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Interfaith Priorities
Key Points
It is important for Anglicans to distinguish clearly what is central
to their faith and practice from what is cultural and traditional and
therefore open to change.
It is important that members of the Anglican communion are
encouraged to study scripture and inherited teachings in an intelligent,
open-minded and critical way.
Anglicans have a responsibility to encourage, both among their
members and the wider public, a proper understanding of other religions
and ‘not to bear false witness’.
Anglicans should take the initiative in encouraging personal
meetings with people of other faiths – maybe for young people at camps
or on the football pitch or in joint action to protect the environment.
Churches could have an annual ‘open day’ for guests from other religions.
It is also vital that Anglicans join with others in the search for a
more just and peaceful world, based on the values that we share.
A major contribution that Anglicans can make to a better world
is to affirm there is One God of all people, although our pictures of God
may differ and we may worship God in different ways. We need to see
religious differences not as a threat but as an enrichment.
The search for a new world order is essentially the search for a
world society shaped by shared moral values. If the Anglican Church
could encourage people of all faiths to affirm and practise the values that
they share, they would help to ensure that faith is good news and has a
vital contribution to make to the healing of the nations.
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Religion: Good or Bad News?
Christians have good news of God’s reconciling love in Jesus
Christ to share with others, but for many people religion is bad news. It
creates barriers and is a cause of division within societies and in world
affairs. It is too often linked to violence and associated with a
fundamentalist rejection of the modern world. It has been said that the
question today is what is true religion not what is the true religion?
There is, of course, much positive and encouraging interfaith
work in many parts of the world, some of which has already been
highlighted in the document Jews, Christians and Muslims: the Way of
Dialogue, which was commended by the 1988 Lambeth Conference.1 It
also needs to be remembered that the relationship between members of
different world religions varies from country to country and from
continent to continent. Clearly members of the Anglican Communion
cannot be responsible for how others behave, but by their attitudes and
actions they can help to ensure that religions have a beneficial influence
on the world.

Why is religion ‘bad news?’
‘A clash of civilisations’
In the last ten years there has been much talk about the ‘clash of
civilisations,’ with the suggestion that conflict between Islam and
Christianity is inevitable. I do not myself think this is inevitable, but it
could well become a self-fulfilling prophecy.
‘A clash of civilizations’ was a phrase used by Samuel P
Huntington in an article, published in 1993, which highlighted ‘the
explosive nature of religion.’2 He wrote:
Blood, language, religion, way of life were what the Greeks had in common
and what distinguished them from the Persians and other non-Greeks. Of all
the objective elements, which define civilisations, however, the most important usually is religion, as the Athenians emphasised. To a very large degree,
the major civilisations in human history have been closely identified with the
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world’s great religions and people who share ethnicity and language but differ in religion may slaughter each other, as happened in Lebanon, the former
Yugoslavia and in the Subcontinent.3

Huntington, who sees conflict as an inevitable feature of human
behaviour, predicted that the clash of civilisations, in which religion
plays a major part, is likely to repeat itself ‘as the world moves out of its
Western phase’.4 In particular, Huntington foresaw a growing clash
between the West and the civilisation of Islam.
Huntington was right to highlight the link between religion and
identity. Although Europe has had its share of religious wars, many
people in the secularised West cannot understand the passion that
religion can evoke and the bloody rivalry that it can cause. This is
because religion has been pushed to the margins and its role in more
traditional societies has been ignored.

‘Religion is a badge of allegiance’
Their religious beliefs and practices are for many people an
important part of their personal identity and self-awareness. As the
social anthropologist Richard Gombrich says:
For most people in the modern world religion is first of all an identity, a label, a badge of allegiance of a group. What is your religion? It says on the
form, and the terrorist asks the same question. Protestant and Catholic in
Ulster, Hindu and Sikh in the Punjab… In this sense religion cannot be quite
separated from politics or indeed from racism.5

Gombrich goes on to say that in defining a religion:
The first answer which occurs to someone from a Christian background is
likely to be that religion is a matter of belief, particularly of belief in God.
But half the world does not think in these terms. For them, religion is first
and foremost what you do not what you think. A Hindu or a Jew must avoid
certain foods.6

The importance of religion in shaping the community with which
a person identifies and therefore in shaping a person’s sense of identity
is easily underestimated especially by those who live in an increasingly
secularised world. Even they, however, if they choose to marry someone
from a different religious background, may still be surprised by the
strong hostile reaction from older members of the family. In some
societies, schooling, health care and family law is determined by the
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religious community to which a person belongs. Members of different
religions or cultural backgrounds may live in geographical proximity but
there may be little human interaction beyond what is necessary to buy a
bus ticket or to pay for the shopping at a supermarket check-out.
It is easy for those who have adapted to a secularised and
pluralistic society to impose their assumptions on societies in other parts
of the world, where, to repeat Gombrich’s words, ‘religion is first of all
. . . a badge of allegiance to a group’. As a result, although the main
causes of a conflict may be political and economic, because antagonists
belong to different religions, that difference, and long remembered
injustices, fuel the bitterness and are used to vilify the enemy. In the
popular mind, therefore, and maybe the media, the conflict is then
spoken of as a religious one or even a ‘holy war.’ Then, the expectation
is aroused that ‘religious leaders’ should be able to put an end to the
conflict: but this is unrealistic.
It is important for Anglicans to distinguish clearly what is
central to their faith and practice from what is cultural and
traditional and therefore open to change.

‘Fundamentalism’
The growth of so-called ‘fundamentalism’ is another way in
which religions may contribute to conflict. Fundamentalism, strictly
speaking, was a term first used at the end of the nineteenth century by
Conservative Protestants, who affirmed that the Bible is literally inspired
by God. The term now, rather confusingly, is applied to ultraconservative members of other religions. It is misleading, however, to
assume that because all Muslims accept the Qur’an as a direct revelation
from God, they are necessarily ‘fundamentalist’ in the pejorative sense
that the word has acquired. There are in fact several accepted schools of
Qur’anic interpretation.
It is important to distinguish between traditionalists and
fundamentalists. Traditionalists have not been challenged by many of
the questions of modern society, whereas fundamentalists consciously
reject many of the assumptions of modernism and postmodernism.
Traditionalists have grown up in a religiously monochrome society and
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may never have questioned the truth of their religion. They
unquestioningly assume that the religion of the society into which they
were born is ‘true.’ They may have inherited that society’s view that
members of other religions were misguided, unenlightened, heathen or
even destined to damnation. Only as people meet and have personal
encounters with the ‘other’ do they begin to question your traditional
monolithic assumptions. This was illustrated to me by a friend whose
daughter was very ill. At the weekend, a colleague at work who was a
Hindu, rang her up to enquire after her child. ‘I have been praying for
her,’ the colleague added. This, my friend told me, made her start
questioning. ‘Who was the Hindu praying to?’ ‘Was it another God or
is there only One God whom Hindus and Christians address in different
ways?’ My friend had never thought about this before. She had not
previously questioned the assumptions of the society in which she grew
up.
Fundamentalists are aware of the questions raised by modern
society, but turn their backs on them. Fundamentalists reassert
traditional exclusive attitudes in defiance of the ‘modern world.’
Fundamentalism is essentially oppositional and rejects new ways of
thinking.7 Fundamentalists vigorously oppose any change to their
religious beliefs, although they may exploit modern means of
communication.
Religious belief is like all knowledge historically conditioned.
Fundamentalists adopt an ahistorical attitude to the central truths of their
religion, which for them are unchanging and not open to reinterpretation
in a changing world. They reject also the idea of symbolism, taking their
particular myth as true in a literal sense. This also implies that other
religions are false.8 It is therefore a religious duty for fundamentalists to
oppose false teaching and also those who try to change traditional beliefs
and practices. Such opposition is even more the case when it is felt that
the undermining of tradition is orchestrated by outsiders.
It is important that members of the Anglican Communion
are encouraged to study scripture and inherited teachings in an
intelligent, open-minded and critical way.
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Religions have colluded with violence
If people of faith are to be ‘instruments of peace’, they have first
to acknowledge that religions too often have embittered conflict and
even sometimes have caused it. Until religions clean up their act, they
lack credibility.
It is too easy to say that claiming God’s sanction for violence is
just a misuse of religion. It is reckoned that religion was a contributory
cause in more than half of the 115 armed conflicts which occurred
between 1989 and 2001.9 With some justice, it has been said, ‘the daily
news seems a catalogue of holy hatred’.10
There is, however, considerable argument about how much
blame should be laid at the door of religion. Many commentators see the
basic cause of violence in social, political and economic conflict, which
religious difference embitters. The Carnegie Commission argued that
‘religious diversity does not spawn violence independently of
predisposing social, economic and political conditions as well as the
subjective roles of belligerent leaders.’11

Why is religion is so often entangled with conflict?
As already suggested religion is inter-twined with many people’s
sense of identity and some so-called ‘fundamentalists’ are vehement in
their opposition to the secular world and to what they regard as ‘false’
religions. Moreover, most religions have claimed a special blessing
from their God. Furthermore, despite their scriptures, most religions
have in certain circumstances endorsed the use of force. Indeed,
sometimes religious leaders have invoked God’s blessing on armies and
those who killed have believed that they did so in God’s name.
Sadly, scriptures have often been used to justify violence and
aggression. William Frost says, at the end of his nearly 900-page study
of religious perspectives on war and peace, ‘religious institutions do not
make peace their primary value because their sacred scriptures accept
and even exalt war. The sacred books of religions, even while they
proclaim the ultimate value of peace, also portray violence in a
favourable light . . . . When religion teaches peace, it also validates
war.’12 This emphasises the need for a critical reading of scripture and
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the dangers of the fundamentalists’ use of proof texts. They must also
repudiate the use of scripture to justify violence in God’s name.

How can religions help to
promote peace?
Anglicans can help to promote a culture of peace both by working
to reduce prejudice and affirming the values shared with members of
other faith communities and working together with them for a better
world.

Dispelling prejudice
Deliberate prejudice needs to be challenged, whether it is based
on religious or racial or social or gender differences. Prejudice arises
from inherited attitudes, fear of the stranger and sociological factors.
Too easily we compare what is good in our religion with what is bad in
other people’s religions. It can be dangerous also if we concentrate on
defining a person’s identity by his or her faith community – even if they
are not practising!
Anglicans also have a responsibility to encourage, both among
their members and the wider public, a proper understanding of other
religions and ‘not to bear false witness’. Much has been achieved in this
field, especially perhaps in the dramatic change in Jewish–Christian
relations
In the long run education, at every level, is the key to improving
interfaith relations. There is still much ignorance about other religions,
and theological colleges especially need to ensure that some study of
world religions is included in the curriculum. People need also to learn
about the artistic and musical heritage of other faiths

Personal meeting
Personal meeting needs to be encouraged. New friendships can
remove past misunderstandings. Often it is more fruitful to concentrate
on issues that are of common concern rather than on religious differences.
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This also helps to involve a wide range of people who may be hesitant to
talk about their religion but keen to discuss, for example, problems of
parenting or what action they can take to protect the environment or to
tackle world poverty. Anglicans should take the initiative in
encouraging personal meetings – maybe for young people at camps
or on the football pitch or in joint action to protect the environment.
Churches could have an annual ‘open day’ for guests from other
religions.
There are also many pastoral opportunities that require sensitivity
to the faiths of others, especially for chaplains in hospital and prison and
for those engaged in education. If two people of different religions wish
to marry, they and their families need very sensitive and understanding
care.

A global ethic
It is also vital that Anglicans join with others in the search for
a more just and peaceful world, based on the values that we share.
Many spiritual leaders now recognise the need for a global ethic.
Muslims, Buddhists, Jews, Hindus, Jains and others as well as Christians
have said ‘Yes’ to a global ethic.13
The best known, but not the only, effort to produce a global ethic
is the Declaration that was signed by most members of the 1993
Assembly of the Parliament of the World’s Religions and for which
much preparatory work had been done by Professor Hans Küng.14 At a
time of intense conflict in former Yugoslavia and of communal trouble
in India, the Parliament sought to show that religions need not be a cause
of division but agree on core moral values. A version of the ‘golden rule’
can be found in almost every religion.
Four ‘Irrevocable Directives’ were affirmed, based on the
fundamental demand that every human being must be treated humanely.
They are:
1. Commitment to a culture of non-violence and respect for life.
2. Commitment to a culture of solidarity and a just economic order.
3. Commitment to a culture of tolerance and a life of truthfulness.
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4

Commitment to a culture of equal rights and partnership between
men and women.
The global ethic is not intended to be a substitute for the specific
moral teaching of particular religions. It is concerned simply with a
‘minimal basic consensus relating to binding values, irrevocable
standards and moral attitudes which can be affirmed by all religions
despite their dogmatic differences and can also be supported by nonbelievers’. 15
How can these aspirations help to change the world?

A Voice of Protest
Religions can educate and give voice to popular opinion. It is
vital that they speak together in defence of human rights and act as a
‘voice for the voiceless’. The poet W. H. Auden at the outbreak of World
War II said, ‘All I have is a voice to undo the folded lie’,16 but the voice
of protest can be very powerful. The impact of faith communities would
be greater if they spoke with a more united voice and were more willing
to join together in prayer for peace. Religions still have considerable
moral authority and can activate world opinion because of their
involvement in local communities across the world.
Anglicans should give more support to international interfaith
organisations and back the call for a United Nations Year – or even a
Decade – of ‘Inter-religious Dialogue and Co-operation’.17 It is to be
hoped that Anglicans will play a full part in the Parliament of the World
Religions, which is to be held in Melbourne in December 2009.18
The power of prayer, fostered by the Week of Prayer for World
Peace, the Peace Prayer Movement and other groups, should not be
underestimated. Occasions when people of different faiths pray together
on a national or international occasion or especially after a natural
disaster or terrorist outrage can be supportive and inspiring.

Practical Work
There is welcome and increasing evidence of people of all faiths
and of goodwill working together to help victims of war or natural
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disaster, sharing in efforts to protect the environment and assisting the
process of reconciliation after conflict.
The shared search for a better world needs to be supported by
appropriate theology and spirituality. The Mayan spiritual leader,
Abraham Garcia, who was tortured in the civil war in Guatemala, said,
‘Peace isn’t the simple silencing of the bullets. It must be an inner change
toward other people, respect for the way they think and live.’19

The Need for an Appropriate
Theology and Spirituality
Recognise that there is one God
Part of that changed attitude to other people is the recognition
that they too are loved by God. As the British Chief Rabbi Dr Jonathan
Sacks has said, ‘The fact that the great universal monotheisms have not
yet formally endorsed a plural world is still the unexorcised darkness at
the heart of our religious situation’.20 Talk of ‘the saved’ or the ‘chosen
people’ or ‘the people of God’ has the negative implication that others
are ‘unsaved’, ‘unchosen’ or ‘rejected by God’.
When we pray ‘Lord have mercy upon us’, who do we pray for?
The distinguished scholar Wilfred Cantwell Smith said that if we mean
by ‘us’ anything less that ‘all humanity’ our God is too small. A major
contribution that Anglicans can make to a better world is to affirm
there is One God of all people, although our pictures of God may
differ and we may worship God in different ways. We need to see
religious differences not as a threat but as an enrichment. In
dialogue, both with other Christians and with members of other faiths
our understanding is deepened and purified.
Many governments claim that they encourage tolerance,
although the relation of the state to faith communities varies from
country to country and there are often limits to toleration. But tolerance
is not enough. It allows others the right to be wrong, but does not
remove the discriminatory influence of much traditional religious
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teaching. We need to see the positive contribution that another faith
makes to human understanding of the Divine and the enrichment that it
offers to one’s own personal faith.21
The Jewish scholar Shaye J. D. Cohen, has put this well when he
wrote, ‘It is not enough simply to believe in tolerance, not enough simply
to allow the other’s existence, rather, what we need is a theology on each
side to validate the other’s existence.’22 Cohen challenged Jews to
answer the question, ‘How is the divine cause somehow advanced by
having millions and millions of Christians in the world?’ He called on
Christians to answer the question, ‘Why are the Jews still here?’23 A
similar challenge could be applied to other religions as well.
At the same time that a religion binds together its members it also
separates them from ‘rival’ believers. The interfaith discovery is that we
can be loyal to our group but see other groups as enriching our faith
rather than threatening it. The Native American leader Black Elk said
that in a vision he saw ‘the hoop of my people and it was holy’. ‘Then’,
he added, ‘I saw the hoop of many religions and I saw that they were
holy too.’
In several religions there is a struggle between those who want to
adopt a more open attitude and those who uphold traditional exclusive
views.
In Christian circles, a rough distinction is often made between
three approaches: ‘Exclusive’, ‘Inclusive’ and ‘Pluralist.’
The exclusivist approach affirms that only through the atoning
death of Jesus can people be restored to a right relation to God. Other
religions do not offer salvation. This view means that only members of
the true church (usually taken to be the Roman Catholic Church) or those
who have faith in Jesus Christ will be saved and go to heaven.
The inclusivist approach recognises that God wants all people to
be saved and that God’s loving concern is for all people, but it also
insists that God’s final and full revelation is in Jesus Christ. Pope John
Paul II, for example, has said that ‘Although participated forms of
mediation of different kinds and degrees are not excluded, they acquire
meaning and value only from Christ’s own mediation, and they cannot
be understood as parallel or complementary to his.’24 Good people of
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other faiths may be saved by Christ even if they are not conscious of this
and they are sometimes called ‘anonymous Christians’. As Cardinal
Arinze, who was President of the Pontifical Council for Inter-religious
Dialogue, put it, ‘All human beings are included in the great and unique
design of God in Jesus Christ, even when they are not aware of it.’25
The pluralist approach suggests that the mystery of God is indeed
present in Jesus Christ, but also in other great spiritual figures such as
the Buddha, or Rama or Krishna.26 The individual believer can be loyal
to a particular path without having to assert that his or her path is better
than those followed by other believers.
The third option obviously facilitates interfaith co-operation, but
to many Christians it seems to be a rejection of the traditional claim that
Jesus Christ is the only Saviour and that Christianity is the only true
religion. But there are several reasons why this traditional position
should be questioned on both theological and philosophical grounds.27
First, the biblical material is ambiguous. If some passages are
exclusive, others are universalist and speak of God’s concern for all
people. Secondly, the Christian tradition is varied. For example, the
second century apologist Justin Martyr hoped to meet Plato in heaven
and the great theologian St Thomas Aquinas held that it was possible for
people who lived before Christ to be saved. So, thirdly, if God is the
God of love whom Jesus proclaimed, then God’s love is surely available
to those who have not heard of Jesus. This suggests that other religions
reveal at least something of God. Fourthly, as some Christians have got
to know members of other faiths, they have recognised their genuine
holiness. They have seen evidence of God’s presence in other faith
traditions. Fifthly, as Christians increasingly learn about other religions
and read their scriptures, they find them inspiring and genuine
expressions of spirituality. Sixthly, critical study of the New Testament
suggests that the focus of Jesus’ message was the kingdom of God rather
than his own status.28 Seventhly, faith is primarily trust in the Living
God not adherence to doctrines. Moreover, many Christians who are
well versed in interfaith dialogue testify that it has both broadened and
deepened their Christian faith.
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Philosophically, the modern understanding of knowledge rejects
‘absolutism’. It is recognised that all statements about reality – even in
holy scripture – are conditioned by their author’s historical setting,
intention, culture, class and sex and that the same is true of the person
who reads these statements. We are not in a position to make ultimate,
unconditioned, statements. Even symbols, which are central to a religion,
are not absolute and indeed are open to multiple interpretations.29
Christians rightly should share their experience of God’s loving
forgiveness in Jesus Christ, but they do not have to pass judgement on
the religious experience of others. As Bishop George Appleton, a
former Anglican Archbishop in Jerusalem and Editor of the Oxford
Book of Prayer, wrote: ‘Each religion has a mission, a gospel, a central
affirmation. Each of us needs to enlarge on the gospel which he has
received without wanting to demolish the gospel of others . . . . We can
enlarge and deepen our initial and basic faith by the experience and
insights of people from other religions and cultures, without disloyalty
to our own commitment.’30 The more Christians reflect the love of Christ,
the more others will be attracted to Him. Conversion is the work of the
Holy Spirit, the Christian calling is to bear witness to Christ by word and
deed.

The World Needs a Spiritual
Message
For some 60 years, as the existence of the United Nations
testifies, the nations of the world have slowly recognised the limits of
national sovereignty and the need for agreed international action on
major issues of global concern. In the same way, although even more
slowly, ‘a post-confessional and inter-religious world is coming into
being. In other words, slowly and laboriously a multi-confessional
ecumenical world society is coming into being’.31 But if religions are to
have any real impact on shaping the future of this planet, they must come
together far more quickly and effectively.
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The new interest of many secular leaders in the moral dimension
of life presents great opportunities for the world religions to share with
a world in need the spiritual riches of their traditions and release the
potential for peace, which is at the heart of all great faiths.32 There are,
however, dangers. One is that international bodies, instead of listening
to the prophetic words of religious leaders, will try to give a cloak of
respectability to their work by inviting a token presence of such leaders.
Secondly, unless religious leaders recruit staff with the necessary
expertise in relevant areas, they will have little to contribute. Leaders
will also have to beware of attending so many international gatherings
that they lose touch with local faith communities, so leaving the latter
open to the influence of religious extremists. It is vital that as
international interreligious co-operation increases so local communities
at the same time learn about other religions and meet members of them.
Sometimes people complain that there are now too many interfaith
groups. In fact there is more than enough work for all of them to do –
locally, nationally and internationally – but that work needs to be better
co-ordinated.33
The search for a new world order is essentially the search for
a world society shaped by shared moral values. If the Anglican
Church could encourage people of all faiths to affirm and practise
the values that they share, they would help to ensure that faith is
good news and has a vital contribution to make to the healing of the
nations.
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