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Thank you to UPF for inviting me to speak at this very special event.

As a student in India, I sometimes helped at a Leprosy clinic. The other students were a Muslim from
Hyderabad and a Catholic from Sri Lanka. The doctor was Hindu. Together we were helping those in
need. This is what interfaith work is really about. All the meetings to overcome inherited hostility and
isolation are so that together people of faith can contribute to the healing of the world. Jesus said that he
came to bring life in all its fullness. Faith communities should be for the service of all, not for their self-
promotion. Interfaith work is not just theological discussions of scholars or spiritual sharing of devotees —
it is very relevant both to peace and development.

If the twentieth century was shaped by the clash with atheistic ideologies such as Communism, which still
lives on in North Korea, or Nazi fascism, the opening years of this century have been marked by the clash
with religious extremists. The struggle today is between true religion and its misuse as an ideology. This
is why interfaith dialogue is of such importance. The outrage of 9/11, the defining event, was perpetrated
by men who cheered themselves on by reading - out of context — war texts from the Qur’an. Leaders of all
faiths have made clear their repudiation of the use of religion to justify terrorism. A crime in the name of
God is a crime against God

Such denunciations are not enough. Alienated minorities have to be helped to see that their extremist
interpretation of scripture is wrong. This, of course, has to be the task of members of the particular
religion — and it is good that Muslims are now making big efforts to do this and to play a full part in the
interfaith movement. Yet they deserve support from people of other faiths, who need to make a wider
public aware that the extremism that is highlighted by the media is not the true face of a religion.
Otherwise all the members of that faith feel targeted and their sense of being marginalised, economically
and politically, is exploited by extremists. Whatever our own beliefs we have a responsibility to resist
Islamaphobia or anti-Semitism or the persecution of Christians.

Interfaith understanding is also vital within a society — most European countries are now multi-racial and
multi-faith and in many Muslim countries there are deep divisions between Sunnis and Shi’ites. Religion
is part of a person’s sense of identity — what they wear, what they eat, as well as what they believe. It is
important that minorities are free to practise their religion without discrimination and the majority
community has a responsibility to defend minorities.

Yet, besides respecting differences, if a society is to be cohesive, it needs shared values. In Britain for
example in the past these have been provided by the established Church of England and more broadly by
all the Christian Churches. Today the faiths need to come together to affirm those shared values, as they
have done in the Global Ethic — values which are also shared with many people of good will. Together
faith communities need greater confidence in the moral values that they share — not as one group trying to
impose its beliefs on others — but because without trust and integrity a society implodes. The danger is
that aggressive secularists have exploited multi-culturalismto create a-moral societies. Because something
is fashionable it does not make it right. This, I believe, is a root cause of the banking crisis and in Britain
the loss of confidence in members of parliament, the press, care homes, the police, sport and the church —
although it is only a minority in each institution that are untrustworthy. In some countries the moral



vacuum makes possible high levels of corruption and in other places the violation of human rights.

This also means that those who have positions of leadership should themselves be people of integrity.

Faith communities also make an enormous contribution to education, health care, and social welfare
provision. Often because they are rooted in local communities, they are much more aware of local needs
than politicians or officials from outside. The partnership of government with faith communities is very
important.

Of course, I also believe that trust in God’s goodness and mercy enriches our personal lives as well as
contributing to happy family life.

But what I have wanted to highlight is the way in which people of faith, working together, can help in the
search for peace and especially the healing of a society after conflict, which requires the honesty to say
sorry and a willingness to forgive.

The true importance of interfaith work is that it should be part of a multi-disciplinary search for a better
world to which each of us have our own special contribution to make.
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