Background to the Project

Presented by Canon Dr. Arun John at the Launch

As a new comer I found Bradford context an interesting puzzle to indulge in. I was quite intrigued with the comments from some important people in the leadership position that nothing works in Bradford. However as I began to get involved with the wider church and the local community in the inner City I felt that God has been diligently using this context to help the Church and particularly its leadership to become apprentice in God’s mission. 

The project listening hearts was conceived in the process of my encounter with some wonderful grassroots leaders and some intellectuals in the area of interfaith ministry in Bradford. The gathered stories are confined mainly with Christian organizations and individuals who are engaged as Church workers with people of different faiths and culture in urban context of Bradford.

It was quite providential during this period to meet Canon Malcolm Grundy with whom I shared the possibility of taking forward this project. I am grateful for his prompt positive response in supporting this initiative. 

Before undertaking this research I had to be very clear about my own theological missiological approach while working as Christian leader in Bradford context.

The Christian and Other Religion:

God’s message is not meant for a particular generation but for all people of all times. Now challenge for the Church always had been to adapt this word in its context without harming to the integrity of the teaching of Jesus Christ. The task of the Church is two fold: On the one hand it must remain scrupulously faithful to divine thought and to that word that gave us its original expression; on the other hand, it must obtain a hearing and, to the extent possible, be understood by those to whom it is addressed.
A strange but an important call to the disciples to go and wait (Luke 14: 48-49) … stay hear in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high. The disciples are also told that they are to be ‘my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8).

The gospel of Jesus will find its way to peoples and cultures in every part of the world not by the power of this small, fragile community: but by the power of the Holy Spirit. The gospel is not defined by the community but by all that Jesus did and taught from the beginning (Acts1:1). So the disciples’ witness will be Christ like and the authenticity of their witness will depend in their ability to embody the way of Christ in their:

Personal and communal life (2:43-47), 

Their preaching (2:14), 

Teaching (2:42)

And healing (3:6-7)

The nature of the reign of God will not be implemented simply through human resource but by God. God as the creator of the world is in control of space and time. All that apostles were expected to do was to witness to the risen Lord through the power of the Holy Spirit, not through their own power.  

My Pastoral role - Inter-faith practice

At the outset let me point out that our ministry in Interfaith and inner cities has ecclesiological bearing: Church should be seen as the ‘Church of the Poor’ and ‘not for the poor’ and a ‘Church with others’ and ‘not Church for other’. 

Theologically in its very essence, the Church in a community is bound by covenant and covenant loyalty. God’s way of salvation was not simply saving individuals and then making them into group, but calling a people. The ministry of the Church in Interfaith context require multiple approaches to meet various challenges and needs.

People seek to believe (the quest for meaning), belong (the quest for community) and become (a quest for hope and future). How do we tap into these yearnings and help move the conversation towards Jesus. This is one of the major challenges faced by the Church today.

It is very important to grasp that every religion in the contemporary world is in some way missionary in its approach. Hinduism, through Gurus or Yogic tradition, speaks more about change in ‘conduct of life’ rather than radical conversion. But ‘conversion’ and its concept of radical change prevails among Christians and Muslims. Though the word ‘missionary’ is for some in the Church a pejorative term, the Church should not hesitate to use it; but use it to emphasise discipleship and not proselytization.

Eugene Peterson’s book ‘The Gift’ was quite helpful for me to work on the art of pastoral leadership and care. The emphasis for me as a leader was not to run my Church but to take initiatives and participate through out the week God’s movements in the community. 

God had already taken initiative in Bradford:

While meeting some of the grass roots leader I was more than convinced that God has been working diligently, redemptively and strategically before I appeared on the scene of Bradford, before I was aware there was something here for me to do.
My task as a leader/pastor was to discern what God is doing in my context, to discern the traces of Grace, to read the history of love in this group, and to get in the motion which God had already set in. I become an apprentice in God’s mission. I had walked late in this complex situation in which God has already said decisive words and acted in decisive ways. My work is not necessarily to announce that but to discover what God is doing and live appropriately. 

I was learning that the language to be used by religious leaders/pastors in Bradford has to be a language more essential to our humanity and far more basic to our life of faith. It is ‘personal language.’ The words used in this language are: to express oneself, to converse, to relate. It is language to and with, where Love is offered and received, ideas are developed, feelings are articulated, silences are honoured. It has to be a spontaneous language spontaneous language: cries and exclamations, confessions and appreciations, words the heart speaks.

In the process of building my work I made a proposal of this research. You will find some detail intention in my description in the book.  This proposal had been realized in the following three essential ingredients in working out the theology of inter-faith Practice:
(1) Ability of Listening and Waiting: The ministers who themselves have experienced God’s reconciling love will make for the best listeners in this situation. Waiting is an active capacity. It is waiting on God and God’s reconciling grace – an opportunity God takes to teach us all kinds of other things along the way.

(2) Attention and Compassion: Attention is basis of compassion our ability to wait and to be with, to walk alongside people who are living with their own problems and pains. It is ‘to feel and suffer with’. This goes beyond creating an environment of trust and safety.

(3) Sustaining our spirituality Sunday after Sunday through Eucharistic services, It is as Shrieter says, 

“Gathering around the Church Eucharist table, the broken, damaged and abused bodies of individual victims and the broken body of the church are taken up in the body of Christ”.(Shreiter, 1999, 75)
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