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Let me begin by saying that I count it a great honour to have been invited to address your 

Council meeting today and to reflect on the theme of inter-faith dialogue and inter-faith 

relations. 

 

Inter-faith issues became something of a focus of my year as Moderator of the General 

Assembly of the Church of Scotland – 2002-2003. That year saw the first anniversary of 9/11 

which was marked by gathering in Dunblane of leaders and representatives from Scotland’s 

faith communities, and that pattern of meeting two or three times a year continues to this day 

– meeting in synagogues, churches, mosques, mandirs, temples. 

 

I was also privileged in February 2003 to lead an inter-faith delegation on a two day visit to 

European Community institutions in Brussels. Ephraim Borowski and Stephen Kleiner were 

part of the group and the visit was valuable, both in terms of the shared engagement with 

European Community issues and in terms of enjoyable social interaction and the formation 

and strengthening of friendships.  

 

It is a commonplace to say that we live in an increasingly multi-cultural society and it is 

undeniably the case that issues arising from this are high on the political agenda. Why, only in 

the last few days the cases of the British Airways worker and her cross and the Yorkshire 

teacher with her niqab have dominated the news. 

 

But perhaps there has been far more difference and diversity within Scotland and the United 

Kingdom generally than we often think. Indeed, in my own early years I experienced 

something of that in that my mother was born and raised in London, while my father was born 

and raised in the Island of Lewis. The language of his childhood home and community was 

Gaelic and English was learned in school as a second language. 

 

I was born in 1945. My father was serving with the RAF and my mother was staying with her 

parents outside London. After the war my father went back to university to complete 

interrupted studies and my early years were spent between two very different cultures – the 

bustle of the home counties with trips to London to visit my mother’s relations, the tube, the 

big red buses;  and then extended visits to my father’s family in Lewis where, quite literally, a 

different language was spoken and the views from their home looked out over Atlantic 

breakers to the Flannan Isles and, on the rare clear day, to St Kilda. 

 

When I was nearly five my parents settled in Dundee, where they were to stay for over fifty 

years. I do not know what kind of accent I spoke when we arrived in Dundee – something of a 

mix of West Highland and Home Counties if you can imagine such a thing. Dundonian it 

certainly was not and I recall some unkindness from fellow pupils at school who made fun of 

the (to them) strange way in which I spoke. 

 

My father had become a minister and sometimes that also caused me problems, especially 

when he came into the school to take assemblies. I soon learned that there was another school 

to which Catholic children went and, indeed, I became friendly with one of these Catholic 
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boys who lived close by – and he didn’t seem any different from us. More intriguingly we had 

neighbours a few houses away whose names captured my imagination – Saul and Leah 

Cohen. I was told they were Jewish and they and my parents became good friends, visiting 

each others homes regularly. If that that was an issue in 1950s Dundee I was certainly not 

aware of it. 

 

I have found a couple of books particularly helpful in relation to such matters. One is Bashir 

Maan’s The New Scots published in 1992. It is sub-titled the story of Asians in Scotland, but 

Dr Maan also sets his main theme within the context of Scotland’s broad ethnic amalgam – 

Celts, Picts, Scots – and , in more recent centuries, Irish, Jewish, Italian, Lithuanian and 

Polish.  

 

The other book I have found helpful is the more recent “The Dignity of Difference” by Chief 

Rabbi, Jonathan Sacks, with its challenge to turn a potentially disastrous clash of civilisations 

into a dialogue which recognises and respects difference as part of the divine order. For Dr 

Sacks a key narrative is the story of the Tower of Babel when humanity separates into a 

multiplicity of cultures and a diversity of languages. I have often reflected from a Christian 

perspective on how the story of Pentecost as recounted in the second chapter of the Book of 

Acts builds on the tower of Babel narrative. In the later story the diversity of languages is still 

there – but, notwithstanding the differences of language, there is understanding. 

 

Indeed it seems to me that, as we reflect on these issues from a Jewish and a Christian 

perspective, we find both exclusiveness and inclusiveness within our sacred scriptures. We 

both hold sacred those 39 books from Genesis to Malachi which tell of God’s covenant with 

his people. We hear Joshua at Shechem telling the people to put away the false gods of their 

ancestors; we hear Moses telling the people to choose life by obeying the commandments. But 

we also learn that the calling and blessing of Abraham is not only to make of his descendants 

a great nation but that in him all the families of the earth will be blessed. And, in Isaiah’s 

vision of the peaceable kingdom we are invited to envisage a world order where the wolf shall 

live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling 

together….the cow and the bear shall graze, their young shall lie down together and the lion 

shall eat straw like the ox. 

 

Winston Churchill once famously observed that “jaw jaw is better than “war war”. Religious 

tension and difference is easily regarded by many as a major source of “war war” in our 

world. Perhaps Churchill’s dictum should be particularly taken to heart by religious people 

and there should be more in the way of “jaw jaw”.  

 

In 1984 Pope John Paul II addressed the Plenary Assembly of the Pontifical Council for Inter-

religious Dialogue and declared that such dialogue is fundamental to the Church. That 

Assembly identified four forms of dialogue in which people of faith can engage and I believe 

these are helpful for all who reflect on these things. 

 

There is a dialogue of life where people simply live together within communities, sharing joys 

and sorrows, company and companionship and meet together as fellow human beings. 

 

There is a dialogue of action in which people come together in some common purpose for 

good – disaster or emergency relief perhaps or in some shared artistic or cultural endeavour, 

or a practical project which particularly brings together young people from different faith 
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groups or cultural backgrounds. Next Sunday for example I look forward to sharing, I hope as 

last year with Rabbi Rose, in an inter faith youth event. 

 

There is the dialogue of theological exchange where specialists seek to deepen their 

understanding of different religious heritages and to appreciate one another’s religious values. 

 

Finally there is the dialogue of religious experience where people rooted in their own 

religious traditions feel able to share their spiritual riches, for instance with regard to prayer 

and contemplation. I recall an inter faith gathering a few years ago at the Central Mosque in 

Glasgow when we did just that, and someone made the point that the Latin word “precare”, 

meaning “to pray”, lies at the root of the English word “precarious”. We pray out of the 

precariousness of our shared human condition. 

 

While we talk of difference and, with Dr Sacks indeed of the dignity of difference, it is also 

interesting to note that the German ecumenical theologian Friedrich Heiler, outlined seven 

broad themes which various faith traditions have in common – including Judaism, Christianity 

and Islam.  Heiler identifies these common themes as 

• Belief in a transcendent reality 

• This reality, though transcendent, is present within human hearts, 

• It is supreme beauty, goodness, justice  and truth 

• It is love, mercy and compassion 

• The way to this reality lies in repentance, self-denial and prayer 

• This way is love of neighbours, even love of enemies 

• This love is love of the transcendent itself  

 

This is not to say that, essentially, all religions are the same though it does clearly identify 

common principles and themes. In any event, not all will agree with Heiler’s analysis but it is, 

nevertheless, a thoughtful and thought provoking analysis that lays a recognition of shared 

values alongside the dignity of difference. 

 

Chairman, I offer these reflections and hope that they provide a helpful commentary on this 

important topic of inter-faith relations and dialogue. Again I thank you for the courtesy and 

warmth of your welcome. I hope that my remarks have not given you any cause to regret your 

invitation or your welcome.  

 




