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Introduction

I would like to begin with a brief reflection on where I live in West London.  My regular bus takes me from Shepherds Bush Station – recently rebuilt as part of the Westfield Shopping Centre – along the Uxbridge Road to my street.  The tube station and bus terminal was a public-private partnership that used public money in support of a private development project that was envisaged as a regeneration initiative in a relatively poor bit of West London.  I take the number 207 bus up the Uxbridge Road.  On the bus is an extraordinary array of cultures, religions and nationalities, many of which are reflected in the shops and religious institutions we pass by on the street.  To take a survey along one of these bendy buses would be to encounter Poles, Ukrainians, Latvians, Nigerians, Ghanaians, Somalis, Ethiopians, Lebanese, Algerians, Afro-Caribbeans, Zimbabweans and many more besides.  Some are Christians, some Muslim, some Rastafarians, and some mind their own business.  In among the London Lite newspapers you will see the Bible and the Qu’ran being read as well as texts from the Mind, Body, Spirit section of the bookshop.  Here is the reality of multi-cultural, multi-faith London in full bloom.  And we travel together, whether we like it or not, through a combination of the market and the state symbolised in our common dependence on the good offices of Transport for London, another public-private partnership.  

I alight by Dordrecht Road where I live.  It is named after a small town in the Netherlands that has a very significant place in the history of Protestantism.  It hosted the Synod of Dordt in 1618 where representatives from eight different Reformed churches around Europe came to deliberate over a theological controversy about whether Calvinism or Arminianism represented the truest account of salvation – in other words a debate about truth.  I won’t bore you with the details of the controversy but the outcome was the restatement of the five points of Calvinism, remembered to many an earnest catechist through the acronym TULIP, standing for: total depravity, unconditional election, limited atonement, irresistible grace, and the perseverance of the saints.  These probably incomprehensible theological nostrums form the doctrinal backbone of both contemporary Evangelicalism and Fundamentalism, used in the strict sense of that term as referring to the Princeton school who issued from 1910 onwards the ‘Fundamentals’ of the Christian faith over and against the forces of liberalism and Darwinism.  These ‘Fundamentals’ were a key catalyst in the development of what we now see as American Christian Fundamentalism.  It was, however, a white South African builder who actually built Dordrecht Road around 1910 and it was of course a variant of the Dutch Calvinism, re-asserted at the Synod, which formed the basis of the ideology of apartheid, apartheid being one kind of response to a multicultural society.  So I stand before you as a Protestant theologian for whom Dordrecht Road is more than just a place where I live.  It is an address in every sense of that word.  

But the Synod of Dordt was not just a theologically significant event.  It was part of a much broader set of changes related to the birth of capitalism.  This is reflected in the life of Hugo Grotius, one of the founding fathers of modern international law, human rights and just war theory.  He was imprisoned as a result of the Synod for his support of the Arminians and his role in formulating the 1613 edict of toleration that intended to make the Dutch state neutral in relation to theological disputes.  Much of Grotius’s work on international relations was done in response to trade disputes and the opening up of emerging markets in the new world, in short the first stages of globalisation. One of his most important works was called the ‘Free Sea’ (1609) and formulated for the first time the principle that the sea was international territory that all were free to use.  It provided justification for the Dutch in their long-standing conflict with the corporate trade monopolies of the City of London.  This was a conflict that was eventually settled by a very formidable public-private partnership between Cromwell and the City of London whose backing and militias were crucial in Cromwell’s victory and the Calvinist interest he represented. The settlement involved most of the banks and financial institutions moving from Amsterdam to the City in exchange for the Dutch having freer rein in the Far East.  Not so much Britannia rules the waves as the dominant financial interest ruling the global market place backed by religious and state sanction.  It all sounds rather familiar.  Indeed, the questions and conflicts at the heart of the Synod of Dordt and those affected by it have re-emerged as central questions in national and international politics.  How shall we deal with divergent truth claims?  What is the role of the state in relation to religion?  What is common and what is private and how is it to be protected?  What is the relationship between the religious interest, the financial interest and the national interest?  And how are religious differences to be negotiated by those who share the same territory?

The key question I want to respond to is how can we negotiate a common life between different faith traditions, with different and competing claims to truths, amid the pressures and structures brought to bear upon that common life by the state and the market on which all of us depend?  I will first describe some of the factors shaping the relationship between faith groups, state and market within the contemporary context and then make some constructive proposals for how the church in particular might engage in inter Faith relations within this context. I hope you can see from my regular commute that the questions I am addressing here this evening are enfolded into the very fabric of where I live.

It may seem curious to link debates about inter Faith relations to debates about the market and the state, yet, I want to suggest that we cannot really engage the former without taking seriously the latter.  One of the problems in much of the literature and policy regarding inter Faith relations is that it is abstracted from broader accounts of political economy and of how the state itself is a factor in establishing the conditions and possibilities for such relations.  They also fail to attend to how, in the contemporary context, it is faith traditions that are a key factor in setting limits to the market and the state.

Before I can develop my constructive proposals it is necessary to review what is currently going on.

The emerging shape of church-state relations

A number of developments contribute to the emerging shape of relations between the state and religious groups in contemporary Britain.  

· Large scale immigration and the demand of religious minorities for access to state resources on the basis of their religious identity. First, There is the advent of deep religious diversity due to large scale immigration since the 1950s.  Large religious minorities refuse to be categorised as an ‘ethnic’ minority and demand recognition and access to state resources on the basis of their religious identity. From the controversy surrounding the publication of Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses in 1988 to protests by the Sikh community over the play ‘Behzti’ in 2004 there has been a steady increase in the political mobilisation and strengthening of the public voice of minority faith communities in Britain. Throughout Europe it is the political mobilization of Islam that is most prominent.
· The turn to civil society – Second, the end of the Cold War heralded a more communitarian direction in British politics. This communitarian turn emphasises the need to strengthen civic participation and the formation of mediating structures between the state and the individual; devolve power; encourage widespread consultation and participation in decision making; and foster social inclusion. However, this renewed emphasis inevitably led to greater scrutiny of what was really going on.  And it seems as if all is not well – debates about levels of ‘social capital’ in our society are on indicator of this. Yet faith communities are seen as one of the more resilient parts of civil society.

· State as partner not provider – Third, in debates about the future of the welfare state a common approach across the political spectrum is for the state to recast itself as a ‘partner’ rather than sole provider of welfare services.  The result is that the state is angling for groups to partner with – faith communities fit the bill.

· Within debates about welfare, well-being and the provision of services we see the return of moral questions in the distribution of welfare.  Fourth, after the creation of the welfare state in 1945 there was a one size fits all provision, with no questions asked. However, from the 1980s onwards, with the return to laissez-faire economics, such an approach has increasingly been called into question.  A key element of the discourses informing welfare reform from Thatcher onwards, on both left and right, has been the return of questions of personal accountability and character and the need to balance rights and responsibilities. Religious groups have positioned themselves and been perceived as able to incorporate advocacy of individual responsibility with personalised care and compassion in their provision of welfare services.
· Move towards participatory or co-governance.  Western governments are realizing that good governance cannot be the state’s responsibility alone and that many social issues need non-state actors in order to be addressed effectively. Governments seek and are expected to address issues like anti-social behaviour, obesity, parenting and the ‘radicalization’ of religious groups.  Yet such issues are not amenable to the kinds of policy and regulatory instruments available to central government.  They require cultural and personal changes governments are not able to tackle alone. Faith groups are a key constituency that governments are seeking to enlist in addressing these issues as they are seen as repositories of the kinds of cultural, moral and social resources vital for effecting change. 
· Securitization of religion: Lastly, the most recent dynamic affecting the emerging shape of relations between the state and religious groups is the ‘securitisation’ of religion in response to the real and perceived links between on-going terrorist activities and some Islamic groups. The Copenhagen school of international relations that have conceptualised securitization define it as meaning an ‘issue is presented as an existential threat, requiring emergency measures and justifying actions outside the normal bounds of political procedure.’
  The securitisation of religion entails rhetorically constructing religion as a direct security threat to the state and presenting it as an issue of supreme priority that needs to be dealt with outside the normal legal and political processes within which religion is dealt with.  In turn, this legitimates the exceptional treatment of some religious groups and extra resources and greater attention being directed towards them.  It is Muslims who are most directly affected by this process, but it is affecting the relationship between the state and religion more generally as well.  Securitisation takes the form of monitoring and intervening in certain religious groups (‘hard’ policing) as well as ‘community based approaches’ that entail funding and intentionally building relationship between religious groups and state agencies (‘soft’ policing). In this fast changing and controversial area what is clear is that there are many operational differences between government departments, police and the security services.
 However, an overall impact of processes of securitisation is a deeper level of engagement between state agencies and many religious groups as the government seeks to understand and address internal dynamics within religious groups that might exacerbate or diminish resort to violence.
The result of these processes is played out in a new intensity and intentionality in the relationship between government and faith groups,

Evidence for this can be seen in such things as the formation of a Home Office Faith Communities Unit in 2003, the appointment of a ‘faith envoy’ for the Labour Party (Stephen Timms, MP) and the inclusion of religious leaders in the formation of social policy, through such bodies as the Faith Communities Consultative Council formed in 2006. A significant move in this direction was the establishment of the Inner Cities Religious Council (ICRC) in 1992. Such developments are not limited to national government.  They are mirrored at a regional and local level: most local authorities now have an officer responsible for liaison with faith communities;
 and Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs), established by local authorities to contribute to planning delivery of services to local people, often have a place reserved on them for a faith representative and are required to make specific efforts to involve and consult faith groups.  The cementing of this constructive relationship was marked by the report Working Together: Cooperation between Government & Faith Communities produced in 2004.  The report calls for greater ‘religious literacy’ on the part of government at all levels.

So what we see emerging is a new, more variegated pattern of church-state relations. There is the continuing bilateral relationship between the state and the Church of England; for example, in relation to the provision of chaplains in the military, hospitals, prisons and the like.  Within this bilateral arrangement the C of E effectively acts as a broker and gatekeeper, enabling other faith groups, as well as other Christian denominations, to access state resources.  The primus inter pares role of the Anglican Church coexists with new, formal multilateral patterns of cooperation such as the Inner Cities Religious Council wherein the Anglican Church was just one among many religious participants, all of whom had an equal relationship with the state.  These bilateral and multilateral forms of direct cooperation operate alongside and in the midst of intended – because hostile or militantly secularist – and unintended – because ignorant – prejudice by state authorities against religious groups seeking state support or cooperation.  All this suggests that although the political influence of the Christian church may be less, the influence of other religions is not declining, but beginning, while that of the churches, and of the Established Church in particular, is having to be re-negotiated.  

A post-secular politics?

The question arises as to what is the best way to describe this new intensity and intentionality between government and faith communities?

One term increasingly used to name the contemporary conditions and possibilities of the relationship between religion and politics is that of ‘postsecular’. Part of the background to this term is a revision of the ‘secularisation thesis.’
 The classic secularisation thesis identifies modernisation with secularisation and sees secularisation as an inevitable outcome of processes of modernisation such as industrialisation, urbanisation, bureaucratization etc.. Secularisation names the process whereby, as Bryan Wilson puts it, ‘religious institutions, actions and consciousness, lose their social significance.’
  The secularisation thesis posited a fundamental incompatibility between modernity and religious adherence.  However, the empirical basis of the thesis has increasingly come into question to the extent that Peter Berger, a former leading advocate of the secularisation thesis writes: ‘The world today, with some exceptions … is as furiously religious as it ever was, and in some places more so than ever.  This means that a whole body of literature by historians and social scientists loosely labelled “secularisation theory” is essential mistaken.’
  Now debates are still on going, but what we can say is that a straightforward assumption that modernisation leads to secularisation is no longer tenable.

Since modernization is a worldwide process advocates of secularisation assumed that secularisation would be a worldwide and uniform phenomenon.  However, processes of modernization play out in different parts of the world in different ways depending on how they were transmitted (for example, whether they were self-generated, as in Western Europe, imposed by colonialism, as in Africa, or imposed by elites, as in Japan and Turkey) and when they were transmitted (for example, it makes a difference if a society interacted with capitalism in its early stages or in its advanced stages of production).  Thus, as Shmuel Eisenstadt argues, we must talk of ‘multiple modernities’ all of which interact with religious belief and practice in different ways.
  Far from leading to a decline in the public significance of religion, processes of modernization can provoke and enable religious re-invigoration and an increase in its public significance – America, Egypt and Iran are examples of this. 

Perhaps one of the most important contributions to this debate is Charles Taylor’s recent work ‘A Secular Age.’  Taylor gives three meanings to the term ‘secular’: the first denotes a decline in the public role of religion and the second posits a ‘falling off’ in religious adherence.  The third refers to the conditions of belief whereby belief in God moves from being a given to becoming ‘one option among others.’ 
  For Taylor, this third development was itself a partially religious development rather than an inevitable outcome of processes of modernization.  This third meaning of the term does have traction.  For Taylor, our ‘secular age’ is characterised neither by a necessary decline in religious belief nor by an incompatibility between religion and modernity, but by a plurality of forms of belief and unbelief which are themselves constantly interacting and changing.  On this account, secularism and the secularity of both particular institutions, such as a university, and of a society as a whole, are as much the result of dynamics and discourses within religion, and in particular, within Christianity, as the fruit of external pressures.  In the light of Taylor’s thesis, use of the term ‘postsecular’ can be seen as illustrative of the condition of belief and unbelief within the contemporary context wherein everyone, including the ardent ‘secularist,’ has to be self-reflexive and critical about their commitments. No one, from the confessional Darwinist to the so-called fundamentalist, can assume that their view is ‘normal’ or simply the way things will be.

So even if religion never really went away, what is clear is that we are currently going through a period of de-constitution and re-constitution in which perennial questions about the relationship between religious and political authority, the kind of questions present at the Synod of Dordt, are being asked again and previous settlements reached in the 17th and 18th Centuries are being re-negotiated.  

As outlined already there are specific material changes that can be identified that have led to this process of re-negotiation. Material changes such as changes in religious demography have led to new moments emerging within existing patterns of relationship within the contemporary context.  These moments are ones in which the relationship between religious groups, the state and the market is undetermined and ambiguous while at the same time those from many different religious traditions and non-religious actors are encountering each other in new and deeper ways within shared territory.  The contemporary context may be described as a postsecularist space as far as the state and certain elite groups are concerned – by this I mean that elites can no longer disregard the public presence of religion.  But it is better understood overall as a period in which, for the first time, multiple modernities, each with their respective relationship to religious belief and practice, are overlapping and interacting within the same shared, predominantly urban spaces. 

What I am describing is best articulated through a concrete example.  In Brixton, an area of South London characterised by multifaceted religious and ethnic diversity, a high rate of youth delinquency and which was a recruiting ground for those involved in the July 7th, 2005 terrorist events in London are a number of pilot projects developing a new partnership between statutory bodies and Islamic groups in assessing and intervening with young people considered ‘at risk’ of involvement in crime, gangs and social disorder.  One such project, run by a group which can be broadly characterised as ‘Salafi,’ receives referrals from the probation service to work with at risk youths while simultaneously being monitored by the security services as a source of Islamic ‘radicalisation’ and violent opposition to the liberal democratic state.
  Thus, the same group is perceived by the state as both contributing to law and order and a source of violent opposition to its regime of law and order.  The non-religious statutory bodies are being forced to move beyond mere tolerance and ignorance of the religious ‘other’ to make fine-grained distinctions between different groups within the same tradition as they seek to work with some and monitor others or do both at the same time.  This more intensive engagement is leading to a felt need to engage directly with what are understood as theological questions by government agencies.  A measure of this shift to engage (or some might say intrude) upon the ‘theological’ is given in the advocacy of direct engagement with ‘theological’ debate in the ‘Prevent’ strand of government policy.
  

From the perspective of the youth project, the state is both a threat, in that it is making its religiously framed dissent a security issue rather than a religious or political one and is seeking to intrude upon the formulation of its belief and practice.  But it is also a source of opportunity to the group for it to achieve goals commensurate with their religious commitments: the formation of faithful young men.  Both the religious group and the statutory bodies involved have an undetermined, constantly shifting and deepening relationship with each other as they negotiate a common life within the same territory in pursuit of a shared good – namely, stopping young men becoming involved in crime.  Religious belief and practice, in particular the place of the authority of revelation as against the status of political authority, is central to the negotiation of this relationship in a context where, at the micro level, no single religious or non-religious hegemony is dominant.  The example given here is a particularly acute one, but it illustrates experiences common to many religious groups where even though there is not the direct securitisation of religion, there are under deep suspicion. 

If the contemporary context is not so much about a post-secular politics, but one where multiple modernities are interacting within the same place, then a positive way of viewing this is what I call, after a shop on the Uxbridge Road, the ‘Mediterranean food, Halal meat’ approach.  This approach entails identifying historic geographic affiliations and a shared history of interaction, both negative and positive, in which there are religiously specific commitments.  Hence Meditaranean food (with its shared Greco-Roman and Abrahamic inheritance) and Halal meat (a specifically Islamic commitment).  The geographic affiliation – be it Mediterranean, Chinese, Indian or whatever - provides points of shared cultural reference within which religiously specific commitments can be negotiated.  Within the shared urban spaces they now all occupy these combinations are then brought into relationship with each other, at which point the religiously specific commitments, in particular those between the universalist faiths, provide bridging points between the different cultural complexes.  We can argue about the exact combination of traditions and regions but what we can say is that some Hunttingdon-esque clash of civilisations thesis will not do and that common, over-lapping histories of cultural development and encounter are available as we negotiate a new chapter and see the convergence of all these regional stories and cultures into the same, predominantly urban locations.

Cooption, Communalism and Commodification

If a post-secularist politics describes the relationship from the perspective of state actors and non-religious elites, how do we see religious groups responding?  Among a number of responses I identify three temptations that confront religious groups, and the church in particular, when responding to this context.

· Cooption: The first temptation is let religion by coopted and instrumentalised by the state and thereby wholly subordinated to the needs and demands of the state.  This entails letting religion be constructed as either just another interest group seeking a share of public money or just another constituency within civil society who can foster social cohesion and make up the deficiencies of welfare provision. The former reduces the church to a client of the state’s patronage and the latter co-opts the church in a new form of establishment, one where the state sets the terms and conditions of, and thence controls the relationship.  Now, I am not an anarchist, there is a proper and important role for the liberal state. However, for the health of both the liberal state and of religious institutions, religious groups need to resist being subordinated to and instrumentalised by the state for its own purposes.  As we see in the Parliamentary expenses scandal, government itself needs holding to account and this needs independent institutional arenas that can raise critical questions.  I shall develop a fuller account of this later.

· Communalism: The second temptation is for the religious groups to construct themselves within an identity politics or what I call communalism.  This entails re-framing religious action in terms of either multiculturalism – faith groups become just another minority identity group demanding recognition for their way of life as equally valid in relation to all others – or the rhetoric of rights – churches, mosques, etc become a collective of individual rights bearers demanding their freedom of expression over and against other rights bearers.  Here the danger is: a) the other emerges as an enemy to be defeated or defended from and b) the integrity of the belief and practice of each tradition is lost as each tradition is re-constructed around the alien and homogenising discourses of rights and multiculturalism that deny any real differences between religions.  In effect, different traditions are reduced to different anthropological or cultural manifestations and their respective truth claims are lost from view.

· Commodification: The third temptation is to let religion be constructed by the market as a product to be consumed or commodity to be bought and sold so that in the marketplace religion is simply another lifestyle choice, inter-changeable with or equivalent to any other.  We can call this ‘commodification’, by which I mean the turning of things that are not for sale – school playing fields, your children, your kidneys - into products available on the open market. The best analysis of this is given by Karl Polanyi who sets out the processes by which unregulated, disembedded markets make goods that are not products – notably humans and nature or people and places – into commodities to be bought and sold.
  These goods cease to be unique and irreplaceable and become goods exchangeable with anything else and of no greater value than anything else. It is not markets per se that are the problem but where markets are no longer subordinated to social and political flourishing and in turn subordinate human flourishing to the demands of the market.  Like the state, the market while having a place must know its place. As the current economic crises illustrates, when everything become subordinated to the market, the market destroys itself. 

If these temptations represent negative responses that betray the internal logic of faith traditions themselves, then what might be an alternative set of responses?  Here we need an account of inter Faith relations not as dialogue but as located within common political action.  I contend that it is such common action that best trains us to resist these temptations.

Neither side-by-side nor face-to-face

In current government policy there is great emphasis on inter Faith dialogue and encounter and a growing emphasis on side-by-side common action.  Evidence for this is the recent government white paper: Face to Face and Side by Side: A Framework for Partnership in our Multi Faith Society.
  However, neither of these options leaves scope for politics and the need for power and while the policy the white paper advocates the importance of social cohesion and social relationships, it lacks any account of how the very relationships it is concerned to uphold are increasingly subordinated to and undermined by the needs of the market and the state.  

Policy directed at community and inter Faith relations increasingly uses the term ‘social cohesion’ as the ideal it is aiming for and envisages joint action in terms of joint humanitarian endeavours.
  But social cohesion is a strange, apolitical term.  Strictly speaking it means ‘the superficial union of like organs’ or a ‘non-material union’ (OED).  It is a term that posits real differences and disagreement, conflict and critique as enemies of healthy social relations and has no place for institutions and traditions within which real social relationships are necessarily embedded.  Social cohesion is a term that envisages an undifferentiated mass of relationships that have no goal or purpose other than to cooperate with the state.
  This would simply be a case of an inadequate category if were not for its use in conjunction with current policies in counter-terrorism.
  The implication, whether intended or not, is that lack of cohesive relationships and cooperation with the state seems to make of any dissenter an ‘extremist’ in need of ‘de-radicalisation.’  

In place of social cohesion I want to urge use of the old fashioned term ‘civil society,’ a contested but conceptually rich term that envisages the housing of social relationships within institutions.  Such institutions, in particular religious institutions, embody traditions of belief and practice that are themselves on-going arguments about the good.  The term civil society upholds the importance of institutions in mediating between the individual, the state and the market and holds that such mediatory structures are crucial not only for the health of social relationships but also for the health of the state and market as well.  So we need to move beyond advocacy of working side-by-side and talk of what it means to be part of a robust civil society within which religious groups undertake shared political action in pursuit of goods in common.  And where such action may well involve conflict with the priorities and policies of government and business corporations in pursuit of a critical yet constructive relationship with both.  Such a change is not antithetical to the spirit of current policy, set out most extensively in the Communities in Control: Real People, Real Power white paper.
  This document explicitly talks of the need to empower communities and calls for active citizenship.  So my suggestion is a reparative rather than revolutionary, one aimed at helping policy makers think more clearly about what they are trying to achieve.

I should also say that there is a place for straightforward dialogue, although this seems more fitting at an elite level as exemplified in processes such as the Muslim-Christian Forum hosted by the Archbishop, the events at Assissi in 1986 and 2002 hosted by the then Pope, John Paul II, and the C-1 Dialogue process that has emerged in response to the Muslim document ‘A Common Word.’ 

At the street level dialogue for dialogue sake is either a predominantly Christian initiative born out of Christian commitments or in my experience takes place between disaffected members of faith traditions looking for somewhere to stand beyond their own religious communities.  Real encounter, dialogue and understanding is, I want to suggest, best generated as a by-product of shared civic action. In such shared civic action the focus is neither on face-to-face encounter nor even on simply working side by side.  Rather, it is on the pursuit and protection of goods in common or to put it another way, it is the relations that emerge between people of different faiths and none as they identify and uphold the things they all love and hold dear that something genuinely worthwhile emerges.  Such common, public action and civic association is part of what it means to participate in civil society and is best understood as a form of civic or public friendship.  However, as already noted, civil society itself is under threat by cooption and subordination to the market and the state, so generating such public action is no easy matter.  Yet, as I will argue, religious institutions, and common action between them, are crucial to invigorating a robust civil society and contradicting the commodification and instrumentalisation of social relationships.  It is the locating of inter Faith relations within the context of invigorating civil society and establishing limits to the market and the state, rather than as a response to a security threat, or as a way of negotiating a post-secular settlement, or the need to generate social cohesion or deliver social welfare more efficiently, that gives real urgency to inter Faith relations and its conceptualisation as a civic practice. 

I want now to set out two accounts of what inter Faith relations reconceived as a civic practice might entail.  The first of these is what I shall call inter Faith relations as hospitable politics.  The second approach is conceptualising inter Faith relations as a politics of the common good.

Inter Faith relations as hospitable politics

In some circumstances, in Europe and America, it is the church which has a cultural, and in the UK legal priority.  It is a historical fact that means churches are not struggling to make sense of their new situation, have established institutions, educational and representational processes and wide-ranging relational networks.  There is a tendency by those outside the church to understand this within a framework of discrimination and seek ways to use legislation to create equality between all faiths, whether minority faith traditions themselves want it or not.  As Tariq Modood and others point out, when it comes to the issue of Establishment there is much evidence to suggest such a process of equalization is not a central concern of non-Christian faith traditions.  From the perspective of minority faith traditions such a process of equalization is perceived not as one of levelling up but of levelling down and eventually excluding religion from the public square.

In terms of inter Faith relations there will be many instances where the church is the host and other traditions are the guest.  The Chief Rabbi, Jonathan Sachs portrays this negatively as the ‘country-house’ model that demands assimilation.
  I want to give a more generative reading of hospitality. The motif of hospitality is, I want to suggest, one very constructive way of framing the relationship between an established and an immigrant tradition. I will address hospitality through the Christian tradition, but most traditions have beliefs and customary practices deeply embedded within them relating to hospitality.  So while hospitality must always take a determinate form depending on which tradition is the host, it is not an exclusively Christian approach to inter Faith relations. As I have argued extensively elsewhere, within Christianity, the motif of hospitality is one deeply embedded in the Christian tradition and encapsulates how Christianity envisages relationship with strangers.
 

Within Christianity hospitality is part of the church’s witness to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and the hospitality that weak and sinful humans have received from God. We who bring nothing to our relationship with God echo this in our reception of others. Thus, within the Christianity there is a consistent and special concern for the weakest and most vulnerable: the poor, the sick, and the refugee. Moreover, the focus on the vulnerable stranger will, on occasion, mean that the church finds itself actively opposed by those who would be, by Christian criteria of evaluation, inhospitable to the vulnerable stranger. Thus the Christian practice of hospitality is often, because of it priorities, deeply prophetic, calling into question the prevailing economic, social or political settlement. Conversely, because of its particular understanding of what hospitality requires, the church is not uncritically welcoming of everyone: a proper evaluation must be made of who, in any particular instance, is the vulnerable stranger to be welcomed. 

For Christians, welcoming the vulnerable stranger inherently involves a process of decentring and re-orientation to God and neighbour. This entails accepting that all our constructions of life are under God’s judgement. Welcoming the other as other is a means by which we respond to God’s judgement of human constructions of God and of our sinful perceptions of our neighbours.  Welcoming the stranger re-orientates us to ourselves, our neighbour and to God by raising a question mark over the ‘way we do things round here’. Stories of faithful Roman soldiers and faithless disciples, of heretic women recognising Jesus as the Son of God while the male religiously orthodox authorities fail to see and hear should alert Christians to how God is often a stranger and so to the possibility that strangers may well be the bearers of God’s presence to us. Hebrews 13.2 puts it thus: “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares”.

It could be argued that hospitality, whereby one makes room for another, is an inherently patronising way of organising relations between strangers.  This seems to be the nub of the Chief Rabbi’s objection to it. There are a number of things to say in response to such a criticism. First, hospitality, as outlined here, is precisely a way of countering patronising or excluding relations between strangers because it demands that the hosts become de-centred and transform their understanding of themselves in order both to make room for and to encounter the other.  We could draw a contrast with tolerance, which demands no such process.  Second, hospitality refuses the fantasy of neutral ground on which all may meet as equals: all places are already filled by one tradition or another and so some account of how to cope constructively with asymmetry between ‘established’ and ‘immigrant’ traditions is needed if a common good is to emerge. Hospitality is a way of framing how such mutual ground can be forged in a context where the space—be it geographic, cultural, or political—is already occupied and no neutral, uncontested place is available.
  To be hospitable is not simply to accommodate another, but, on a Christian account at least, it involves a process of re-configuring wherein both oneself and the other change in order that all may encounter God and each other in new ways.  

Such mutual transformation necessarily involves loss as the familiar and what counts as ‘home’ is re-negotiated.  In order for new forms of friendship to emerge a process of grieving is necessary as both guest and host emigrate from the familiar.  Such grieving is the prelude to the formation of shared memories; an interdependent identity narrative; and a new place emerging that both guest and host can call home.  Without any account of loss and grief racist politics and an exclusionary nostalgia gain legitimacy and so the promise of hospitality is never fulfilled.

An example of the hospitality approach I am advocating is the hospice movement and its contribution to the highly contested debate over euthanasia. Dame Cicely Saunders established the first modern hospice explicitly in response to proposals for euthanasia as a form of good care for the suffering-dying. The basis and rationale for her work were explicitly theological, yet hospice care is open to all and many non-Christians have become active participants in the movement itself and many non-Christian institutions have adopted practices first developed in Christian hospices. In policy debates about euthanasia hospices and palliative care embody a genuine alternative to proposals for euthanasia. Hospices are open to anyone, regardless of their religion, and they benefit society as a whole and constitute an instance of Christian hospitality for some of the most excluded and vulnerable members of society (in this case, the suffering-dying).

Another example includes the Fair Trade movement.  While founded and initially driven by Christians, using their cultural priority in the West to good effect, Fair Trade creates a hospitable space for people of all faiths and none to act together in defence of common goods – in this case a just price and a living wage for poor producers.

More generally, I want to distinguish between common action in which the church, for reasons of either Establishment, doctrine, or simply providential accident is the initiator and lead in generating that action and whose tradition of belief and practice sets the terms and conditions of such shared action, and common action that is a negotiated, multi-lateral endeavour. 

Within such endeavours we find the basis of an exploratory partnership between faith institutions and those committed to democratic politics.  For faith traditions and the tradition of democratic citizenship constitute moral traditions that propose the best way to prevent the subordination of human flourishing and social relationship to the demands of the market and the state are not law or some other procedure but through power born out of associating for common action. The congregation and the demos are echoes of each other and neither is an ochlos or crowd whose disassociated and disorganised form leaves the individual utterly vulnerable to concerted action upon them by the state or the market.  The Labour movement is a paradigm example of the power of congregating for common action, and the early history of the movement illustrates the possibilities of partnership between faith and democratic citizenship.  In the case of the Labour movement it was democratic accountability brought to bear upon economic rather than political decision-making.  The Civil Rights movement is an example of the latter wherein it was the power of congregations, in partnership with others committed to democratic citizenship, that brought accountability to bear, not to the market, but to the constitutional and legal order itself.

However, there is no opposition between inter Faith relations as hospitable politics and the form it takes in the politics of the common good.  More often than not, as the example of the hospice movement illustrates, what begins as a form of hospitality grows into a politics of the common good.  The example of community organising, as exemplified in the work of London Citizens, illustrates this further. London Citizens is a broad-based community organisation that draws together over a hundred different institutions, including churches, mosques, Gudwaras, synagogue, schools, unions and colleges in order to pursue democratic political engagement.
   Community organising began life in the UK under the auspices of the Anglican Church and funding from the Church Urban Fund; and in America where it originated, it was hosted and mostly funded by the Roman Catholic church until it grew into the multilateral initiative it represents today.  Hence a warning must be sounded against destroying the realms of hospitality though over-zealous anti-discrimination legislation, in doing so, we may destroy the possibility of a politics of the common good.

Indeed, rather than an opposition between a politics of hospitality and a politics of the common good the latter simply involves multiple points of hospitality. To adapt a metaphor current in discussions of Scriptural Reasoning (an practice of Jewish, Christian and Muslim dialogue),
 inter Faith relations as a politics of the common good is subsistent on temples – authoritative traditions of interpretation and practice – and houses – local, contextually alert places of worship and formation (such as a congregation) – but is itself a tent: that is, a mobile, provisional place where faithful witness is lived in conversation with other faiths and those of no faith.  Such a politics is a form of tent making where a place is formed in which hospitality is given and received between multiple traditions.  Sometimes there are issues heard in the tent that can be collectively acted upon and some which cannot, but the encounter with others and their stories informs the sense of what it is like to live on this mutual ground, to dwell together in a given and shared urban space.  The hearing of others interests and concerns in the context of on-going relationship and the recognition that everyone in the tent occupies the same mutual ground fosters the sense that in each others welfare we find our own. 

Inter Faith relations as the politics of the common good

If a hospitable politics constitutes one form of inter Faith relations as a civic practice, then a politics of the common good is the other.  We tend to think of politics in very individualistic terms –voting being the paradigmatic political act.  We also tend to think of politics as only really relating to national or local government.  But politics, properly understood is the process through which to maintain community and recognize and conciliate conflict with others in pursuit of shared goods.  Following Aristotle, politics properly relates to the general, comprehensive or public order of a polity.  However, as Hannah Arendt and Sheldon Wolin have argued, it is precisely the ability to pursue shared goods amid conflict and difference through a process of deliberating and acting together that has been abandoned in the modern period in favour of either legal, bureaucratic or market-based procedures.
Their theoretical account is matched in contemporary sociology. Robert Putnam and others argue that mass membership organisations from trade unions and political parties to scouts and churches socialise members into being more civic-minded and more orientated towards cooperation, trust and reciprocity. At the same time, such organisations help integrate citizens and the state into a common project. Hence, it is argued, a decline in forms of civic and voluntary association affects the health of civil society, the stability of liberal democracies and the ability to address intractable social problems such as urban deprivation.
 Religious groups are seen as more resilient parts of civil society and generators of social capital than equivalent groups such as trade unions.
  Suffice to say, religious groups, especially in urban settings, are one of the few means of mobilizing common action.  We might not like what they do – e.g. proselytism, radicalisation etc – nevertheless, they are one of the few means of mobilisation and common action out there.  If you are going to have politics you have to be able to mobilise people to act together, and religion, at least in the US and UK urban contexts, is one of the only shows in town.
But beyond simply being a means by which to gather people together beyond the immediate ties of family, religions keeps in play fundamental questions about what human life is for.  And religions do this not just at an abstract level of intellectual debate.  They do this by creating alternative institutions, forging new practices, and sustaining different regimes of life.  So for example, in debates about euthanasia and what is a good death, hospices present an alternative vision of what the good death consists of to that embodied by, on the one hand, euthanasia and on the other, technologically driven interventions that refuse to let a patient die.
We may not like the alternative religious groups present us with, but by presenting liberal polities with contradictions religious groups interrupt the bypassing of public, political deliberation through legal procedures, managerial techniques or leaving it all up to the market to decide.  In doing so they open up a space for the political by making a demand for genuine deliberation about what constitutes the common good.

So far from faith and citizenship being in conflict, religious traditions, especially in poor urban contexts most acutely affected by processes of commodification (e.g. the selling off of school playing fields) and instrumentalisation (e.g. the co-opting religious groups to deliver social welfare) they are the bearers of moral notions of the person that re-present to modern liberal polities questions about the limits of money, the limits of the state and the importance of faithful, committed and mutually responsible social relationships.

However, within these urban spaces a common life has to be negotiated and common goods protected by multiple faith traditions and those of little or no faith.  And while there are certain things that must be done alone – for example, determining how to order the worship and leadership structures of a particular tradition – there some things we must do together or lose the ability to do at all.  Bringing accountability to the market and the state, enabling a genuinely political space and protecting the possibility not of social cohesion but of fully social relationships is just such an activity. So the contrast between a hospitable politics and a politics of the common good is not substantive but strategic.  While single issues can be pursued via a hospitable politics, upholding the common good requires widespread common action between multiple traditions.

So the question arises as to what kind of civic practices enable such common action.  I propose three: The first is listening; the second is a commitment to place; and the third is building institutions.  

i) Cultivating practices of listening

In listening one must take seriously who is before one and attend to the situation rather than predetermine what to do in accord with some prior agenda, ideology or political programme.  Against interest-group and identity politics, political action born out of listening acts in trust that the other may well have something to teach you. Listening presumes and creates a common realm of shared action and meaning.  As such it is a therapy for the prevailing hermeneutics of suspicion that pervades our culture.
  As Bernd Wannenwetsh points out, the hermeneutics of suspicion refuses a common world of meaning and action, locating the real meaning of something as hidden or as intending something other than what is actually said. The hermeneutics of suspicion is thereby anti-political because it undermines the possibility of acting together and discerning goods in common, positing a realm of only private or hidden interests.  By contrast, listening is an act of trust in the words of others. As Wannenwetsch notes: 

Trust does not reduce the other person to mere behaviour, by hearing in his words only what we expected of them, in the light of our predetermined view of him (as right-wing, or left-wing, and so forth).  It does not pin him down to a particular role, and does not degrade the political discourse to the mechanism of provocation-reaction. … [T]rust leads to the movement towards consensus, to the common search for sustainable conditions of social life.  It makes it possible for people to act together.

Thus listening enables genuine dispute and deliberation about what is the shared good in this place for these people at this time as against the predetermination of what that good might consist of via some ideological construction or legal, bureaucratic or market based mechanism.  Without listening there can be no real politics. 

But we must not only listen to each other.  To be true to our faiths and to keep democratic politics itself accountable, we must also listen to God.  Democracy has a sectarian logic.  The needs and demands of citizens are not universal but require particular loyalties.  There is a limit to who is included in ‘We, the people’.  The scriptures and practices of religious traditions, in particular those of Christianity and Islam, bring a universal horizon to bear upon the particular loyalties and loves of the demos.  In listening to God we listen for the word external to our immediate needs, the word beyond our finite horizon, the word that opens up our limited imagination.  This external word brings new possibilities within the world as it is.  For religious groups, it is listening to God, primarily through their sacred texts, that furnishes them with the intellectual and moral resources beyond the popular consensus. And it is this external word that places limits on politics itself, reminding each tradition that politics and economics do not have to bear the full weight of meaning and action.  While many don’t, when faithful people do listen to God and each other then they do not invest their hope in politics but neither do they think politics is without hope and so they are freed to remember that in politics compromise and conciliation are beautiful things as not everything depends on politics alone.

A practice like Scriptural Reasoning is exactly the kind of practice that enables listening to God and neighbour simultaneously.  By listening to our scriptures in the company of strangers we learn how to put our roots down and our walls down. Such mutual listening as we read and discuss our sacred texts together provides a non-directive, non-instrumental space that complements and deepens the kind of civic listening necessary for real politics. 

An example of this civic listening is the Listening campaign run by London Citizens prior to the last London Mayorial election. It developed a whole citizens agenda to take to the mayorial candidates based on a listening process involving thousands of families who were members of it extremely varied membership institutions. This was It was an exercise in discerning what are the goods in common among these people, in this place at this time, Community organizing, like that embodied in the work of London Citizens and which set Barack Obama on his political career, requires actively listening to and forming relationship with those not like you and with whom you disagree.  It is a means by which to encounter strangers – sometimes as their guest and at other times as their host.  This guest-host dynamic has a very practical outworking: community organization meetings are held in churches, mosques, schools and a wide variety of other settings. Community organizing literally draws you out of what is familiar and invites those who are unfamiliar into your sacred spaces.  A recent London Citizens assembly in a Shia Mosque in Maida Vale was an extraordinary example of exactly this.  Like Scriptural Reasoning, community organising is a way of honouring one’s own tradition while at the same time hallowing others among whom one lives.  It is thus a way of paying attention to others – through one-on-one’s and testimony where vulnerability, anger, passions and hopes are shared – and so stepping out of one’s own limited perspective and enable new understanding to emerge.  Thus, if Scriptural Reasoning provides a non-instrumental way of listening to each other from the very heart of our traditions, the kind of common action embodied in something like London Citizens provides a meaningful context and rationale for a practice like Scriptural Reasoning.  Something like local councils of faith or multi-faith chaplaincy teams would be other such contexts.

ii) Fostering a commitment to place

Yet we cannot listen attentively if we live at a distance from each other or if we are constantly mobile.  This brings me to my second practice – a commitment to place.  Listening requires active involvement and commitment to a particular place and the formation of relationships in that place because building trusting and stable relationships takes time and personal presence.  Even more important it is a shared commitment to a particular place that provides the ground of common action.  Different faith traditions will have different overarching visions of the good life and different beliefs and practices.  But simply by dint of sharing the same mutual ground they necessarily should have a shared commitment to the good of that place.  If the council sell off the school playing fields none of their children will have anywhere to play.  If gangs rule the street, none of them will be safe.  These are the interests they have in common: they are not self-interests but mutual interests.  And while each may give different accounts of why law and order or common land are good, a common commitment to this place entails a common commitment to these people, despite their differences.  And through a common commitment to this place and these people a shared story of belonging and a shared social and political life may emerge, one in which any immigrant tradition may be enfolded.  

A commitment to place fosters a shared identity narrative by connecting each faith story to the story of the on-going civic life in a particular place and develops a sense of mutual responsibility and commitment for the world around them.  It involves being more concerned about the drug pushers on your doorstep than the politics of Israel-Palestine or Iraq.  The story of civic life in East London is precisely a story of commitment to a place generating common action for the common good among diverse religious communities, as exemplified in the dock workers strike of 1889 and London Citizen’s Living Wage campaign.

iii) Building strong institutions

However, if listening trusts and gives space and time to God and neighbour we have to have places in which to listen.  One cannot hear others if the place you are committed to is over-determined by a single voice – for example, that of either the state or the market – that drowns out all other voices or predetermines how they may speak and what they will say.  This brings me to my third civic practice – the formation of institutions.  The formation of an institutional plurality is part of what it means to listen in practice as it creates institutional spaces in which different voices may be heard, each in their own way. Non-pecuniary institutions that are not wholly subject to the demands of the market or the state are key for creating public spaces amidst political, economic, social and technological pressures which undermine such relationships. These institutions represent a legal, organisational, financial, and physical place to stand.  Congregations represent institutions of this kind and are places constituted by gathered and mobilised people who do not come together for either commercial or state-directed transactions, but who instead come together to worship and care for each other.  In short, if we have nowhere to sit together free from governmental or commercial imperatives we have no genuinely public spaces in which to take the time to listen to each other and develop mutual trust.

Whether Jewish, Christian, Hindu, Muslim or Sikh, religious institutions uphold and give form to visions of the good in which the dignity of the individual is hallowed.  Thus, such institutions are the building blocks of a more complex space that inhibits the totalising, monopolistic thrust of the modern market and state that seek to instrumentalise and commodify persons and the relationships between them.  

Conclusion

So, to conclude, pursuing inter Faith relations through either a hospitable politics or a politics of the common good is a concrete way in which all faiths might come to know each other and their own traditions better and preserve the conditions and possibilities for the flourishing of all.  The civic practices that must be cultivated in order to sustain this kind of inter Faith relations are listening, a commitment to place and the building and maintenance of institutions.  Not only are such practices intrinsic to most world religions they are also central to the proper practice of democratic citizenship.

Luke Bretherton

King’s College London
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