to be read. Many families

choose to have this particular poem read at a

funeral service, and I know I am not the only

cleric to have some problems with it, mainly

because of the first line, ‘Death is nothing at

all’. Death in any circumstances is not ‘nothing at all’, and certainly

not in this case when we were dealing with a twenty five-year-old

who was shot dead. But the poem does have redeeming phrases

in it where it talks about remembering the person as they were,

calling them by their ‘old familiar name’, and about the fact that just

because a person is out of sight it doesn’t mean that they are out

of mind. The service then would continue with a number of

testimonies from family and friends, interspersed with music,

mostly from CDs. Just to get all this music played in the right order

was going to be no mean feat, but I knew I could rely on one of

my teenage servers not to get flustered or make a mess of it. Once

we knew the date of the funeral I had to write to his college to

ask for him to have the day off, and thankfully they agreed.

The specifically Christian material that was used included a

reading from 1 Corinthians 13, reminding us what love means and

that at the moment we only see God dimly, but that in time, when

we die, we will have the chance to see God face to face. The

congregation were to say the traditional words of the Lord’s

Prayer and I was to use the Christian words for the

commendation.

Both the mother and I felt the service would give people the

opportunity to pay their respects and also to grieve the death of

this young woman. On the front cover of the order of service

were the symbols of the major world faiths. 

It had taken some time to compile the service, and still we didn’t

know when the body was going to be released. By now Easter was

fast approaching, and on Easter Saturday I was due to get married

and go on two weeks’ honeymoon. So before I left I had to brief

my colleague in the neighbouring parish, in case the body was

released. It would then have been possible for the funeral to go

ahead while I was away, disappointing though it would have been

for me not to take the service, having got to know the family so

well.

Well, at least I got to know the deceased’s mother extremely

well, and her two brothers – but her father was never involved in

our discussions. I suspect he was dealing with what would happen

at the mosque, and coping with his own grief in his own way and

through his own beliefs and tradition. For the mother it seemed

that the planning and putting together of the funeral service gave

her a focus and a specific way to express her

love for her daughter and the grief she felt. 

Because of the Sikh belief that death is a

natural process and part of God’s will and thus

that the deceased are progressing on their

journey to God, public displays of grief are

discouraged. Personal grieving at home is

channelled through prayers, ideally with others,

as this brings comfort. This might be

manageable when the loved one who has died

had lived a full and active life and died

peacefully at a good age. But when you are not only grieving the

loss of your beautiful young daughter on the threshold of life, but

also trying to piece together how it was that she came to be shot

at point-blank range through a car window, then not giving way to

your grief, publicly or privately, is practically an impossible task.

In the Muslim tradition, also, too much outward showing of grief

is discouraged, as Allah is the One who gives life and takes it away

and it is therefore not for believers to question that. Traditionally,

western Christians also ‘put on a brave face’ and are commended

if they do not weep publicly. An emphasis on thanksgiving for the

life of the deceased is encouraged, as is the conviction that they

will now be at rest in God’s presence, which is cause for rejoicing.

Christians from other cultures such as African and Caribbean are

much more likely to express their emotions openly and publicly. 

Many cultures and faith traditions have specified times of

mourning. This seems a good idea so that those who are bereaved

and those who want to support them each know what to do and

what to expect. In Muslim tradition official mourning lasts three

days. There is an increase in devotion, and the bereaved receive

visitors who bring their offers of condolences. On the third day

the relatives visit the grave and recite extracts from the Qur’an. In

Sikh tradition the initial mourning period lasts for ten to fourteen

days, and during this time the entire Sri Guru Granth Sahib, the

Sikh holy writings, are read. ‘Official’ mourning may then last

another couple of weeks, during which the women and men

continue to wear sober-coloured clothes and turbans. 

bringing comfort to the
bereaved is not channelled
through the traditions of a
particular faith but rather

through secular music that
held significance for the

deceased and through tributes
about his or her life. 
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In present-day western Christian practice there is no such
formal custom or guidance. The Letter of James in the Bible bids
us ‘to care for widows and orphans in their distress’, but it is up
to the individual to decide how to do that and those on the
sidelines often don’t know what to say or don’t want to intrude
and so pass by on the other side, leaving the bereaved feeling
even more isolated and lonely.
Because of the length of time between the death and the

funeral of this woman none of the traditional customs fitted the
circumstances and, without these comforting structures of
bereavement, the loss and confusion of the family were
intensified.
At last the day came when the body was released and the date

could be set for the funeral – in the second week after my return
from honeymoon. Thankfully the mother and I had done all the
hard work towards the service, so now it was just a matter of
finalising and fine-tuning the arrangements. There was to be
other religious input in the final goodbye to the family’s beloved
daughter, and in these I would not play a significant part because
they were to do with the parents’ beliefs and customs. 
To prepare a body for burial it is the custom for both Muslims

and Sikhs that the family should wash and dress the deceased
ready for the funeral, and that prayers should be said over the
body at home. These prayers can be led either by their
respective religious leaders or by a family member. In Sikh
tradition, on the way to the funeral hymns are sung that
encourage a feeling of detachment to aid the family in not
showing grief. 
As the morning of the funeral dawned I felt I had quite a day

ahead of me. How much more so for the parents who were to
bury their only daughter. The arrangement was that I would go
to the house just before the funeral to accompany the body over
to church. But first there were the more mundane tasks to be
done, such as getting the church ready, briefing my competent

teenager server with his duties, and having a word with those
setting up the hall for the refreshments.
Once I felt I was as ready as I could be for such a service, I

went over to the family home. Lots of people had already
gathered, and I managed to work my way through the front door
of the house, past numerous staff from the undertakers, and into
the room where the open coffin was, surrounded by members
of the family. The noise was a cacophony of prayers, crying, and
general chatter. It would soon be time for the service to begin,
and the funeral director was trying desperately to encourage the
family to allow him to replace the lid of the coffin and make the
journey over to church for the next stage in this epic farewell. I
nipped ahead of the family to finish robing and then I met them
at the west doors of the church, just a stone’s throw from their
front door. Once I was at the chancel steps and the coffin was in
its place I realised that the father was not present. I wasn’t
entirely sure whether his intention was to come into the church
or just to attend the ceremony which was to follow at the
mosque. I quickly weighed up what was best to do, and decided
to have a word with the mother. There then followed a brief
hiatus as the father was fetched. Now we could get under way
the service went along smoothly; all the various bits of music
were played in the right place, and the tributes by family and
friends were well done and moving. 
As I led the coffin back down the long aisle to the west door

I could relax a little as the main part of the day for which I was
responsible had gone smoothly. The people gathered had been
given a chance to say goodbye to their friend and family member
within a framework of hope of eternal life. I saw the coffin away
from the church on to the next part of the day’s proceedings:
Friday prayers at the local mosque. Those people not going to
the mosque were offered lunch in the church hall. I went back to
the vicarage for a quiet lunch to recover and get myself ready for
the final act of farewell to this beloved daughter. 

a return to the one who had created
us and in whose image we are made
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Soon it was time to hop on my bike and pedal to the cemetery.
When the family arrived the crowd of people had grown
significantly, with those from the mosque joining us. The vault
where the body was to be laid was right at the far side of the
cemetery. I found myself standing next to the Imam at its
entrance. I appreciated that it must have been very hard for him
to share the final act of committal with an Anglican cleric, and
with a woman. There was a brief discussion before I said my
words of committal, then the Imam said his, and then twenty-five
white doves were released. These final few minutes of the day’s
proceedings encapsulated the aspects which had to be
incorporated so that all might feel that they had had their chance
to say their farewell to their friend, niece, cousin, sister, and
daughter. 
As we all stood gazing heavenward, watching the twenty-five

doves fly away, I pondered what happened to the doves. Did they
go now and live a life of freedom, and would they survive it?
Afterwards the dove-keeper informed me that they would be
home before him, waiting for their tea. I wondered if there was
something in that flight home to the familiar that could be
reflected in death: a return to the one who had created us and
in whose image we are made. The metaphor feels welcoming and
even exciting.
There was no more time to stand there gazing into heaven.

Everyone was now going back to the church hall where
refreshments were being served and there was a more informal
time for family and friends to chat over their memories of this
beautiful young woman. Yet still the unanswered question ‘Why?’
hung in the air. It is through my church hall that most of our
contacts with local people of other faiths take place. They use the
large space for weddings, naming ceremonies, funerals, coming of

age festivities, and general gatherings. But it was this funeral that
gave me the most intense involvement with people of other faiths.
Everyone could identify and empathise with the heartbreak of
this family losing their daughter in tragic circumstances. And it
seems it is that which unites people. How different faith traditions
deal with such a situation seems of secondary importance. The
suffering of fellow human beings in our midst is the unifying point,
and particularly in this case we as a church were happy for our
premises to be used by people of other faith traditions. 
When I was chaplain to the Mayor of Merton a couple of years

later we hosted an inter faith service that was well attended by
members of my congregation. It is such situations that make us all
realise that within our own culture and tradition we are all trying
to do our best to bring up our families, earn a living, and worship
our God, to the best of our abilities. It is when unity is seen in
action that I believe we get a glimpse of God’s Kingdom. However,
having a watered-down religion in order to try to keep everyone
happy, with the hope of not offending anyone, is not right. The way
forward, in my view, is that as Christians we need to be clear what
it is that makes up our integrity and what it is to which we must
hold firmly. That is how we will gain the respect of people who
practise another faith, for usually they are very clear about what
they believe and why. 
As I write this chapter my time of ministry in this multi faith

area comes to an end; I am having some time out to care for my
new baby son and we shall be leaving London to live in
Southampton, which also has a lively multi faith presence. I shall
always be grateful for the experience and understanding of other
faiths and cultures that the last eight years have offered me, and
especially for the involvement with this particular family as they
struggled to understand and grieve their daughter’s untimely
death. May she rest in peace.
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Response by Iffat Rizvi

R
eading the Revd Alison’s chapter on the funeral of my

daughter took me back to the day on which I was told

that she was dead. My life just ended and I wanted the

ground to open up and swallow me. How I was able to contain

myself at the time I just don’t know. The pain has never left

me, but I have had to learn to deal with it and live for those

who still need me, my two sons. Eighteen months after my

daughter’s death, my husband died from the pain and trauma

of losing her. I had never been involved in arranging anyone’s

funeral before. At the time both of my parents were still alive.

The thought of having to arrange my daughter’s funeral was

unbearable and I wanted her back at home with me where she

belonged.What I did manage to focus on was the fact that I

knew that the funeral had to reflect the person that my

daughter was. I spent my early childhood in East Africa and my

parents were Sikh. We came to England when I was eight years

old; it was soon Christmas, and I found myself performing in

the school nativity play. My father was so proud of me. It was

through this background of acceptance and respect for all

religions that my own thoughts and beliefs developed, with the

emphasis being on the One God. This is how I brought up my

own children. My daughter particularly took this on board and

would often gather about her people of many different faiths.

So I didn’t want her funeral to be a Sikh funeral or a Muslim

funeral. That didn’t feel right. To reflect my daughter’s life and

beliefs the funeral needed to embrace as many religions as

possible. The funeral needed to demonstrate that there is One

God. 

The reason I approached the Revd Alison to ask whether we

could hold the service in St Barnabas’ Church is that ever since

we had moved to our house next door my daughter had always

talked about the church being a special place for her: though I

had always imagined that the specialness of the church was

because she would get married there, not buried.

Having to prepare for the funeral service was a good focus

in those early weeks, and despite the terrible pain I felt very

connected with God and with my daughter. When I told my

family and my husband’s family, who are Muslims, that the

funeral service was to be held at St Barnabas’, there was some

anxiety and questioning as to why it was to be held in a

Christian place of worship; but I held on to my initial instinct,

that I wanted this funeral to be my daughter’s and to reflect

her. I didn’t want it to feel as if it could be anybody’s funeral. 

On the day of the funeral, the Sikh leader came to the house

at seven o’clock to say prayers. I had already prepared my

daughter’s body for the funeral, bathing her and dressing her

myself. The church was full of people who mattered to my

daughter and a huge spread of religions and cultures were

represented. All those who came, and especially those who

had expressed concern, including my husband, felt that the

service was right. It was led with dignity and respect. It

reflected the life and beliefs of my daughter. There was an

overwhelming feeling of love and peace, and many said that

this is how it should be: all the faiths worshipping together. 

When the cortege went on to the Mosque, four funeral

prayers instead of the usual one were recited, and the Imam

spoke movingly about young death. Probably the most

beautiful part of the services was seeing the Imam with the

Revd Alison standing side by side as they said the final prayers

for my beloved daughter. The Imam said that this funeral

service had opened his  eyes to how things could and might be:

Muslims saying prayer in church and mosques being open to

all people: and this in fact is what he did, opening his mosque

to all people.

My daughter’s funeral challenged people of all faiths in a

loving way. And my daughter Sabina was all about love.

Taken from: Together & Different, 
edited by Malcolm Torry & Sarah Thorley

© Canterbury Press 2008  
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SUBSCRIPTION FORM 
OVERLEAF

National Inter Faith Week
15th - 21st November 2009 Please contact

enquiries@interfaithweek.org or
Ifnet@interfaith.org.uk

WORKSHOPS
A

s Chair of Initiative Interfaith Trust and Editor of

this Magazine, I am delighted to report that we have

received news that we are to be awarded a grant

through the Faiths in Action Fund to expand our work in
Interfaith Dialogue by running a series of three workshops.

The workshops will provide a safe ‘female only’ space for

women to discuss and reflect on issues relevant to them

related to the problems and benefits of living in a multi-

religious community.  

We are looking forward to working with Women living in the

community around Hounslow.  

The workshops are planned for: 

Workshop 1 - 20th September 2009

Workshop 2 - 15th November 2009 

Workshop 3 - Spring 2010 

It is important that the same group of participants attend
all three workshops. Venue to be decided

If you live in and around the Hounslow area and would like

to attend the workshops please contact us and our partners

working on this project - Charanjit Ajit Singh and

Harbans Kaur - through: Emma Winthrop email

emwinthrop@hotmail.com 07826126086 and Heather
Wells email hf_wells@yahoo.co.uk 01524 822183 

Heather Wells 

Women’s 
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Editor’s note

My details are:

Name

Address

Postcode

Telephone

EmailThis form can be photocopied 
or downloaded from the website

Issues 1 - 20 available on request

Please make cheques payable to 
Initiative Interfaith Trust and send to:
The Editor, Faith Initiative Magazine, 
PO Box 110, Lancaster LA2 6GN 

www.faithinitiative.co.uk 

1 year donation/subscription £8.00
2 year donation/subscription £12.00

I would like to make a donation 
to support the magazine £ 
All work undertaken to produce the magazine is voluntary

Total £

PLEASE TICK RELEVANT BOX. PRICES ARE FOR UK AND
IRELAND (INC. P&P) 

For overseas subscriptions please see website. 
All currencies payable through Paypal

I wish my donation to be treated as a 
gift aid donation.

I am a UK taxpayer please tick box

DONATION/SUBSCRIPTION

$
$

W
e publish this magazine twice a year but it takes

months to collate all the materials for each issue.

We have to establish themes, source articles,

investigate topical issues, discuss areas of concern for members of

religious communities, keep an eye open for poetry, inspiring

artwork, new books and often draw on features in newspapers,

on the radio, television or on the internet to keep the content of

the magazine interesting and relevant to our readers of all faiths.

We distribute the magazine to schools, colleges, chaplaincies,

libraries, interfaith groups and religious communities throughout

the UK.   

Unfortunately we are always short of funds and any monies

raised always goes into the publication and distribution of the

magazine.  All work carried out on the magazine is voluntary, and

whilst we cannot afford to pay for any assistance we would

welcome offers on a voluntary basis.    

If you have an interest in maintaining the standard of Faith

Initiative, and contributing to its on-going success, we would be

delighted to hear from you.  

Heather Wells 

Editor 

hf_wells@yahoo.co.uk

Please see our website for further information:

www.faithinitiative.co.uk

VOLUNTARY EDITORIAL ASSISTANCE REQUIRED
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Jnanamitra Emmett • INTERFAITH iNITiATIVE

Iwas brought up a Christian(Church of England),
attending a high-church

school for some years before embracing the Buddhist faith.  My
childhood experience of religion did not really prepare me for
the theological knots that surround the issue of faith and
sexuality.  I was therefore grateful for two excellent essays
presented at the 2007 Stonewall conference in Ipswich: one by a
follower of the Pagan tradition, and the other by a Catholic.  Both
referred to verses in the biblical Book of Leviticus as the
doctrinal and theological source for teachings about sexuality. I
was hoping for further enlightenment from the ‘Grasping the
Nettle…’ conference, encouraged by the title! 
The afternoon conference featured two speakers: Jo Ind - a

journalist and mother with a string of books to her credit – and
Timothy Gorringe, an academic, now St Luke’s Professor of
Theological Studies at Exeter University, specialising in
contextual theology. 
Jo Ind spoke engagingly of embracing the human condition; of

the physical experience of being female, particularly the
experience of pregnancy and childbirth. She talked of the
opportunities our bodies provide for tenderness and kindness,
even when they are out of our control, as in childbirth or illness:
and the evidence of the presence of God in our body’s capacity
to miraculously heal from injury, illness and invasive surgery such
as Caesarean Section.  She posed the question to us all: “How can
we bring these aspects of being female into the presence of
infinite love”.  
She explored issues around sexuality, noting the conflicting

emotions of eroticism and disgust – what was so delightful in the
heat of the moment may be reviewed as disgusting in the cold
light of day. How loftily we gaze with disgust at the ‘sins’ of the
flesh, she said. She asked if we might instead reflect on the
presence of the creator God in our human, bodily expressions,
whatever form they may take. 
I wondered how Christian theology might exclude aspects of

human experience from the Light and Universal Love; and
whether the increasing access to ordination by women in the
Anglican church, might open the door to a reflection of faith and
the love of God, that has previously been unseen by a male clergy,
and consequent male oriented theology.  I also wondered
whether ordained Buddhists nuns have embraced the messiness
of embodiment in their search for Enlightenment.  I suspect that
they would see this as pertaining to the Wheel of Life; the endless
round of life, which we aspire to leave, rather than the spiral

towards Enlightenment. They therefore turn away from the
messiness of the body’s life processes towards celibacy, with the
danger that such a turning may involve an interminable yearning
for one’s unborn child.
Timothy Gorringe focused more on the theology of desire,

drawing on his book to lay the groundwork of theology in Plato,
Aristotle and St Augustine.  His interest has been in how
consumerism diverts us by promising to fill the aching void of
desire – a void that can, in reality, only be satisfied by the Divine:
“Our hearts are restless until they rest in you” (slightly
paraphrased from Augustine “You have made us for yourself, O
Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you.”).  
Both speakers raised interesting points about engaging

theologically with the human condition, but with an emphasis
more on the human as biological mother on the one hand, and
human as consumer on the other. I was puzzled that neither
seemed to grasp the principle ‘nettle’ - the nettle of human
variation in sexual attraction and expression, and the theological
problems that surround this.   
One of the tasks that I have been given as Faiths Officer is the

continuation of a project that was originally undertaken at the
request of Social Services in Suffolk who sought to understand
the attitudes of local faith groups to human sexuality.  Various
focus groups were held on the subject, culminating in a
conference that provided valuable insights into the complex
issues surrounding this subject. A report is available on the work
to date: please see www.sifre.org.uk
However, there is a great deal more to be done, especially in

the wake of the new Commission on Equality and Human Rights.  

GGGGGGGGG

GGG

GGGGGGGGGGGG

GGGGGGG

The following three questions explore the territory quite
broadly.  We are looking for responses to these questions
from people of faith – please help us by writing your
reflections and sending them to the email address below:

1) What is your faith’s stance on sexuality (including
homosexuality, lesbianism and same sex marriages, and
adoption by same-sex couples) and where does it draw its
scriptural authority for that teaching?
2) How does your community practice inclusion of those who
might feel marginalised and excluded by this view?  
3) What aspects of your faith would you emphasise that may
bring comfort, healing and inclusion to those who, because of
their sexuality, find themselves at odds with their faith?

Please email Jnanamitra: faiths.officer@eefa.net

GGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGG
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SACRED SPACE • Rabbi Dr. Abraham Levy OBE

BEVIS MARKS

Situated in a secluded courtyard in the square-mile financial

district of London City is the Bevis Marks Synagogue - the

oldest synagogue in England, with more than 300 years of

continuous Jewish worship. It was opened, amid rejoicing on the

Sabbath Eve, on the 27th day of the Hebrew month of Ellul 5461

(September 1701) just before the Jewish New Year.  The

synagogue was built to serve the Spanish and Portuguese Jews

living in the area, and even today the services are conducted in

the tradition of the Spanish and Portuguese Sephardic orthodox

rite. Its history is a fascinating one. 

The first Jews to settle in Britain came from Normandy in the

11th century at the request of William the Conqueror, who

allowed or perhaps even encouraged them to come in the

interests of finance, a pursuit at which they excelled but which

was virtually unknown in Saxon England. He offered them royal

protection, but this came at a cost with a tax imposed through a

special department: The Exchequer of the Jews.  Under the first

three Norman kings Jews remained relatively safe, but when, in

1290, King Edward 1st considered that they no longer served as

a rich source of income he confiscated their property and

expelled them. The decree took effect on All Saints’ Day of that

year and thereafter, for a period of over 365 years, there was no

Jewish community or place of Jewish worship in the British Isles. 

Over time other parts of Europe became equally inhospitable

for non-Christians, especially with the onset of the Inquisition,

perpetuated in Spain by Ferdinand and Isabella.  Subsequently

Jews were banished from Spain and Portugal in 1492. They

dispersed across Europe with many travelling to Protestant

Holland where they found freedom and tolerance.  It was only

when Oliver Cromwell came to power in England in the 17th

century that a small colony of ‘Marrano’ Jews (originating from

Spain and Portugal) were able to settle here and practise their

religion openly. Hence the first Jewish congregation in Britain

became possible and a place of worship was opened in 1656 in

the upper floor of a house in Creechurch Lane. By the turn of

the century the Congregation had outgrown the building and so

steps were taken to build Bevis Marks Synagogue, which is

situated just a stone’s throw from Creechurch Lane. 

Designated a site tucked away from the main thoroughfare –

Jews were not permitted at the time to build on the public

thoroughfare – the Jewish community drew up a contract, dated

12th February 1699, with a builder, said to be a Quaker, for

£2,650, -  payable in instalments. Two pleasing traditions, hitherto

lacking proof but embedded in the historical memory of the

community, were attached to the opening of the new synagogue.

The first is that Queen Anne (or Princess Anne as she would

have been at the time) presented an oak beam from one of the

Royal Navy’s ships to be incorporated in the roof of the building.

The other is that the builder, Mr. Avis, returned to the Wardens

on the day of the opening such profit as he had made, refusing to

take financial gain for the building of a House of God.    

With its dignified architecture Bevis Marks Synagogue shares

features with contemporary Christopher Wren Churches in

London, and with the non-conformist Meeting Houses. Inside the

simple ornamentation conceals a latent symbolism: in the centre

are seven great, many-branched brass candelabras used to light

the building with candlelight on holy days. Each candelabra

represents a day of the week with the grandest representing the

Sabbath. The twelve columns supporting the ladies’ gallery

traditionally signify the Twelve Tribes of Israel. In front of the Ark

are six great brass candlesticks, four of which bear the inscription

of the donors: ‘P.M. & R. Pereira’; four more, making ten in all,

stand on the Reading Desk – these may be seen to symbolize the

Ten Commandments.      

Synagogue
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photo: Anthony Harris

The magnificent wooden Ark resembling a reredos, at the east

end, is built in classical architecture in the manner of Sir

Christopher Wren’s time. It contains (as is the custom in Jewish

synagogues) the sacred scrolls of the Pentateuch, or five books of

Moses, written in Hebrew on parchment, which are read in

consecutive instalments over the period of a year as the central

feature of the Sabbath Service. Several splendid seventeenth

century vestments and silver ornaments belonging to the scrolls

survive.  The entablature of the Ark has as its central feature the

Ten Commandments written in Hebrew (abbreviated), above

which are inscribed in Hebrew the words ‘Know before Whom

thou standest’. The silver hanging Sanctuary Lamp, burning

perpetually before the Ark, was presented by Edward Folignoin in

1876.

The most famous son of the congregation is undoubtedly

Moses Montefiore (1784-1885). Retiring from the Stock Exchange

in 1821, he devoted the rest of his long life to the interests of his

poor and oppressed fellow Jews, not only at home, where his

charities and benevolent foundations were on a large scale, but

more especially by his visits to Palestine, Morocco, Rome, Russia

and Turkey, where he sought to relieve the persecutions to which

the Jews in those places were subject.  For these noble services

he was knighted by Queen Victoria in 1837 and was created a

Baronet in 1846. 

Tolerance has served the City of London well for centuries and

both the Jewish community and the city have thrived from the

presence, at its heart, of Bevis Marks. 

Text drawn from the book: The

Bevis Marks Synagogue by Richard

D.Barnett and Abraham Levy: first

published 1970 by the Society of

Heshaim, fifth impression 1998

Bevis Marks Synagogue can be

found off the ancient thoroughfare

of Bevis Marks, London EC3A 5DQ

Telephone No. 020 7621 1188 

Please see www.bevismarks.org.uk

for further details 
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On the second page of Sylvia Dimitrova’s website Canon Dr Graham Kings states that Sylvia’s art

is ‘a vibrant gift from God’. As I move slowly through the images on the site, that vibrancy is

indeed remarkable. Saint Clare glows serenely beneath a petrol blue mantel; St Demitrius’s

cherry-coated horse paces through holly-green fields, a colour picked up in the Saint’s own cloak; the

forehead of St Aldhelm seems to reflect the light of the world. 

Within all this vibrancy, though, is a sense of time arrested. I am reminded of tiny field basilicas that have inspired

both holidays and poems for me: those were unsigned, made by artists unknown, or at the very least centuries

forgotten. In the age of the celebrity artist, what is the pull towards creating these apparently era-less icons. It

must be faith, surely?

Speaking quietly as we engage on the telephone, Sylvia confounds me: “I grew up in Bulgaria, where religion was

not tolerated at the time. The church was banned for fifty years. I started to paint icons because that’s what my

parents did, as part of our history and culture.”

The extent to which religion was not tolerated is reflected in Sylvia’s memory of wanting to discover exactly

what went on in churches, and at one time she and her school-friends decided to investigate: “We had to sneak

out, so we could go and have a look, but the teachers caught us, and we were sent back to the dorm.”

When she went away to study art, everything was on the curriculum but icons. Instead the students there

received an all round training which Sylvia clearly still respects: she learned representational art, sculpture,

ceramics and so forth. 

GGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGG
GGGGGGGGGGGGGGGG

LIVINGIcons

Crucifixion

St.DemitriusSt.Aldhelm



It was only when she had finished her training that she went

on to study with Georgi Tchouchev: “The best icon painter in

Bulgaria. He may have been self-taught but his icons were

beautiful, even though they were not done for religious

purposes, but as a celebration of Bulgarian culture. Also, he had

been my mother’s teacher. I was really his apprentice, living in

the studio, and eventually doing the little fiddly bits for

him.”What, I wondered, earned him so great a reputation. The

answer came easily to Sylvia. “His works were closest to the

original. Iconography is about constant reproduction. An icon

is never signed, you know. In fact, the artist is known as an icon

writer. This is because the iconographer is the transmitter of

a message or a story. Each one bears the name of the saint or

holy person involved, and it is only when those words are

actually painted on it, that it is considered finished.”

This must surely require some transcendental

concentration, some effort at the suppression of ego: “To me

it comes instinctively. It is the only form of art that has not

changed since the tenth century, and maybe this is why when

I am painting I seem to enter a different world. The radio or

television,  if they are on, seem very far away. Painting is a

cleansing process, I am most at peace when I am working.”

Though that peace continues now that Sylvia is working in

England, moving to a country without an iconographic

tradition has presented new challenges. “In England, I have

been approached by both Anglican and Catholic churches to

make icons: that is why I came in the first place. These icons,

though, are often completely new, because here you have

different saints to those in Bulgaria. So I have had to create

images from scratch – there is no tradition to rely on. The

very first one I did was of Saint Benedict. It is to him that I owe

everything that has happened in the last ten years I feel. And I

had to make him up, first for Downside School, and more

recently for Worth Abbey.

Sylvia was, in short, creating a whole new iconic template.

Which seemed to beg again the question of whether she felt

her painting was a gift from God.  “I hope so” she says simply,

“I hope I’m also passing on an ancient way of making prayer.”

I imagine that this can be daunting at times. Sylvia pauses

before she tells me about visiting Wells Cathedral where her

icons of the ‘Stations of the Cross’ are the subject of Lenten

lectures. She went along to hear one, and as the lecturer

turned to leave, he bowed to the icon. Sylvia was shocked and

felt awkward: “But then I remembered it was an icon, an icon

I had painted, but an icon. And I found it amazing. Fabulous.

Beautiful.”

It sounded like a blessing, too.

Christ Saviour and Giver of Life 

St. Clare

www.sylviadimitrova.co.uk



This room is full of love
Winding round, encompassing,
The haar immerses the island, 

All is still: suddenly
Colour crashes into the silence,
As the sun burns away the dross
Emeralds, rubies, diamonds, 

Dangle the trees
Exploding into stars. 
Watching the parable
The heart dilates

To Presence: fountains of Living Water
Rainbowing through, 
A pitcher of clay, 

Engulfed. 

© Sr Dolores Dodgson 
Caldey Island 

www.atouchofpurple.co.uk




