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Moderator, 

 

It’s good to talk... 

Sometimes it’s even better to listen. 

For some time now it has been the practice of the 

World Mission Council to bring to the General 

Assembly the voices and the stories of our partner 

churches in other parts of the world. In addition to 

that, we are always delighted when some of those 

partners are able to be with us as overseas delegates 

and we look forward to hearing them speak for 

themselves throughout the days of this Assembly.  

In recent years our reports have centred on a main 

theme, exploring some of the different perspectives 

and insights offered on that theme by our 

international partners.  

This, we feel, helps us in the Church of Scotland to 

enlarge our vision, enrich our understanding and 

enable us to recognise our place within the much 

wider worldwide Church of Jesus Christ—and 

therefore to be part of God’s mission of love to the 

whole world.  
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Last year, for example, we explored the issue of the 

role of women in the worldwide Church; the year 

before that it was ‘Care for Creation.’ 

In addition to our main report this year we will also 

be bringing an additional special report, in response 

to a deliverance of the General Assembly of 2016, 

which asked us to consider the rapid growth of 

Christianity in sub-Saharan Africa and to see what 

lessons we might be able to learn from this. 

Now of course, this is exactly the sort of thing that the 

World Mission Council is always trying to do— 

listening to our international partners, learning 

lessons from them and endeavouring to share those 

insights with the Church here in Scotland. 

But are the voices of our international church 

partners the only voices we should listen to? 

(The voices of those who share our Christian faith?) 

Or is it possible that sometimes it may also be good to 

talk… and even better to listen… to those whose 

whole understanding of the world, and of God, is 

often very, very different from ours?  

Well, that is the question we explore this year. 
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And it is here that we discover that some of our 

international Christian partners are already away 

ahead of us; already well engaged in meaningful and 

fruitful interfaith dialogue and relationship building. 

But why do they bother, and why should we? 

Dr Barbara Glasson is a Methodist minister and writer 

who is the Team Leader of “Touchstone,” a church-

based community programme in the centre of 

Bradford. It brings Christians and Muslims together to 

learn from each other and to build relationships of 

trust and mutual respect.  

In one of her books she writes:  

“Interfaith dialogue is not something invented in 

the UK in the light of multiculturalism. It is, and 

always has been, at the heart of our identity as 

Christians.” 

In other words, it is part of who we are.  

Not an optional extra but at the heart of our identity 

as followers of Jesus Christ.   

I agree with her. 

For a start (and I think this is unique among world 

religions) we as Christians are charged by the One 
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whom we follow not only to love one another and to 

love our neighbours but also to love those who are 

different from us and even to go as far as loving our 

enemies.  

In other words, according to Jesus, there aren’t any 

“limits” or any “no-go areas” or any “untouchable” 

people. 

We, as his followers, may not be very good at doing 

any of this: but it’s in the job description—part of our 

identity as Christians. 

So we have that command of Jesus.  

And we also have his example. 

Jesus was born as a Jew and brought up in a multi-

faith, multi-ethnic world where often the boundaries 

were very starkly drawn and the tensions were very 

obvious and often spilled over into hatred.  

Yet Jesus himself had a deeply disturbing and 

annoying habit of simply ignoring those boundaries, 

or just stepping over them in order to reach others. 

Take just one example. (there are many in the 

gospels) 
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Think about the conversation that Jesus had beside a 

well with a Samaritan woman.  

Now that was actually an interfaith dialogue— it was 

a conversation between people who held quite 

different religious beliefs: yet it was a conversation 

that was open, honest, challenging, respectful and 

anything but superficial.  

Of course, according to the rules and conventions of 

the day that conversation shouldn’t have happened at 

all. Jews and Samaritans were not supposed to have 

anything to do with each other. 

But Jesus ignored those prejudices and tossed out 

that rulebook.  

So, we have the command of Jesus and the example of 

Jesus. But, of course, there is also our contemporary 

context in which there are so many deepening 

divisions in society, some of which exploit religious 

differences and inbuilt prejudices. 

These divisions can often lead to tension and even 

violence, the recent attack on the Dunfermline 

mosque being one very regrettable example. It seems 

some folk do not like it when people of different faiths 
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make an effort to understand one another and co-

operate constructively with each other, as was 

happening in Dunfermline prior to the offensive 

attack on the mosque. 

It was almost four years ago that the World Mission 

Council decided we would explore the theme of 

Interfaith Relationships at this year’s General 

Assembly.  

At that time we didn’t know that the Assembly itself 

would have a theme. Of course now we do know.  

It is “PEACE BE WITH YOU.” Shalom! Salaam! 

A traditional greeting in many parts of the world! 

But there really is no point in saying “Peace be with 

you!” if we do nothing to help build that peace.  

And interfaith engagement, where we begin to listen 

to, and start to understand, one another is one 

component of that process.  

And it is here that we may learn some valuable 

lessons from our international partners. 

Our report highlights one particular interfaith 

initiative last year that enabled five young Scottish 

Christians and five young Scottish Muslims to travel 
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together to Rwanda in order to learn about peace and 

reconciliation.  

Members of the World Mission Council were 

delighted to hear a first-hand account of this visit at 

one of our Council meetings from two of the 

participants, Gigha Lennox and Mahrukh Shaukat. 

Rwanda was an interesting place for this interfaith 

encounter and shared journey. The people of Rwanda 

know only too well how costly division can be 

…whatever the cause of the division. 

Helping to facilitate that visit was one of our 

longstanding partners in Africa, PROCMURA (The 

Programme for Christian Muslim Relations in Africa.) 

They have decades of experience in building 

relationships between Christian and Muslim 

communities and also of some of the difficulties that 

are encountered along the way. 

Helping to create peace between those who are 

different from each other, and perhaps even between 

those who are in conflict with each other, begins 

always with the building of trust.  
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That involves reaching out, taking risks, stepping 

across boundaries, talking …and most of all listening. 

Or, as our WMC strategy puts it… engaging in 

“attentive accompaniment” not only with our sisters 

and brothers who share our faith, but also with the 

stranger.  

As we listen to the stories and experiences of our 

partners around the world, we begin to recognise 

how important it is for the Church at all levels, 

including as individual members, to build meaningful 

interfaith friendships with our neighbours? 

It matters because the logic of our own Christian faith 

demands it; because the example of the One whom we 

follow demonstrates it, and also because the world in 

which we live here and now desperately needs it. 

 

Moderator, 

As Convener of the World Mission Council I’ve had the 

privilege of travelling to a number of different places 

on behalf of the Church.  

In 2014, I visited Sri Lanka. The brutal Civil War there 

between the Hindu Tamil minority and the Buddhist 
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Sinhalese majority had officially ended just five years 

before that. The conflict had brought about the deaths 

of over 100,000 civilians and about 50,000 fighters. 

Five years on the country was still very tense, fearful 

and deeply divided and the scars and wounds of the 

war were (and still are) very raw. Sporadic clashes 

between Buddhist and Muslim groups were still going 

on in 2014. 

Two years later I was in Lahore in Pakistan. It was 

just one day after the Easter Day bombing incident in 

a public park where the Christian community had 

been targeted.  

About 90 people had been killed, including many 

women and children, although in fact about half of 

them were actually Muslims. 

And just a few weeks ago I was in Gaza with yourself, 

Moderator, days before the beginning of the Right of 

Return protest marches that have led to the killing of 

dozens of Palestinian protesters. 

While in all of these cases religion was only one factor 

in a complicated mix of issues, the religious 
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differences were in each case significant and cynically 

manipulated. 

It is easy to exploit differences and encourage 

division: so much harder to build a peaceful world. 

Yet we can learn from some of the experiences and 

stories of our international partners about things that 

can be done to overcome fear, suspicion and 

prejudice enabling us to live together as neighbours 

in this one world that we share. Division is not 

inevitable 

There is an alternative way of being that is life-

enhancing rather than life-destroying. 

Among examples of peaceful co-existence is Tabeetha 

School in Jaffa, Israel. The Head Teacher, Margaret 

MacDonald and some of the senior pupils are here 

today to experience this General Assembly. I 

understand they will be coming along to the World 

Mission Lunchtime meeting in St Columba’s by the 

Castle—where there is such a thing as a FREE LUNCH! 

And I hope many of the commissioners will also come 

along and get the chance to meet the pupils and have 
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a chat with them as well as hearing some of our 

overseas delegates. 

Moderator, before I finish I’d like to say something 

about tartan. 

Tartan is usually associated with Scotland (though it’s 

not entirely unique to this country.) 

I think tartan may well be a better illustration for 

peace than the traditional rainbow image. A rainbow 

keeps the colours separate (although we know that 

when they are combined they become white light.) 

In tartan, however, the many different colours remain 

as they are but are interwoven, in an almost infinite 

number of possible designs, the colours intersecting 

both horizontally and vertically—which is a bit like 

where the thinking on the Strategic Plan for the 

Church began with the Biblical imperative to …LOVE 

GOD and LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOUR. (the vertical and 

the horizontal) 

Well, we now have an official, registered Church of 

Scotland tartan. The World Mission Council, in 

partnership with Lochcarron of Selkirk, designed it. 

The idea was to use this design in the production of 
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gifts, such as ties and scarves etc. to be taken on 

overseas visits by Council staff and Council members 

as well as (we hope) by the Moderator and by those 

who are involved in congregational twinning visits. 

And, of course, it can also be worn here.  

 

And, Moderator… 

we have some Church of Scotland tartan that we’d 

like to give to you. It’s a token of our thanks and 

appreciation for all that you contributed to the work 

of the World Mission Council as our Europe & 

Americas Convener and as Vice Convener of the 

Council.  

So we’d like you to accept this gift of a preaching 

stole. We hope it will be a reminder to you that our 

prayers go with you throughout your Moderatorial 

year. 

 

Moderator, 

I present the report, and as I am not a Commissioner 

would ask the Principal Clerk to move the 
Deliverance. 


