Paper presented to Macclesfield Interfaith Group – 7th September 2010
My delight and frustration about so-called ‘Interfaith Dialogue’ is influenced by my 19 years serving in a parish in east Birmingham in an area where the majority of the residents were Muslim; mainly of Pakistani-Kashmiri origin (51%) and Bangladeshi descent (9%), with people of white British ethnicity being just 22%.  My son and daughter lived in this community as part of an ethnic minority for all of their schooling years – an education, I believe, that has helped them to become more aware and open adults.  While many exciting things happened between people of different traditions, across garden fences, in the workplace and at the schools, it was sometimes sad how little progress was made between the leaders of the faith groups at the local level.
In a lecture on Global Ethics, Hans Kung (a controversial but prominent Swiss Catholic priest and theologian) put it so well when he said:
"There will be no peace among the nations without peace among the religions. 
 There will be no peace among the religions without dialogue among the religions." 
Our experience of war in this century and the last has proved that we have not got very far with this dialogue project.  Some of the experience of dialogue in Birmingham consisted of people telling each other just what they did in their religion rather than any meaningful interchange.  So what should our dialogue consist of, and what might be going wrong?
Let me then say something about our conversation.

One of the great British diseases is that we can talk a lot without saying very much at all, except about the weather.  We have some great and worrying things to talk about; our shared values and compassions, and our various traditions of prayer.  But we must also talk about our differences and divisions that have pushed us apart historically and even caused us to take up arms and kill each other.  It is the topic of talking about our differences that I now want to spend the rest of this paper covering.
How do we deal with our differences that can be theological, philosophical and cultural?  By meeting together we have made this start, as friendship has to be the basis of any worthwhile relationship.  But once I get to know you and find out that you are a ‘nice person’ it can become increasingly difficult to talk about what divides us.
For instance, it is important for some traditions that dogma does not play a part in what is held to.  For others of us, some dogma is actually quite important even though our faith is not a set of dogmas.  I want to ask, is it really possible to live without having something that looks like dogma?  Do we not all agree that oppression of others it wrong?  If that is the case, then could we agree with the belief that God is good and not vindictive?  I also believe in the Trinity which convinces me to find the presence of God in everything and everyone, but it would be wrong of me to assume that you could subscribe to this.
Now what are we to with such matters?  I think we often we ignore it.  It may well be that what you mean by dogma and what I mean are actually quite different things.  But it might be that we do disagree on some very foundational matters.  
The question then arises, ‘How do we learn to live together with such differences unresolved?’  For, if we cannot find a way to deal with these things then what hope can we bring to the world?  
Let me offer four things that may be able to bring us some hope.
1.  Firstly, our rootedness in our particular tradition is a gift.  Contrary to what Richard Dawkins may say, those who are confidently and maturely rooted in their faith tradition are generally good for the world and good for peace.  It is those who do not have this rootedness who are much more likely to emphasise proselytism, tribalism and fundamentalism.  
I can do no better here than quote Hans Kung again: 
“It is possible  . . . to be rooted in your own faith and to be at the same time open for the others. I often observe that people who are not really rooted in their own faith are much more uncertain, sometimes also aggressive. If you know where you stand, if you have the steadfastness in your own faith, you'll then also have the freedom to be absolutely open for all the others.”
Confidence in who we are and what we hold to is of value to the dialogue, not an embarrassment.  I think it was the Dalai Lama who said, ‘you must learn to go deep in one place’.
2.  Secondly, in Christianity we have something called the Apophatic Tradition, or ‘the way of not knowing’ (also reflected in many of your faiths).  It is a spiritual tradition in that rejects all analogies of God as ultimately inadequate.  God is greater than any language we might ever use to speak of God.  Our Saint Paul said, ‘we see through a glass dimly’, yet often, I guess, we come across as if the glass is perfectly transparent and clean, as if we know the whole truth without any doubt.

We have, at times, to learn to trust the darkness, that which we do not know.  I wonder if there is something here where we can experience a common bond? 

3.  Thirdly, I wonder whether we might have a common enemy (always good for unity)!  The American Baptist Theologian and Civil Rights activist Harvey Cox said this: 

"I am beginning to think that for all the religions of the world, however they may differ from one another, the religion of ‘The Market’ has become the most formidable rival, the more so because it is rarely recognised as a religion."  
We could spend a long time talking about this, but the question is, “Do we recognise The Market as a most formidable rival?”  It seems to me that The Market has become a god that we have allowed to control our destiny, and to which we ascribe worth – i.e. worship.  Have we a religion in our midst with which we have had too much to do with already?  Is this a religion whose dogma we should never accommodate?
4.  Finally, the importance of true listening is crucial for any real encounter.  The Quaker, Parker Palmer talks about asking open honest questions.  He says that many of our questions are closed, by which he means we already know the answer before we ask.  Talking to a troubled friend we might ask, “Have you thought about going to the doctor?” which is really about giving advice, not listening.  Or we might ask what someone believes so that we can work out whether or not they agree with us.  These, he says, are not open questions.  An open question is one where we don’t know what the answer is, one where the answer may change what we think, what we hold to be true or important.  To be in open honest dialogue with a Hindu I must be open to the fact that I might be convinced to become a Hindu.  To be in open honest dialogue with a Muslim I must be open to the fact that I might be convinced to become a Muslim, etc, etc.

These are all issues that go round my head when I think about the people of the religions of the world and how we should interact.  The question of inter-faith dialogue, then, is not an easy one, but it is an essential one if Hans Kung is right about how peace will come to the world.  
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