

“Mutual Enrichment in a Multicultural Nation.”

A local Conference to encourage strong inter-religious relations in the Royal Borough of Windsor and Maidenhead.

Cumberland Lodge, Windsor. 19th March 2007

Background.

This conference was planned by the Windsor and Maidenhead Community Forum.  We became a legally constituted organization in 2005 to provide a meeting point for members of this multi-racial, multi-faith, and multicultural community of the Royal Borough of Windsor and Maidenhead.

Its second aim is to develop a quality of life for all residents which recognises the enrichment to be gained from other faiths and cultures.

It is the natural successor to 'Maidenhead Committee for Community Concerns' initiated more than twenty years ago in the Borough of Maidenhead, when Baroness Flather was the Mayor, on the initiative particularly of the Minister of the Methodist Church in Maidenhead, High Street, at that time, the Reverend Peter Hudson and  some of the original members are still involved.  After a period of 'hibernation', events in 2001 triggered a renewal of activity.

Towards the end of 2005 the committee became aware that there were grants available from the 'Faith Communities Capacity Building Fund' to encourage groups engaged in developing racial and religious harmony. The newly constituted Executive Committee, with the help of Windsor Voluntary Action, reconstituted itself and rapidly put together an application for a grant.  The closing date for application was Dec 2nd 2005.

 The aim was to finance the appointment of a part- time Coordinator of a programme for the development of good community relations, with emphasis on encouraging work among women and young people, and in particular, between the various faith groups found in the Royal Borough.

These include Ba’hai, Buddhists, Brahma Kumaris, Christians, Hindus, Jews, Muslims, Parsees, and members of the Chinese Society, as well as ‘humanists’, agnostics and atheists.

It would have been unrealistic to expect to receive all that we applied for but we received enough, (£23,000) to employ a part-time coordinator and to pursue our objectives.

Planning the cohesion and Integration Conference.

We found, at the end of the year, we had resources to fulfil the most ambitious project we had planned; to organize a day conference on “cohesion and integration” for people involved within the broader community in a variety of roles, including officers of RBWM.  

We have always had excellent support in the last three years from the Mayors of the Borough, the Executive Officer of the Borough, our local MP, and the leaders of the faith communities and we were very fortunate to obtain a day, Monday 19th March 2007, when Cumberland Lodge, in Windsor Great Park, was available.  This was an excellent venue where there was good parking and security, beautiful surroundings and we were offered excellent conference facilities. The quality of service from the staff of Cumberland Lodge was impeccable and the food and facilities in the Conference rooms were excellent.

Our aim was to appeal to a broad section of interested local people in order to develop relations between the faith-communities locally.  

The Borough has the advantage of corresponding more or less exactly with the Anglican Deanery and the local 'Christians- Together' organisations.  The Maidenhead Mosque also covers the same area as does the Sikh Gurdwara.  The Reform Judaism Synagogue is also in Maidenhead but covers a larger area and at Taplow Court there is a very influential Buddhist Centre for SGI-UK.  

We also have a recently formed Hindu Society and a Chinese Society.  

The Day Conference was, in part, a response to Government desires, in the face of terrorist activities by extremists, to encourage “integration and cohesion” of British Society but the speakers appealed to reasons going far beyond that motivation. 

Those attending were welcomed by Karnail Singh Pannu, the Chairman of Windsor and Maidenhead Community Forum. The conference was opened by the Mayor of the Royal Borough of Windsor and Maidenhead, Councillor Mrs Margaret Cubley and the Chief Executive Officer of the Borough, David Lunn, also attended.  

It was decided, if possible, to main invite speakers known to the local faith communities, one from the Jewish community, one from the Christian community and one from the Muslim Community.  We were fortunate in getting acceptance to our invitations from Rabbi Dr Jonathan Romain MBE, The Reverend Alwyn Samuel, and Professor Nisar Ahmed Suleimani.

Jonathan Romain is a good friend of WAMCF and has invited us to meet at the Maidenhead Synagogue on a number of occasions. He has spoken on radio and TV and has published two books; “The Jews of England”, “Faith and Practice: a guide to Reform Judaism Today”. His wife,  (Rabbi Sybil Sheridan), contributed to a series of interfaith essays edited by the recently retired Bishop of Oxford, Richard Lord Harries, with Norman Solomon and Tim Winter, the title being “Abraham's Children”.

In 2006 he received the Interfaith Gold Medallion for his contribution to religious dialogue in Britain.

The Reverend Alwin Samuel is an Anglican priest from the diocese of Raiwind, Lahore in Pakistan.  He read theology at King's College, London, and after several parish posts became the Interfaith Coordinator in East Oxford, continuing the work of Bishop Khair Uddin among the people there of Asian origin.  He speaks Punjabi and Urdu and his English is fluent. He now has a wider interfaith ministry beyond the Diocese of Oxford.  His wife is a Methodist Minister in High Wycombe where she is also involved in a multicultural community.

Professor Nisar Ahmed Suleimani was invited by Fazal Awan, Vice- Chairman of WAMCF and Chairman of the Maidenhead Islamic Trust.  Professor Suleimani lives in Woking and is the Imam of the Hounslow Mosque and is a professor in ‘Islamic Sciences’. 

After some consideration we decided on the timetable for the day.  After registration, coffee and time for social interaction, we moved to 'the coach-house block' which is now a self-contained conference centre.  It has the advantage of a quiet, peaceful atmosphere, a well designed and equipped conference room with up-to-date audio-visual facilities and comfortable seating, and smaller rooms leading directly off the main conference room.    This made it possible to follow each main speaker with a time for discussion while the facts of the address were still fresh in our minds. There are also excellent and convenient toilet facilities in the block.  

The participants were divided into groups of about a dozen with representation from all the faiths distributed as evenly as possible. 

A sheet of quotations from distinguished writers on interfaith issues was prepared beforehand for the discussion-group leaders to help stimulate discussion.  

A group-leader and recorder was appointed beforehand in each group and each member was aware beforehand which group they should go to and where they were meeting.  

This avoided the usual confusion at these events and saved a great deal of valuable time for discussion.  

Cumberland Lodge had also thoughtfully provided A4 pads and pens for each participant. Bottled spa-water and glasses was also available. 

There were nearly fifty members attending the conference and almost everyone stayed for the whole day.  The Mayor and Mr Cubley became so interested that, after opening the proceedings, they stayed the whole morning and stayed to lunch.

It was suggested that the main speakers should limit their speeches to about twenty minutes and allow ten minutes for questions of clarification.  This was followed immediately by a discussion session in groups of about a dozen to fifteen addressing the issues raised and exploring means to develop the ideas suggested, within the Communities of the Royal Borough.  Rabbi Romain was not able to stay after his address, (his family members were celebrating his father's eightieth birthday!), but the other speakers took part, (very discreetly), in the discussion groups and stayed to lunch.

We had two speakers before lunch and two discussions which were carefully recorded.  Alwin Samuel had the difficult task of stimulating us after lunch and facing us with challenging questions for discussion. This took place in plenary session as by now people were very relaxed and uninhibited in expressing their thoughts.  Again the discussions were recorded.

One of the reasons for the great success of the day was everyone’s acceptance of the principles of dialogue; that we were not present to pass judgement or to 'win a debate'.  We were present as friends seeking better understanding with respect for each other and with the aim of enriching the quality of life for all who live or work in the Borough and beyond.  

The other reason was that the speakers managed to address sensitive and challenging realities with humour.  Some of the illustrations used by the speakers were very funny!  There was a lot of laughter!  Those who attended expressed their real enjoyment of the occasion and their determination to ensure that the ideas which emerged in discussion should be put into effect.

A table in the conference room also advertised some publications produced in the diocese on interfaith relations as well as published examples of interfaith-dialogue at academic level including; “Dialogue and Difference”, essays based on a series of inter-faith seminars at Ripon College, Cuddesdon in the Autumn of 2005 , “Scripture in Dialogue”, Christians and Muslims studying the Bible and the Qur'an together, edited by Michael Ipgrave and “Abraham's Children”: Jews, Christians and Muslims in Conversation, edited by Norman Solomon, Richard Harries and Tim Winter.  Copies were available to those interested for inspection. 

Rabbi Dr. Jonathan Romain

Rabbi Jonathan is a member of the ‘Three Faiths Forum’ and took part in the meetings of the Bishop of Oxford’s ‘Abrahamic Group’.  He is a well know writer and broadcaster in particular on the subject of ‘mixed-faith marriages’.  

He spoke initially about the change in atmosphere in the history of Jewish/Christian relationship since the 1930s.  Before Vatican II (1965) there was limited evidence of understanding or respect and every Jew has been marked by the persecution under the Nazis.  With the publication of ‘Nostra Aetate’ the beginnings of understanding and respect began to develop.  No longer were Jews the butt of diminishing jokes in the West: Friendships began to develop to the point where it was possible for Jews and Christians to make jokes about each other, even jokes in public at the expense of Rabbis and Christian clergy.  That shows a considerable thawing of the past relationship. 

Judaism, he said, cannot be identified only with ‘religion’.  It is a culture as well as a faith and there are those who claim to be Jewish without being ‘religious’.  Nor is Judaism a uniform religion.  There are a number of Jewish traditions which are inevitably in tension with each other.  They vary from the very conservative and ‘orthodox’ to the ‘reform Judaism’ which developed in Germany in the 1880s. There is a great deal of ignorance to be overcome.  He has often, for instance, found that people assume that Jehovah’s Witnesses are the same as Jews.

Rabbi Jonathan had decided to give his address the title, ‘Beauty and the Beast’, to indicate the ambiguous feelings of many British Jews about living in England.  Every Jew is aware of the beauty of the English tradition and values it; the countryside, the ancient cathedrals and churches, the music, the literature, the drama, the painters, the academic tradition of the universities, the freedom of speech and long history of developing democracy.  They can appreciate the beauty of all this.  

But on the other hand, there was the beastliness of the school-yard prejudices, the bullying and the fighting and a long history of persecution, inequality and periodic exile.

In the last fifty years there has been a sea-change among religious leaders.  Among theologians there seems to be more that we share than separates us.  There is a growing tolerance.  No one religion now dominates and there is a greater acknowledgement that only God should be predominant.  This is true in this country for many Jews and Muslims as well as Christians.  In recent times, for instance, there has been synagogue support for Muslims when there have been civil disturbances outside mosques.  On the anniversary of the terrorist attacks recently the Jewish Rabbi prayed for peace in Hebrew at the Maidenhead Mosque and the Imam returned and prayed for peace at the synagogue in Arabic.  That could not happen in many parts of the world.

Rabbi Jonathan discussed the matter of single faith schools.  There are advantages only where the education system excludes all ‘religious education’ but this is not the case in this country where even church schools follow the national curriculum requiring regular religious education and community worship, with familiarization with all the main religions in this country.  He expressed the belief that where communities are educated separately they tend to grow apart and become ‘ghettoized’.    ‘Separate schools’ encourage segregation of both children and parents. He and his wife had ensured that their children had been educated in schools where there was a diversity of faiths (including that of the Church of England).  He had often been invited to go into schools to talk about Jewish faith and was often surprised by the strange questions children still ask.  The most common question he had fielded was “Do Jews have birthdays?”  Another was, “Is it true that Jews can’t shut their doors at night?”

He expressed his sadness about the way that religion is sometimes ‘high-jacked’ by extremists.  Peacemakers need to reclaim religion as a force for reconciliation and conflict-resolution, and good.

Looking at the programme for ‘integration and cohesion’ which the government has emphasised recently, he was afraid there could be misunderstanding.  Dialogue is not concerned to find means of ‘dumbing-down’ religions in a way that fails to respect their differences and particularity.  He is also suspicious of those who see dialogue as an underground approach to covert missionary activity.  

Increased dialogue will lead to mixed marriages. We may need adaptations to our religious law in practice to respect these changes and we must accept that this will certainly happen. When it does we must resist the temptation to ‘cast out’ members of the family who marry those of other faiths.  The most recent Jewish prayer-book has a form of prayer for Interfaith Meetings.  They are regularised and institutionalised.  (But it is one thing passing regulations and another to put it them into practice).

Of course, it was a good start getting the leaders of the Faiths in Windsor and Maidenhead to build and perpetuate good relations but in the end it is vitally important that this trust and cooperation should permeate throughout the whole of our communities.  The similarities, for instance, between Judaism and Islam outweigh the differences by far.  They share similar ethical principles and moral codes and the recognition of the prophets of the Tanach.  They share their starting point with the roots of faith going back to Abraham.  But, there are differences which we should respect.

There is a vision in WAMCF of cooperating together for the good for the whole community.  This has its difficulties in a materialist society where many have no faith.  This is one reason why our cooperation needs to be seen by the wider public.

Paradoxically, interfaith dialogue has often helped with the resolution of internal faith issues also.  The question was recently raised, “If Jews and Muslims have things in common, have Orthodox and non-Orthodox Jews even more in common?”

One of the problems for WAMCF in the future is how to engage with young people more effectively.  Engaging with these young people will inevitably shape their parent’s views.

The power of engaging together in raising money for various high-profile charities has been effective in connecting the faith communities with the ‘non-faith’ well-wishers of the wider community.  It has been important PR as well as helping others.

The final issue that Jonathan was keen to emphasise was the need for all faith communities to recognise the needs of those on their periphery, those with different priorities from those of the mainstream.  Too often, even in faith-communities, they are still overlooked and marginalised. 

Professor Nisar Ahmed Suleimani.

Professor Suleimani is a Muslim scholar in Islamic sciences (fiq).  He presides over an organisation with 50+ mosques.  At present he is the Imam of Hounslow Mosque which serves a very large Muslim community.  He opened his address with an invocation of God’s blessing.  Bismillah irrahman irrahim. ( In the name of The Compassionate, The Merciful).

He appreciated Rabbi Jonathan’s joke about the Rabbbi and the Catholic Priest who had become friends and longed for the day when the Muslim community might feel comfortable with jokes about Imams and their religious colleagues.

He came to Britain in 1993.  The first mosque in Britain, he reminded us, was built by a Muslim woman and a non-Muslim scholar who had been teaching in Lahore, Pakistan. 

Their own mosque in Hounslow had its entrance opposite the church.  They see themselves as neighbours.  The Vicars are anointed to the Mosque and the Imams are anointed to the Church.   It has been customary to focus on their common values while acknowledging their differences with respect.

All faiths, he claimed, belong to one family; the family of mankind.  The story of Adam and Eve emphasises this commonality seeing them as the mother and father of the entire human race.  The Qur’an speaks of people as living souls.  It does not specify their faith or gender and it includes animals under the umbrella of living souls demanding respect, consideration and kindness.

The words of our scriptures may differ but the message is the same.  We should all be sources of harmony, peace, kindness and respect.  We, who have the privilege of  preaching to our communities, should preach the concept of harmony rather than focus on our differences.  Of course international incidents have coloured people’s points of view.  The ease of travelling around the world has made us all more aware of the symbols of the many different faiths.  We can not help noticing head scarves, turbans, dog-collars, caste-marks but they need not by seen as negative symbols, stimulating anxiety or xenophobia.

It is seen as a blessing among the majority of Muslims to be in Britain where we enjoy peace, equality before the law and freedom of speech.  There is a sense of closeness to all people of faith and a sense of being at peace even with those who have no close commitment to a faith community.  It is important to reject those who provoke confrontation between the people of different faiths and to bring a greater sense of God-consciousness into the public arena.

There is a great misunderstanding of the word ‘fundamentalist’, which used so carelessly by the media.  All religious people have fundamental beliefs about how they should (or should not) dress, how they should behave at work, how they should restrict their diet and what is central to their faith.  But that does not mean we have to put pressure on everyone to adopt the same customs.  Having ‘fundamental’ disciplines of faith does not need to lead on to fanaticism.  We should be clear that a ‘fundamentalist’ is not the same as a ‘fanatic’.  The first is a person with principles, the second is sick in the spirit.  The Qur’an exhorts us to avoid naming each other by names that provoke conflict or reduce the atmosphere of peace in the community.  What is important is not being ‘religious’, that can be an expression of bigotry and intolerance. What is vital is ‘godliness’.  He felt that there is much to be gained from a program of exchanges between Islamic and Christian groups.  It is important that we should get to know each other.  In particular he felt that there was a great deal to be gained from women becoming involved in groups outside the home, meeting to discuss their problems with Christian women.

So he repeated we have received the same message from God/Allah but in different words.  We are ‘the people of the Book’, God’s revelation to mankind.

We need to communicate: to speak, to sit together, to eat together, and to get to know each other.

The Reverend Alwin Samuel, BD

Alwin introduced himself as a priest from the diocese of Raiwind in Lahore, Pakistan.  He now works in the Diocese of Oxford in two parishes in East Oxford and among the Asian community in East Oxford.  He also has  an Interfaith Advisory role with the Clergy of the Church of England in the diocese.

There are numerous terms, he said, to describe what we are seeking to achieve in this conference: “journeying together”, “companionship”, “entering into dialogue”.

If we are journeying together are we doing so to achieve something?    Or, are we just passing the time?

Human beings can not live alone.  We are social animals. We need to live in communities or groups in order to become fully ‘integrated’ human beings.  We are exhorted by the government to pursue a course of‘integration’ and ‘cohesion’.  But is it for mutual enrichment or simply for good governance?  Are we prepared to enrich the lives of other people?  When we meet together in the metropolitan cities of Britain we face a number of challenges; disparate languages, cultures, faiths.  How do we work these challenges out together?

It is important to allow time and to learn patience.  People with different languages and customs have different ways of communicating and different etiquettes of approach and introduction.  We need to learn to respect these differences.  They are important in our first encounters.

A group of Anglicans and Methodists from the Oxford diocese recently visited Lahore in Pakistan.  This was very evidently an enrichment of the lives of both those who visited and those who received them.  We were welcomed by our fellow Christians, who though they number many thousands, are a tiny minority in a predominantly Muslim country.  Our interest in their work and worship was evidently greatly appreciated and seen as a significant encouragement in an atmosphere that was reminiscent of the situation described in ‘The Acts of the Apostles’.  But we also arranged a meeting at the great Badshahi Mosque, built by Shah Jehan in the C16, with the Imam and several Maulanahs including the Head of the local Ulama.  We were met with great hospitality and friendliness and enjoyed a long conversation when we were asked some very direct questions about the perceptions of Pakistan in the West.  We were able to answer honestly but with respect and we felt there was a real growth in understanding and friendship.  This was helped by the fact that one member of our group was from Lahore and was able to translate from Punjabi to English fluently.  We also met the staff of a large Madrassah and were entertained with tea and biscuits and had a very interesting and frank discussion and a tour as we cleared away some of our prejudices about each other.

Interfaith relations are not simply about ‘tolerance’!  Tolerance is not enough!  We need to go further.  Our relationship must include respect.  We must live in harmony, intermingling, standing together in times of trouble.  Journeying together involves facing challenges together and recognising the need to “feed” each other; to enrich each other, to encourage and support each other and expand each other’s horizons.

In times of real tension when the media are provoking conflict, anxiety and distrust we have to be prepared to break the vicious circle.  Sometimes it will involve sacrificial action, action that will result in experiencing pain, in being wounded in spirit or even in fact.  There may be a need for the hand that does not pull back and react to hurt until the cycle of hatred is stopped. Remember! Hatred breeds hatred!  Religious leaders can be a strong force for good in such circumstances.  They need to have the courage to stand up and speak even at the risk of being hurt.

Religion is not in fact, (as we are told so frequently by the media), the cause of the majority of conflicts.  It can appear so when unscrupulous politicians highjack religion to motivate uneducated and prejudiced crowds, but we should remember that some of the worst conflicts in recent times have been generated by leaders who were self-proclaimed atheists.  Atheism can and has generated the most hateful violence and terror in recent times. The great world religions all seek peace, harmony and love for our neighbour. 

Discussion Groups.

Green group. (Philip Ind)

There are positive and negative connotations of the expression “Cohesion and Integration”.  They could imply a bland political correctness where the main concern is that nobody offends anyone else.  Everyone is tolerant.  This has been shown to allow dangerous inroads into national security.  It could be interpreted in a repressive sense, ignoring the need for respect for difference.

Part of the difficulty in cohesion in WAMCF is the difficulty in developing effective communication, in particular, with the Christian Communities.  There are many different denominations and varieties of churchmanship.  What is the best way to pass on information/invitations to participate in inter-faith events?

Focus should probably be through ‘Christians Together in Maidenhead’ and CTiWindsor. Alternative methods would be through Minister’s Meeting and through the Anglican Deanery Chapter.

Use of Media.  We need to explore the possibilities of using the media:  they can be our allies.  

Education. 

Ellington School has a large poster in a prominent position as you enter the School. It shows their ‘Interfaith Tree’ reminding staff, children and parents that all the faiths are rooted in belief in God.  Even so one hears five year olds repeating their parent’s prejudices.  This emphasises the primary importance of the education of parents as well as children.

How do we approach Adult Education?  This needs discussion.  Can we use drama through places like Norden Farm and Windsor Theatre?

The Library Service of the Royal Borough is committed to the support of a mobile Exhibition on display boards, (already purchased by WAMCF), which can be displayed in the public libraries, in schools and in the Town Halls and other public places.  We also need to communicate with the Education Committee and with SACRE about this.

We need to explore means of communication with non-english-speaking parents and grandparents. 

Could this be achieved in ‘Community Schools’ through evening courses through citizenship education?

How can Schools access the resources of WAMCF?  We have a MaidenheadInterfaith website.  The exhibition can also be accessed from the website.  Could this also be used for in service training for Staff of Schools with cross-curriculum application?  It was thought that this should be obligatory.

We need to recognise the diversity within Faith-groups.  Intra-faith dialogue is as important for correcting prejudice within communities as dialogue aiming at bridging the boundaries of the different faith-communities.  This should also be a priority in adult education. 

Orange group.(Deborah Behrman)

· Dealing with people who have learning difficulties and disabilities!  How do we diagnose problems in different communities?  How do we deal with their problems?  Do all faith communities have their own policy?   Questions of accessibility for people in wheel-chairs; the deaf, the partially sighted, the elderly.

· Consideration of the problems of dialogue:  Outreach through secular organisations!  U3A, WEA, WI.  How do we access those who don’t join?  Importance of the development of a web-site.  (This has now been achieved).

· Problems of communicating with young people.  Can we use communications technology?  Sporting events are important for players and supporters.

· Ought we to be planning a youth conference for next year?

Blue Group.( Diana Whimpole).

· The importance of positive meeting and greeting.

· Passive tolerance is not enough.

· Usefulness of ‘Get-well Cards’ for people in hospital that have appropriate words for people of all the principal faiths in the area.  

· Enthusiasm for the idea of exchange visits between groups from ‘other faiths’ but these exchanges need to be invitations for a specific occasion with a particular date, time and place specified.

· Enthusiasm was expressed for events involving women, who share so many concerns in common.

· There should be a stronger representation of women on PTAs which should be carefully constructed with a cross-cultural spread.

· Desire for a repetition of Maidenhead or Windsor “Mela” and social gathering.

· How should we advertise our presence and events?  Use of ‘Lions’in Old Windsor quoted as good practice.  Perhaps concentration on a single area at one time would work.

· Perhaps invitations to school fetes (for instance) could reach out to the whole local community?

· Use ‘One World Week’ with real commitment.

· Invitations of a particular kind can produce a surprising result between faith communities. For example the invitation from the Mosque for others to share their celebration of the Birthday of the Prophet Muhammad.  Use the celebrations….autumn term at Ellington School is one long party!

· Education on a thematic approach in Exhibition Format would be very helpful.  (This now exists and is ready for circulation.  It can also be accessed from maidenheadinterfaith website).

