Being a citizen of Europe and being a person of Faith

As Christians in Britain, we are part of the Interfaith Network UK, which emphasises the importance of relating to nine member faiths.  Hindus and Sikhs in particular feel increasingly resentful if attention, is purely on Muslims.  These other faiths feel that because they are successful and integrated, they are ignored.   This should be born in mind at a European level.  

I focus here on Christian-Muslim encounter, and a few key reflections from Britain:

· National structures are important.   We have developed a national Christian-Muslim Forum, which was the fruit of two years of a listening exercise, where a delegation of Muslims and Christians visited five cities, to hear the concerns of a wide range of groups- young and old, women and men, prominent and grass roots.  The result was a decision to focus the forum on six areas- international affairs, young people, media, family, education, community.  Money has been raised for two workers, and trust is gradually being developed.

· The churches, particularly the Church of England, still have a strong voice in society.  It should be used to give a place to the by far majority moderate Muslim voices, particularly at crisis times.  After the London bombings, in our city of Leicester, the most multi religious city in UK, we held a rally in the park, organised by the Federation of Muslim Organisations (115 of them)- Leicester United- including all faiths and public organisations, including the politicians and media  The Bishop spoke under the authority of the Muslim Chair.  After the recent foiled bombing plots in London and Glasgow, I wrote an article, as a faith leader, for the local press, highlighting statements made by Muslim leaders- for example, from the Muslim Council of Britain, ‘There is an Islamic duty to cooperate with the police to ensure the safety of British citizens- Muslim and non-Muslim.’  Standing in solidarity is very important.  By far the majority of Christian leaders, including the Archbishop of Canterbury, joined with Muslims in opposing the Iraq invasion. Two million stood side by side with placards ‘not in our name’, at the vast London peace rally.

· Equally important is day to day work together, at European, national, and local level.  There are four generally recognised principles of dialogue-  Dialogue begins when people meet people, dialogue depends upon mutual understanding and trust, dialogue leads to common service in the community, dialogue is the means of authentic witness.  These need to be in balance, and can be formal and informal.   They need to include Imams and clergy, lay people, women and young people.  Each needs a rather different type of structure.  In Leicester, we are in the seventh year of a dialogue meeting every six weeks, and the fifth year of one for women.  Such groups enable Christian and Muslim witness to the uniqueness of each faith, as well as common work together, tackling difficult issues such as racism, conversion etc, and has resulted in profiled events such as Imams and clergy football and cricket matches, which the Imams usually win!  The bishop plays in the cricket matches.  Participation in local politics is important also.  I live in a parish just 16% Christian.  Our local council representatives are two Muslims and one Sikh, and the voter turn out in our area is higher than anywhere in the city.

· Finally, education.  This includes Christian clergy and Imams.  It is vital that each are educated within the realities of a multi faith Europe, and that they receive exposure and teaching that prepares them to make a contribution as religious leaders.  It is important that each is taught by clergy of the other faith, in this area.  Beginnings have been made, but there is much to be done.  Again, with lay people.  Our St Philip’s Centre for study and engagement in a Multi Faith Society offers many courses, and Islam is usually a special focus.  All involve meeting Muslims.  A range of European groups have come, Christian or Christian-Muslim.  These have mainly been from Scandinavia.  We welcome other groups.

Two theological principles underlie all this activity.  We are called to love God, and to love our neighbour.  This is regardless of faith.  Spiritual and practical need to go together.  And we are called to ‘tell the truth in love’ and ‘not to bear false witness.’  This used to apply particularly to Jews, within European history.  That challenge remains, but today the urgency relates to our speaking of Muslims, particularly those who are our fellow citizens within Europe.  We have a real chance to show to the rest of the world that as the majority faiths, Muslims and Christians can make a major contribution to a united Europe, where the spiritual dimension is not marginalised, but crucial to our well being and to peace.   
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