Why Inter-Faith Activity is Important

David Capey, a member of the Ipswich Local Group, recounts his exploration of other faiths and shows how a careful approach can help each of us grow in our own religion.
I was a wartime baby, born in 1941. I grew up in the North West of England in a nominally C of E household in a predominantly nominal Christian country. I had childhood sojourns with the local Congregational and Methodist Chapels before finding my spiritual home in the Church of England at the age of 12. I was confirmed into the church and have been a member ever since. I became a member of the Third Order in 1977. From my very early years I was troubled by the supremacist attitude of Christianity to other faiths. I was aware that had I been born in another place, I could have grown up a committed Buddhist, Hindu, Jew, Muslim, Sikh…...At secondary school, through Religious Education lessons; I was fascinated by the similar teachings of the various faiths.
My working life was spent at Essex University with a significant multicultural, multiethnic, multifaith body of students. From 1974, I was attached to its Anglican Chaplaincy and I was involved in the early 1980’s in a fund raising exercise to establish a Chaplaincy Centre. The University stipulated that the space it provided for this Centre was to be available to people of all faiths. Once established, the Centre was predominantly used by Anglicans, Roman Catholics, and Muslims. Other Christian denominations and the Jewish community were involved in the
original fund raising process, but these groups tended to meet with their local fellowships rather than use the Centre. 

There followed a steep learning curve as Christians and Muslims attempted to share the same space for worship. There were clashes; there were rewarding encounters. I never ceased to be moved by the dedication and commitment of the Muslim brothers and sisters to Friday prayers and to fasting and prayers throughout Ramadan. Early meeting for Christian Muslim dialogue were embarrassing; our Muslim brothers were far more familiar with our Bible than we were and could out quote our most fervent evangelicals! Firmly rooted in my Christian faith, I nevertheless gained an understanding of and a great respect for Islam and for Muslims.

Whilst I was being stretched at the University, my wife, Cynthia, was teaching theology Christian theology to degree level at Suffolk College of Further and Higher Education and was involved in the training of lay readers and candidates for non-stipendiary ministry. Alongside this, she was developing courses and degree modules on other faiths. Thus began her journey which led to the founding of Suffolk Inter-Faith Resource (SIFRE) in 1991. In 1996 she retired from college and became immersed in SIFRE. Following my retirement in1997, I joined her and
since then we have worked together and with others in the interfaith scene.

I believe that we have to divest ourselves of Christian supremacist ideas and put on the vest of Christian humility.

All faiths in their different ways are the reaching out of human souls to the Other. All the faiths I have come across value the same life ethic. When faiths are disentangled from culture and politics they become even more like each other. All the faiths bring out the better in their true adherents. I am deeply rooted in my Christianity, but the insights I get from those of other faiths feed my roots.
Members of the Inter Faith Dialogue Working Group for the Chapter in York asked David Capey to write this article. David was involved in the preparation and production of ‘An Inter-Faith Handbook’ published by the Suffolk Inter-Faith Resource (SIFRE). Readers are invited to forward any reflections to the Working Group which will be meeting again in early January.
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The current edition of TON (No 19) has a questionnaire on readers’ experiences of inter faith to which it is hoped many of you will respond. It is hoped that as a result of all your reflections, an article will appear in the next Chronicle, which we hope will cover many of the aspects to be discussed at York in 2006.
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