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What are Interfaith Groups Doing?
Seventy years on from the founding of the World Congress of Faiths 
‘Dialogue’ and ‘interfaith’ are the ‘in-words.’  The Pope and the Prime Minister are talking about them and Lord Carey is reported as saying that the next coronation should be an ‘interfaith occasion.’ In Britain the number of local interfaith groups has nearly doubled since the year 2,000. There are now about 180 local interfaith groups as well as branches of the Council of Christians and Jews and the Three Faiths Forum.  The number of international interfaith conferences has also increased rapidly.
The World Congress of Faiths and Francis Younghusband 
It was a very different picture seventy years ago when the World Congress of Faiths met for the first time in London in July 1936.  No bishops attended. They were in the business of conversion not conversation. Archbishop Lang advised King Edward VIII not to preside at the opening session. In fact few religious leaders attended, but many eminent scholars did, including Dr Radhakrishan, later President of India, Dr Yusuf Ali, translator of the standard English version of the Qur’an, and Dr T Suzuki, whose books on Zen Buddhism were widely read in the West. Indeed the academic study of ‘comparative religion’ as it was then called help to prepare the way for interfaith dialogue.  
The moving spirit of the Congress was Sir Francis Younghusband, who was an explorer of both the physical and the spiritual world. He was one of the first Europeans to cross the Gobi desert. In 1903 Younghusband, as an officer of the British Empire, led a – still controversial - mission to Lhasa. The day after signing a treaty with the Tibetans he went off by himself to the mountains. He was elated by the good will of his former foes.  The, he wrote later, ‘elation grew to exultation…I felt in touch with the flaming heart of the world… A mighty joy-giving Power was at work in the world… Never again could I think evil. Never again could I bear enmity.’ 

Younghusband, in convening the World Congress of Faiths, did not dwell on this experience. Our shared humanity, the enrichment of getting to know our neighbours of faiths other than our own, and the moral values held in common were reason enough to encourage a ‘fellowship of faiths.’ Yet many of those who have played a leading role in the World Congress of Faiths have been inspired by a spiritual experience of ‘Oneness.’  
The threat and then the horrific reality of a World War, the death of Younghusband and  a theological climate, which - under the influence of Karl Barth and the missionary theologian Hendrik Kraemer - was hostile to dialogue, reduced WCF in the fifties and sixties to a small and rather isolated organisation. In the seventies, under the leadership of  George Appleton, then Archbishop in Jerusalem, and of Edward Carpenter, Dean of Westminster, activity increased. Because of immigration, Muslim, Sikh and Hindus communities were growing. The theological mood, also, was changing, although some Christians protested against the interfaith services which WCF pioneered.  In the schools, ‘scripture lessons’ were being replaced by ‘RE’ - religious education - which included some study of world religions. Publishers, therefore, thought it was worthwhile to print books about these religions.

The Inter Faith Network
The major break through was in 1987, when the faith communities in Britain founded the Inter Faith Network for the UK, with the aim of developing ‘good relations between people of different faiths in this country.’  It is important to stress that the Inter Faith Network, which is supported by religious leaders, is a network of organisations. Its membership includes representative bodies of the Baha’i, Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, Jain, Jewish, Muslim, Sikh and Zoroastrian faiths, national and local inter faith organisations and educational and academic bodies specialising in inter faith relations.   By contrast WCF  is still a membership organisation for interested individuals. 
International Developments 

Internationally, the fear of nuclear warfare brought together some religious leaders, who in 1970, at Kyoto, Japan, founded the World Conference on Religion and Peace (WCRP).  WCRP, which deals with a wide range of peace concerns, is now a worldwide organisation, with NGO status at the UN. But it was 1993, the centenary year of the first World Parliament of Religions in Chicago, which brought the interfaith movement to public attention.  Major gatherings were held in Britain, India, Japan and the USA, especially at Chicago. 

To ensure that this momentum was not lost, the International Interfaith Centre (IIC) was set up in Oxford and now co-ordinates the International Interfaith Organisations Network (IION), which has some fourteen members, including the recently established Peace Council and  the United Religions Initiative (URI). 
Different Approaches to Interfaith Work 
Interfaith organisations differ in their approach. So much ignorance and prejudice towards members of other religions still exists - especially anti-Semitism and Islamophobia – that educational work, of for example CCJ and the Three Faiths Forum, as well as in schools, is still essential.  This is why I am pleased to lecture about Christianity at the London Muslim College, which trains future imams.
The best way to break down barriers is by encouraging people – especially the young - from different communities to meet and to get to know each other. The International Association for Religious Freedom (IARF) has done this very effectively at an international level.  Locally, visits to Mosques, Temples, Synagogues and Churches are valuable, especially if there is time to eat and talk together. 

Other organisations focus on a specific issue - bringing together people of different faiths to protect the environment or to work or pray for peace. 

Some local groups are formal representative faith councils with members nominated by local faith communities. A few get some financial assistance from local councils and may have a paid staff member. Other groups result from the initiative of a few enthusiasts and are open to any interested individual.

Many interfaith events are initiated by a particular faith or spiritual community which seeks to promote harmony - for example by the Church of England through its Diocesan Interfaith Councils. The World Council of Churches, the Brahma Kumaris Spiritual University and the Unification Church have been particularly active. It is also increasingly common for one group to invite a speaker from another faith. 
What happens may be very varied. In some, there is learned discussion, for example in the Oxford Abrahamic Group, which, under the leadership of Bishop Richard Harries, has just produced the book Abraham’s Children (Continuum).  There are support groups, for example, for members of an interfaith marriage to share their concerns. Some people want to learn about other ways of praying or meditating. Others meet to build good community relations and social cohesion.  There are interfaith groups to discuss questions of medical ethics, such as abortion or euthanasia or to promote high ethical standards in business. 
It is important for a group to agree its purpose and approach. Otherwise if people join with different expectations, some at least are likely to be disappointed and frustrated. Continuity is also valuable.  The most fruitful groups are those which meet regularly, thereby allowing real trust and friendship to grow. One such group to which I belong, the Sternberg Centre JCM Dialogue Group, recently issued a Platform Statement calling on their co-religionists ‘not to allow their religion to be abused ‘by exclusivist ideologues.’ 
Theological Reflection
A further statement of the group that ‘no single religion can claim a monopoly of Truth’ is more controversial. Part of the interfaith scene is the theological reflection taking place in several faith communities on how both to preserve the identity and traditional claims of that community and to acknowledge the spiritual value of other faith traditions.  So many books have been written on this just by Christians that it would need at least another article - Paul Knitter’s Introducing (Christian) Theologies of Religions (Orbis, 2002) runs to 250 pages and that is only an introduction!
Faith Identity and Shared Values 
There is a lot of activity, but still widespread prejudice and ignorance –especially among people without any faith commitment, who may call for a ‘Winter Festival’ instead of Christmas or who object to a charity selling Christmas cards.  The person who values his or her own faith is likely to respect other peoples’ beliefs and practices. Indeed, learning to respect another’s faith may help us deepen our understanding and appreciation of our own. C F Andrews, a Christian missionary in India and friend of Gandhi, said that through his deep contact with members of other faiths, ‘Christ has become not less central but more central and universal: not less divine to me, but more so because more universally human.’
A multi-faith and a multi-cultural society is a great enrichment for us all. It is important that people from every faith community feel valued as individuals with their own religious beliefs and practices. Equally they should be encouraged to make their contribution to society. Being invited this year to the Muslim News’ Awards Ceremony made me more aware of the valuable contribution so many Muslims are making to British society. 
Affirming our identity needs to be balanced by recognising the values that we have in common – otherwise we shall end up in self-imposed ghettoes. This means that if there are to be more faith schools, pupils should meet regularly with members of other schools. Even those who meet at interfaith groups may never invite each other to their homes. There is too little social intercourse between people of different religions. Yet, one of the greatest blessings of interfaith encounter is the new friendships that it makes possible. At Christmas, my wife Mary and I particularly appreciate the many cards we receive from people of other religions. 

As a world society, the importance of identifying shared values is also increasingly being recognised. Pope John Paul II said in 2001, ‘As humanity embarks upon the process of globalization, it can no longer do without a common code of ethics.’ 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. Much of the preliminary work was done by Hans Küng. Based on the fundamental demand that ‘every human being must be treated humanely’ – in effect the ‘Golden Rule’ - the Declaration affirms commitment to a culture of non-violence and respect for life; of  solidarity and a just economic order; of tolerance and a life of truthfulness and of equal rights and partnership between men and women. 

The global ethic is not a substitute for the specific moral teaching of each religion. It simply offers 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 non-believers.’ 
What is needed now, as I argue in my recent book, A Heart for the World, (John Hunt, o-books, 2006) is for faith communities to show what should follow from these commitments and the conviction that every person is precious to God.  As an alternative to terror and ‘the war against terror’, religions should inspire us together to seek reconciliation rather than revenge, to ‘live more simply that others may simply live’ and to reverence all life with which we share this planet. 
WCF Today
WCF has not become the world organization that Younghusband envisaged, but it has helped to stimulate the growth of ‘the interfaith movement’, which is now world wide. It offers an opportunity for individual believers – not just religious leaders – to participate in this movement. It still has a pioneering role in encouraging not just understanding of other faiths, but mutual learning from them in the search for truth and in spiritual practice. 
There are many reasons why people of different religions are meeting and working together. If, however, interfaith activity becomes just a branch of ‘religious community relations’ – important as this is - and is not deeply rooted in the Spirit, I fear that the moderates in all religions may not be strong enough to withstand the extremists and, God forbid, further terrorist attacks. 
The only secure basis for the affirmation of the sacredness of all human life is the belief that every person is a child of the One God.  Indeed as Mahatma Gandhi said, ‘The only way to find God is to see him in his creation and to be one with it. This can only be done by the service of all.’

The Rev Dr Marcus Braybrooke is President of the World Congress of Faiths, Co-Founder of the Three Faiths Forum and a Patron of the International Interfaith Centre. He is the author of many books, including 

365 Meditations for a Peaceful Heart and a Peaceful World (Godsfield, 2004), A Heart for the World (John Hunt, o-books 2006) and editor of 1,000 World Prayers.  
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