CATHOLIC BISHOPS’ CONFERENCE OF ENGLAND AND WALES



Meeting God in Friend and Stranger: fostering respect and mutual understanding between the religions


Q&A 

1. What does “dialogue” mean?

The word has its root in the Greek words “dia” and “logos”, literally “through meaning”. It is a process which is constant, and not concerned with the right or wrong of any of the parties involved, but is interested in the greater truth which can emerge from the coming together of different perspectives. The document uses the term dialogue as an umbrella term for different means of coming together – as theologians, as people interested in shared action, as worshippers or as friends and neighbours who share their lives. All these forms are valuable, and can increase our understanding of the one Truth we are seeking. The Church is open to dialogue with all – be it with other Christians (ecumenical), with Judaism (interfaith) or with other religions (interreligious). 

Paragraph 1- 4; 108 – 114 (forms of dialogue).

2. Who has released this document, and why?

The document is a teaching document of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales. Teaching documents are written and released by the Bishops’ Conference to give information and guidance to Catholics, and to ensure that the Catholic Church’s teaching is known and acted upon by Catholics throughout England and Wales. This particular document has been released because the Bishops believe that, in our time, it is increasingly important that Catholics are aware of their obligation to enter into a close an respectful dialogue with people of other religions. Catholics can use this opportunity to deepen their knowledge of their own faith, and to find inspiration for their own spirituality. In doing this, they follow in the footsteps of Christ, and reflect the relationship of dialogue into which God has entered with his Church. 

(See the “Foreword” passim and for the authority of the document  especially the last paragraph)

3. What is the document based on?

The document is based on a number of teaching documents. It heavily relies on the documents of the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), chief among which is ‘Nostra Aetate’ - ‘In our age’. This document talks of the respect the Catholic Church holds for other religions and the need for Catholics to enter into dialogue with them with “prudence and love”, as well as the Church’s rejection of any form of discrimination against people because of their race, colour or religion. It  also draws on letters and exhortations from popes of the 20th and 21st centuries, as well as other documents of the Holy See, chiefly of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue. 

      (See especially the “Foreword” and paragraphs 2;and 37- 50.)

4. Who is the document for? 

The document is mainly addressed to Catholics, lay people and clergy,  enabling, empowering and urging them to enter into interreligious dialogue with the required spirit of love and respect, and without any prejudice or fear. However, it can also be a useful source of information for those who wish to understand the Catholic Church’s position on interreligious dialogue.

(See the “Foreword” paragraph 6 and paragraphs 176 – 178; 187 (the role of the laity); 180 (young people) 184 (Diocesan Coordinators); 107; 189(Ecumenical partners; 190 (the role of clergy and laity; 192 (religious orders); 193 (missionary congregations); 196 – 207(Catholic Schools); Chaplains (208 – 210). 

5. What can Catholics take away from the document?

The document will remind Catholics that they are called, by their baptism, to continue the dialogue into which God enters with his Church. They are called to enter into dialogue in a number of forms, all of which are equally valuable. Catholic lay people are in a particularly good position to enter into the Dialogue of Life – to share their everyday lives and experiences with others in an open and neighbourly way. This, in itself, is an act of love and faith. The Dialogue of Action involves shared work on issues that are dear to the heart of all the main religions, such as peace, justice and care for the environment. All can enter into these forms of dialogue, which are enriched and underpinned by theological exchanges between scholars and other practitioners. In the Dialogue of Religious Experience, believers share the riches of their own tradition, and seek to be inspired by others. A simple openness to the life experiences of other, and the ways their religion offers them support and guidance, can be a starting point for mutual enrichment, shared action, and respectful debate about the differences encountered. 

(Paragraphs 3; 28 – 36; 84 – 106; 108 – 114 (4 Forms of dialogue).


6. What is the main message of the document?

Dialogue with others – regardless of background or conviction – continues Jesus’ work of love, which is the loving dialogue that God enters into with his Church. As such, it is a direct and integral part of the mission of the Church, and every Catholic is urged and encouraged to enter into it. Every Catholic is qualified to do so – dialogue does not need to be academic, but starts with the simple act of being a good friend, neighbour or colleague, sharing everyday life in a respectful and open manner.

Paragraphs 86 – 92; 110.

7. If a Catholic is involved in dialogue, doesn’t that mean that they are watering down their own faith? 

Ideally, entering into dialogue has exactly the opposite effect, namely a deepening of faith. The deep spirituality of others can inspire believers to seek an equal depth in the spirituality of their own religion. Many of the traditions and rituals that we as Catholics  find fascinating and enriching in other religions have corresponding forms in the Catholic faith, and in this way, dialogue opens our eyes to the rich treasure of Catholic spirituality. Being rooted in one’s own religious tradition is also a necessity for dialogue. While no elaborate academic learning is required,  Catholics and all Christians are urged at all times to give “ a reason for the hope that is in you” (1Peter 3:15), which requires a familiarity with the teachings of their religion, and an awareness of how the  practice of their faith helps them to lead loving and upright lives.

Paragraphs 101 – 105; 211 - 216

8. If Catholicism says that the same Holy Spirit works in all religions, is this not condescending to other religions?

The Catholic Church feels closeness and respect to other religions based in particular on the fact that the same Spirit is at work in all of them. As we see ourselves as a Church founded and guided through time by the Holy Spirit, it is a mark of respect for others that we acknowledge the same source of truth and salvation in other religions, if to a different degree. This appreciation is mutual, and other religions have found similar ways to express their respect for the Christian faith. As people of faith, we delight in wishing for each other the fullness of life, and do not hesitate in putting this wish into prayer.

Paragraphs 70 – 74.

9. How is this document going to contribute to a more cohesive society?

The document encourages the Catholic community to live in a spirit of openness, and makes this willingness to engage in dialogue known to all others. As a Church, we are convinced that many, if not most, conflicts between people stem from fear of the unknown. If we live our lives ready to share our convictions, our joys and our sorrow, we will open a channel of communication to resolve disagreements and misunderstandings. As Christians, we also live a daily relationship with a loving God who is close to us, and whose mystery remains, at the same time, inexplicable.  This helps us to see the other, the essence of our friend or neighbour which remains strange and inexplicable to us despite our closeness, not as a source of conflict, but as a source of inspiration to remain open and flexible in our relationships.

Paragraphs 93 – 102.

10. What exactly is it that Catholicism appreciates in other religions?

Catholicism appreciates people of other religions as pilgrims on the same path, earnestly seeking truth and goodness, and answers to questions that are of concern to the whole of humankind, about the aim and meaning of life. The Church strongly believes that other religions respond to the same call by the Holy Spirit that she herself responds to, and that visible signs of this Spirit’s presence abound in other religions. It admires in other religions the qualities all Christians should also strive for: modesty and compassion, prayer and good works, and lives lived to benefit our natural and social environment. 

Paragraphs 54 – 63; 75 – 83.

11. If Catholicism is so open to other religions, why can’t Catholics pray together with people from other religions?

Catholics can come together with others to pray, but they cannot come to pray together, as prayer is an expression of our beliefs. Christian prayer is Trinitarian, that is, to the Father, through the Son, and in the Holy Spirit. Likewise prayer in other religions reflects the belief of those religions. It is out of respect for these different beliefs that we cannot properly pray together. However, people of faith will want to come together to pray to show their solidarity and their common concern for the needs of the world. Such prayer can be a deeply inspirational and potent symbol of the unity of religions in their desire for peace, joy, and the end of all suffering. 

Paragraphs 134 – 152.


12. What is the aim of interreligious dialogue?

The first aim of interreligious dialogue is greater mutual understanding, and the establishment of an atmosphere of open and respectful sharing of belief and experience. Cooperation on issues of mutual importance such as the care of the environment, is an aim and an expression of this respectful dialogue. We do not seek to convert others who are striving for an upright living within their own tradition, but we do not close ourselves off to requests of individuals who feel that their own way to fulfilling the plan God has for them lies within the Catholic Church.

See Chapter 1 paragraphs 1 – 9 passim; 30 and 128 (Care for the environment); 

13. Apart from this document, how does the Church spread its message of respectful dialogue?

Structures are in place in the Church to spread this important message. On the national level, the Bishop’s Conference of England and Wales has a Department for Dialogue and Unity, which is concerned with dialogue between the religions and between the churches and non believers. This department works closely with local coordinators for these forms of dialogue who support the work of dialogue at the grass root level. The Holy See (the Vatican) has separate Pontifical Councils for this work at international level.

See Chapter 6 passim, especially paragraphs 179 – 185. 

14. Is the teaching presented in the document new teaching?

The teaching in the document is not new teaching – the call to dialogue is as old as the Church, and there are passages both in the Old and New Testaments in the Bible that urge respect for people of other cultures and religions.  The Second Vatican Council’s teaching has, however, given a firm theological base for a renewed effort to enter into dialogue with other religions, and the Bishops’ Conference document stands in this tradition.

Paragraphs 115 – 127.

15. What does the document mean by “stranger”?

Every person is in some way a mystery. We do not fully know even those close to us, and God, who is closest to us, remains the ultimate mystery. Religious and cultural differences can make it even harder to know or understand the other. The document uses the word ‘stranger’ to emphasise that interreligious dialogue involves entering into dialogue with difference as well as fostering friendship through what we have in common. The word ‘stranger’ also recalls its use in the Bible, as a reminder of the respect and loving care that we as Christians owe to other people, regardless of their class, race or background. 

Paragraphs 23 – 27; 28 – 36.

16. Is it wrong for Catholics to get involved with the environmental movement, because the New Age movement is sometimes linked to it?

Christians see the world as God’s good creation, and it is every Christians responsibility to protect the goodness and wholeness of this creation. As such, Catholics are encouraged to be involved in the protection of the planet wherever they can – a life that disregards and damages God’s creation is contrary to the vision of the gospel.  The framework of this engagement is our belief in the world as God’s creation – our natural environment is to be valued in itself. Its ultimate value does, however, stem from its Creator, just as all human relationships stem from being creatures of the one Maker. 

Paragraph 3; 128 – 133.

17. Does the document provide a step-by-step guide to interreligious marriage?

The document does provide guidance to Catholics who are married, or are planning to be married, to someone of another religion. It stresses that these couples can find their relationship an inspiration and enrichment of their own faiths. The most important step for those to be married is, however, to seek the personal support of their parish.

See Chapter 5 passim especially paragraphs 153 – 166.

18. The document urges Catholics to enter into interreligious dialogue – is this more important than dialogue with other Christians?

Ecumenical dialogue – the dialogue between Christians of different denominations – and interreligious dialogue are equally important, and mutually enriching. When we enter into the dialogue with other religions, Christians need to face up to the challenge of presenting what it is to be a Christian, recognizing the rich heritage that all Christians share. Thus, dialogue with other religions will lead us back to the core of our Christian beliefs. Ecumenical dialogue continues to be at the heart of the work of all the churches as they seek the full unity of the Church for which Christ prayed.

Foreword paragraph 6; 107; 189. 













