BIRMINGHAM
COUNCIL OF FAITHS

National Inter Faith Week 12-19th Nov 2023

Birmingham Programme Report

Thank you to everyone involved in putting our 2023 Birmingham programme for Interfaith Week
together. This has been a challenging time because of the spillover of the tragic conflict in
Israel/Palestine, which has meant that a few planned events didn’t go ahead. However, we had 15 very
successful events. Our Birmingham programme was again a brilliant success, starting with our
Connecting Communities programme on Unity FM Radio 93.5, co-hosted, as usual, by
Mahmooda Qureshi and Dr Peter Rookes , during which Ashley Beck, Project Director, IFN
(Interfaith Network); Haak Ozal, Dialogue Society; and Rabiyah Latif, Coordinator, Near Neighbours
discussed the importance of Interfaith Week.

The official launch by our Lord Mayor, Cllr Chaman Lal. Took place in the Council House with
short presentations on behalf of Birmingham Council of Faiths, Birmingham City Council and the
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Crown Prosecution Service, our Faith Safeguarding Project, our Faith Covenant Partnership, and
musical interludes. It ended with candle lighting, a reflection and everyone holding our interfaith

penants.

Om Saturday 11t November, the Scouts held their usual well attended Remembrance Ceremony
at the memorial in Cannon Hill Park. On the same day, the University of Birmingham and local
Baha’is organised an event in the St Francis Hall Multi Faith Chaplaincy with Readings &
Reflections on the theme of Peace & Unity.



The following day a seminar was held at the Al Abbas Mosque, Clifton Road, Balsall Heath on the
theme of Forgiveness, Reconciliation and Modern Day Slavery. The seminar started with showing
the video of our visit to Cape Coast Castle in Ghana last year, where slaves were held in appalling
conditions before being shipped across the Atlantic to the Americas.

This was followed by a Panel discussion with Shaykh Mohammed Nuru, who originated in Ghana and
is Imam at Al Abbas Mosque; Shaykh Ibrahim Mogra, who participated in the visit and is Imam in
Leicester; Bhai Sahib, Bhai Mohinder Singh Ahluwalia, Chairman, Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak
Jatha (GNNSJ) who led the visit; and Claire Bowman, Quaker, and a member of the Birmingham City
of Sanctuary Board. MC was Dr Peter Rookes, Joint Secretary, Birmingham Council of Faiths, who
also participated in the visit to Cape Coast Castle.

Letlapa Mphalele from South Africa talked about forgiveness and reconciliation in that country.

It was well attended by over 80 people. There ensued an audience interaction and many interesting
discussions on modern day slavery and forgiveness took place. The evening ended with a delicious
meal and many friendships were rekindled.




A webinar for members of u3a nationally was opened to faith participants in Birmingham.
Mahmooda Qureshi spoke about Interfaith and her work as Regional Coordinator with the Faith and
Belief Forum and Dr Peter Rookes spoke about the Birmingham Interfaith Week programme and his
recent attendance and participation in the Parliament of World Religions in Chicago.

The Highgate Interfaith Forum led a discussion at the Central Mosque on ‘How we may best live
together with one another’s differences and similarities’ led by Dr Khurram Bashir and Revd Richard
Tetlow. 10 regular members attended, who began with each of them sharing a conflict or habit in their
lives which they have either caused conflict or they had to cope with. Incidents varied from the
significant, but largely trivial, but still heartfelt, differences such as wifely objection to a member
cutting the toast with scissors that morning, to the political ‘now.

Such an atmosphere was meant to give us space and confidence to deal with potentially difficult
subjects. Israel and Gaza, naturally and rightly, were brought up with difficulty but we listened,
attempted honesty and began at least to ask ourselves ‘where is God in such horrific situations?” Next
time!

Around 40 people attended in person, the Launch of the Faith Alliance Strategy at the Nishkam

Centre and another 45 online, so roughly 85 in total. A variety of faiths were represented, including
Christian, Muslim and Sikh. Most attendees were from the West Midlands but some guests (most of
them online) from other parts of the country took part, looking to learn from the Faith Alliance model.

The positive feedback was received to the Faith Alliance’s three year strategy. The next steps are to
co-produce Action Plans for each of the strategy’s four pillars, expected to be ready by Spring 2024.
The Faith Alliance is inviting everyone to get involved and help implement the strategy.

The Baha’i group organised a second event, this one at Catherine de Barns Community Hall, in
Solihull. After the great turn out for the Artificial Intelligence meeting at this venue, the group were
very excited to have their next meeting in the same place.

In the current climate we all agree that a greater interfaith action is needed beyond simple dialogue -
this event was organised in collaboration with the Solihull Faith's Forum and the Baha'is of
Solihull....it is our small contribution to this vital work. Friends from different walks of life were
invited to share this vision of unity and respect, as all faiths and belief systems, if not distored, are
about peace and harmoney and brotherhood:

The event started with ‘bring and share’ refreshments followed by a short program of readings and
reflections on passages from all faiths sources of inspiration related to the theme of “Peace”. This was
followed presentations from 3 speakers:

Welcoming Remarks from the Vice-Chair of Solihull Faiths Forum; Mr. Kian Golestani, Baha’is of
Solihull talked about “Why Inter-Faith Dialogue Matters”; Dr. Peter Rookes, Joint-Secretary,
Birmingham Council of Faiths gave a “Video Summary of the World Parliament of Religions, which
he attended in Chicago in August 2023 on theme of ‘A Call to Conscience: Defending Freedom &
Human Rights’“

The presentations were followed by lively
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A group of us cycled from the Nishkam Centre in Soho Road Handsworth, and ending at the BAHU
Trust, Ombersley Road in Balsall Heath, for a delicious meal hosted by our great friend Abdullah
Rehman. Our route took us to the GNNSJ Gurdwara , Shree Geeta Bhawan , St Mary’s Convent
(Sisters of Mercy), Birmingham Buddhist Maha Vihara, St Chads Cathedral and St Philips Cathedral,
all of which gave us a very warm welcome, We stopped outside Singers Synagogue and the Peace
Memorial in Bath Row for a photo shoot.

Particular thanks to Ajit Singh Ubhi from the Nishkam and Haak Ozal from the Dialogue Society for
joining us and for promoting the event.

The 2.5 mile walk around the Handsworth and Lozells Heritage Trail was fully booked within days
of being announced. Walkers visited places of worship of different faiths, giving time for seeking
God, questions and reflection, finishing with a vegetarian lunch




Near Neighbours with friends from Birmingham Progressive Synagogue and St Catherine of
Siena, organised an event Neighbours without Borders, to build on a culture of encounter through
compassion and understanding in our shared values for solidarity, unity and peace.

Around 120 people attended the UPF and WFWP ‘Faith, Family and our shared aspiration for
Peace in the beautiful Prayer Hall of the Al Mahdi Institute. It was especially meaningful given the
current state of our troubled world. The event took place with people of all faiths being represented.

Following an invocation by Pastor Elaine Palmer-Taylor, women from seven different faith traditions
offered readings and prayers on our theme of ‘Faith, Family and our shared aspiration for Peace’,
including our elder sister, Ruth, from the Jewish faith, who is still active at 102 years old!

Five speakers then addressed the topic from their different faith perspectives, including the Institute’s
Director, Sheikh Arif Abdul Hussain, Sikh educator Gurmeet Ryatt, Counsellor and Therapist
Maureen Slattery-Marsh, and peace activist Shreen Mahmood who had recently returned from
humanitarian work in Morocco. David Earle gave a presentation about the vital importance of finding
peace in our relationship with God, with one another, and most importantly in our families.

We then presented four Ambassador for Peace awards, to Cllr Muhammad Afzal, a former Lord
Mayor and city councillor, who has touched the lives of countless people in his more than 40 years of
public service, Dr Mohammad Khalid, Minister of Religion and a Director at the Institute, Raginder
Bhogal from the Sikh Education Forum, and Raj Mehta, Chair of Telford Interfaith. All four awardees
have truly exemplified the ideal of 'living for the sake of others'.

The official programme concluded with words from Pastor Sam Bawa, after which we enjoyed
refreshments and the richness of one another’s company, with many new friendships being made
during the final hour. In addition, through donation boxes and a dear friend, Sabira, selling exquisite



candles, we were able to raise £800 for humanitarian relief, which will go to support those suffering
the consequences of the current conflict in the Middle East.

A very powerful, positive experience, offering so much light and hope in these dark times. Many
thanks to all those who helped to organise, and contributed to, such a successful programme.

The Birmingham Council of Faith, Faith and Reflection meeting was held at the Jain Ashram in
Handsworth Wood, the theme being Celebration of the Festival of Lights — Diwali, its significance,
and how the subject of light can help our struggling world find light in our own lives.

Before the meeting everyone was warmly welcomed by the Jains and given some light refreshments
of tea, coffee, sweets and biscuits. The speakers were initially chosen because their faith celebrates
Diwali in some form and they shared with us what this festival means to their congregants.
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After some photographs and lighting of symbolic candles Amit, from the Jain faith, gave an in-depth
video presentation of some aspects of the Jain faith and its historical significance, touching on the
importance of the aspect of light. Amit began by explaining that Jainism, an ancient Indian religion
based on principles of “Non-violence”, teaching utter compassion for every form of life on earth.
Through practising this level of compassion and non-violence, also “Non-possession” and “Theory of
Plurality” human beings can get closer to their main purpose — to attain Moksha/Nirvana (freedom
from cycle of birth and death). They particularly celebrate the final liberation of Mahavira, the 24 th
supreme preacher of Jainism. Followers of Jainism celebrate the festival of Diwali as it reminds them
how Knowledge (Light) can remove Ignorance (Darkness) and guide them all to live a life full of
peace and purpose leading to the attainment of “Moksha/Nirvana”.

This was followed by a heartfelt talk by Bipin from the Hindu faith. He talked about what Diwali
meant to Hindus in celebrating a day of new beginnings, a spiritual victory of light over darkness,
good over evil, and wisdom over ignorance. He also shared how it is the responsibility of each one of
us to look into our own hearts, where darkness might lie, and root it out.ss




Bilgees, from the Muslim faith, shared that, although Muslims do not specifically celebrate Diwali,
light is an important concept in Islam. She shared a number of quotes from the Qur’an and also from
other faiths’ religious writings showing that the concept of light is universal and that each of us is a
light. Christians were reminded of the quote from the Bible where Jesus says “Ye are the light ofthe
world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be hid. Neither do men light a candle, and put it under a
bushel, but on a candlestick; and it giveth light unto all that are in the house.”

Jimmy, from the Zoroastrian faith, very succinctly brought the speakers’ ideas together to highlight
common themes in both Jainism, Hinduism and Zoroastrianism, showing how Diwali depicts the light
of knowledge and wisdom. He took ideas from each talk and shared how Zoroastrianscontinued to be
very grateful to the Indian religions for giving them asylum when they were had to flee from Persia,
due to persecution.

All 4 speakers shared, in their own way, that the only way to negate darkness is with light and the
only way to dispel evil is through thoughts, words and deeds that are good. Darkness can only be
vanquished with light and evil can only be vanquished with goodness.

From each of our Faith and Reflection meetings there continues to be a strong sense of unity between
the different faiths and that, although we call our Creator by different names, we all worship the same
universal power of good.

Our final event was the BCF Footsteps 8th Annual Tread Lightly conference at the Al-Mahdi
Institute. Tread Lightly 8 was planned as a more reflective and spiritual occasion than previous
conferences. The focus was on the way that religions and their writings provide faith community
members, and people of no faith, with the hope, inspiration and motivation to take action in the light
of the climate and biodiversity crisis we are facing.

There were 3 principal speakers— (1) Islam and the Environment — Dr Zoheir Ali Esmail, Al-Mahdi
Institute, (2) Sikh and Hindu wisdom on the ‘illusion of separation’ from nature — Sonia Bhamra,
photographic artist and (3) Incorporating ‘care for the Earth’ into Christian sermons - Rev John
Nightingale, and closed with a Buddhist reflection. Table discussions and questions to a speaker panel
followed, together with an update on Footsteps' plans for 2024.

About 20 people attended, fewer that previous conferences which have been held on Sunday
afternoons at places of worship with larger ‘congregations' and a more central and accessible
locations. The conference, however, broke new ground and made connections for Footsteps, including
the role of visual images in communicating the need to care for the environment. One comment was
that the conference demonstrated that needed to keep working on how to apply faith to the
environmental crisis as it was not an issue when the various scriptures were written.

Blessings
Bilgees and Peter

Dr Bilgees Khawaja MBChB, MRCOG, DFSRH.

Dr. Peter Rookes PhD. MPH. DHSA. FETC. RCNT. RGN. RNMH
Joint Secretary and 3 Sector Liaison Officer

Birmingham Council of Faiths

Phone — 077033 36088/07557513535

pjrookes@amail.com or bilgeeskhawaja@hotmail.com
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