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It is my great pleasure to welcome you to this room, and, for some of you, to welcome you back in this room a year after sharing it with Pope Benedict XVI. It is a true blessing to come together again, and to be able to pick up the lively exchange of thoughts, ideas and positions that came with the special occasion of the Papal Visit. It is also right and proper to use this meeting to take stock of what has changed since then, where our conversations have taken us, and how the world has changed since this event, with and without or influence.
One year ago, in this room, Pope Benedict XVI made mention of the teaching document of the English and Welsh bishops on interreligious dialogue, Meeting God in Friend and Stranger. This document opens with a very pertinent quote, taken from the Act of the Apostles: “From one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they would love, so that they would search for God and perhaps grope for him and find him – though indeed he is not far from each one of us” Acts 17:26-27.

We are all, in fact, people who are searching, and this connects us, and brings us together. This human search can take on many forms, and human intelligence, perseverance and cooperation can answer many questions, but they can, speaking with Pope Benedict XVI, not “fully explain to us our origin and our destiny, why and for what purpose we exist”. 
Knowing that we are people who are searching makes us humble, and more understanding and compassionate to others – we are all struggling, we are all, sometimes, failing, and we are all continually reaching out to a presence we cannot quite reach. Because we know ourselves to be vulnerable and imperfect, we are filled with respect for the search of others, and filled with longing to help those who are burdened beyond what they can bear. We share a thirst for justice, and freedom from oppression. And because we know ourselves faced with a God who is never fully in reach, never fully understood, we learn to respect otherness, and, in our good moments, can resist the temptation to try and sum up and categorise the other person who can never be fully understood in their personhood and in their search. 
It is this combination of respect for the otherness of the other, and the urgent desire to help and support those we see struggling alongside us, that binds us together as people of faith, as searching people. Today, we are here to assure each other, and our society, that we are willing, and eager, to join forces in this search, and are willing to be inspired by each other. This also means that we pledge to work together for a society where people are free and able, to search in their own ways, and where support and care is given to those who need it. We are here, today, as a force for good, and for mutual understanding – with a firm belief that our shared “presence and witness”, as Benedict XVI put it, can and will contribute to the common good. 
