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Abstract 

The academic study of inter-faith dialogue has been dominated by textual, theological, 

philosophical and historical studies such as those of John Hick and Gavin D'Costa. In 

this thesis a new approach is taken, suggested by the work of Jacques Waardenburg and 

Hugh Goddard, which looks at the reality of dialogue in a religiously diverse 

neighbourhood in the UK. The primary focus is dialogue between Muslims and 

Christians, and particularly the relationship between what Gerd Baumann terms the 

`demotic' discourse of local residents, and the `dominant' discourse of those who have 

leadership roles, either locally or nationally, in the community. 

`Faith Together in Leeds 11' is a unique project in Beeston Hill, Leeds, UK, where 

Muslim, Christian and secular partners have worked together to address the needs of the 

neighbourhood. Having considered the national, local and religious context of this co- 

working, and the methodological and theoretical context of the research, the thesis then 

discusses the main issues arising from the fieldwork. The nature of `identity' and 

`community' in dialogue between Muslims and Christians, the role of religion in the 

public square, and the relationship between formal and informal models and 

experiences of inter-faith dialogue, are discussed as both theoretical and practical 

concerns. 

The conclusions of this thesis are surprisingly varied, reflecting as they do the range of 

analytical methods and approaches required, but also the complexity of the small scale 

and the local. However, one conclusion is found to be relevant throughout: that in 

Beeston Hill individual attitudes and beliefs rest as much, if not more, on demotic 

experience as on dominant teachings. This challenges dominant theological discourses 

of inter-faith dialogue, and is of significance for policy agendas which seek to capitalise 

on the resources of faith communities. 
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Introduction 

In the Introduction to his 2003 collection Muslims and Others Jacques Waardenburg 

expresses the hope that: 

... this book may encourage further precise research on encounters between 
Muslims and others in the past and at present. In what situations have they taken 
place? What have the religions or ideologies of the parties concerned taught about 
meeting others? How have the people themselves in fact acted in such encounters? 
What can be said about the role not only of practical needs, but also of 
imagination and broader reflection in these encounters? (2003: viii). 

This study is an example of such research. Through the particular study of one local 

setting, some of the questions Waardenburg poses are answered and analysed. There is a 

relative lack of empirical studies which relate the scholarly enterprise of inter-faith 

dialogue with the lived realities of local communities. This study uses a range of 

approaches to explore and analyse what happens when Muslims and Christians come 

into contact with one another through publicly funded co-working and in publicly 

funded spaces. In so doing this thesis is intended to provide an example of a new 

approach to the study of inter-faith dialogue, which steps away from the text and the 

scholar's study and into the empirical reality of multifaith Britain. 

`Inter-faith dialogue' is both a theological enterprise with a long history, and a concept 

recently adopted by the state as potentially valuable for the community cohesion policy 

agenda; the relationship between these two uses of inter-faith dialogue has yet to be 

questioned; equally, the relationship between the dominant theological and political 

discourses of inter-faith dialogue, and the grassroots experience of dialogue, has yet to 

be analysed. In this study, it is shown that the need for dialogue between the dominant 

and the demotic, and between the theoretical frameworks used in theology and policy, is 

as great as the need for dialogue between Muslims and Christians. I `Dialogue' is used in 

this study to refer to any form of interaction, either between people or religious 

traditions, either inter-religious or intra-religious. This is partly to underline the fact that 

all encounter is dialogue, but is partly also to reclaim the word for the demotic forms of 

dialogue which have traditionally been seen as less important by those involved in the 

dominant discourse of theology and community. There is considerable variety and 
debate around academic usage of the word `dialogue', for instance in postmodern 

' The term `demotic', and the contrast with dominant discourses, is borrowed from the work of 
Gerd Baumann (1996) and is used to indicate the grassroots and locally prevalent discourse as 
opposed to the reified dominant discourse. This will be discussed in more detail in chapter one. 
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debates in areas such as hermeneutic philosophy (see for example: Maranhao, 1990); 

however it is neither necessary nor possible to engage with these debates and definitions 

within this study. It is worth noting, however, that those commentators writing within 

the dominant discourse, and referred to here, often fail to justify their decisions about 

how they limit the definition of what is `proper' dialogue. It is assumed throughout that 

`dialogue' is in itself valuable, providing both opportunities for greater understanding 

and also a basis for more effective co-working and service provision. 

The thesis begins with an extensive, but necessary, coverage of the methodological, 

national, local and religious context in which this study has been undertaken. After an 

overview of some of the principal methodological issues involved in the collection of 

data, the thesis then covers some of the main issues arising from the fieldwork. The 

main concerns are the nature of identity and community in dialogue between Muslims 

and Christians, the role of religion in the public square, and the relationship between 

formal and informal models and experiences of inter-faith dialogue. An important theme 

is the role of theology, and a series of observations are made concerning the way 

theology exists in relation to a neighbourhood that is only a few miles from two major 

Universities, but worlds away from the theological exercises that take place there. 

The process for developing a research question which attempts to summarise the issues 

for research is exemplified in the approach of Harry Wolcott, who said of any study that 

`[p]lace and purpose have to intersect' (1999: 39). The decision to pursue doctoral 

research with fieldwork based in a community based project in Leeds, West Yorkshire, 

was `the result of some serendipitous combination of time, place and station' (1999: 

228). Wolcott's reflections on his career as an ethnographer, and particularly his 

identification of the significance of place, purpose, time and station, are useful in 

explaining the development of my research question. 

My initial interest is in Muslim-Christian relations, and particularly the relationship 

between the demotic experience and discourse of the people at the grassroots of the 

community, and the dominant experience and discourse of those who have leadership 

roles in the community. The purpose of this study therefore is to discover, in the 

context of early 2151 century relations between religions and the state, and inter-faith 

theology, what impact Muslim-Christian co-working on publicly funded projects has on 
individuals and communities. The place that presented itself was `Faith Together in 
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Leeds 11', a unique Muslim-Christian project in Beeston Hill, Leeds. The timing of my 

study was also significant in that I had previously undertaken a short case study when 

the project was in its pre-building infancy (Prideaux, 2002). When, on being awarded a 

scholarship, 2 the opportunity to undertake this longer study (station) presented itself, 

Faith Together in Leeds 11 was at its height - having seen the opening of two 

community buildings. A part-time three year period of fieldwork was possible in which 

to track the impact of the community buildings and the multifaith partnership. Purpose, 

place, time and station combined serendipitously to generate this study. 

Early plans to include a comparative study of a different project, and a control study 

from a local school were dropped when it became clear that the information available 

within the Faith Together in Leeds 11 project was more than sufficient to maintain 

several detailed studies. In the absence of a control study, analysis of secondary sources 

provides comparative and supporting material, and helps to develop a sense of the 

extent to which the research findings are relevant outside the particularity of this 

locality. 

Although the point is under-recognised in most scholarship of and about inter-faith 

dialogue, I will argue that interactions between individuals are as important as religious 

teachings or leadership examples in forming attitudes to those of a different faith. State- 

funded projects, which provide opportunities for individuals to develop friendships and 

contacts with those of other faiths, create opportunities for informal inter-faith dialogue 

between individual members of faith communities. 3 The initial research question which 

emerged from this observation, and the place, purpose, time and station of this project 
is: 

" When public money encourages faith communities to work together, as in 

Faith Together in Leeds 11, what impact is there on relationships between 

individuals and between faith communities? 

Related to this are further questions about the dynamics of power within and between 

`communities', the understanding of religion in the `public' and policy making domain, 

2 Hibbert Scholar 2003-2008 
3 In the dominant state discourse the phrase `faith communities' and terms such as `faith-based 
organisations' are used, and `faith' is used universally rather than `religion'. For the sake of 
consistency and fluency, this form of words is used frequently in this study and the problematic 
nature of this language is discussed in chapter eight. 
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the intention and efficacy of state policy as regards religion, and the practicalities and 

issues involved in community project development. As well as providing a source of 

information for considering these questions, fieldwork around Faith Together in Leeds 

11 also provides an opportunity to observe how `success' is measured in inter-faith 

dialogue and relations, and where this `success' is most often located - in the polite 

conversation of community leadership, or the nitty-gritty of community living. 

Chapter one of this study is an important contextual introduction which places this study 

in its entirety within a methodological and theoretical framework. The academic field of 

religious studies can be seen to be diffuse and lacking clear direction or theoretical 

awareness. This first chapter therefore identifies some of the key issues of concern for 

the field of religious studies and relates them to the particularities of this study. It is 

argued that although these debates and issues must be considered, they do not require 

resolution in order for the study to proceed intact. They act, however, as important 

`sensitizing' debates which alert us to some of the assumptions and problems which 

might be found in a study of this nature. 

In chapter two the religious context for the study is analysed. The broad historical, 

social and political influences on interactions between Muslims and Christians, and the 

theological and organisational underpinnings are broadly outlined. A number of 

different forms of dialogue are identified, and an emphasis is placed on `living' 

dialogue: a term adopted here to describe the dialogue of necessity and neighbourliness 

which characterises many of the contacts between people of different religions. As well 

as providing an important context for the specificity of the fieldwork, this chapter also 

sets out some of the basic concerns of this thesis, namely the role of dominant 

discourses of inter-faith dialogue in the lived realities of religiously diverse 

neighbourhoods, and the relative significance of the practical and the mundane as 

opposed to the theoretical and theological in the lives of Muslims and Christians in 

these neighbourhoods. 

Chapter three provides a national context for the thesis, identifying some of the key 

features in the relationship between the state and the faiths in England, particularly in 

the contemporary period. The historical relationship between religion and the state, and 

particularly the nature of the established Church of England, is briefly discussed before 

a more extensive consideration of contemporary issues and particular moments which 
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demonstrate some of the key features of this relationship. These features include the 

increasing saliency of religion in state discourse, and how the Church of England 

specifically, but also other faith-based organisations, have responded to this discourse. 

This national context is important in both situating the local experience in Beeston Hill, 

but also in providing some context to the experience of, and response to, working with 

the state that is discussed in chapter eight. 

Spatial analysis is employed in chapter four to extend the study of Beeston Hill and the 

Faith Together in Leeds 11 project, the local context for this study. After identifying 

some of the key features and problems in Beeston Hill, and some of the unique 

characteristics of the Faith Together in Leeds 11 project, the mental, social and physical 

space of Faith Together in Leeds 11 is discussed. This analysis leads to the 

identification of three important elements: identity, ownership and encounter, which 

both characterise the Faith Together in Leeds 11 project and relate to the needs and 

concerns of Beeston Hill. 

The fieldwork methodology outlined and considered in chapter five acts in some ways 

as a bridge from the broad contextual considerations of the first half of the thesis, to the 

fieldwork specificity of the second half of the study. Issues concerning fieldwork 

method and ethics are discussed in order to demonstrate the degree to which the 

approach to fieldwork is entirely derived from the research question, and the context 

within which the field of study is constituted. The themes which underpin the following 

chapters: identity, community, policy and dialogue are identified as both implied by the 

research question itself, but also emerging from the real concerns of the people who 

were interviewed and observed during the fieldwork. 

Chapter six moves the thesis from the broad contextual themes to specific issues 

encountered in the fieldwork. One key issue in the interviews and observations related 

to the nature and articulation of personal identity, and how this was mutually involving 

in dialogue between Muslims and Christians. This chapter therefore unpacks some of 

the ways in which personal identity was understood and expressed within the Beeston 

Hill context. Unlike the dominant discourse which represents personal, and particularly 

religious, identity as monolithic and singular, a demotic discourse of variety is 

displayed. Ethnicity and social economic status, as well as levels of religious 

observance and interaction with people of other faiths, are found to be as significant as 
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any particular theological teachings in how religious identity is expressed. Significantly 

for the realm of inter-faith dialogue, when Muslims and Christians come into contact 

with one another in Beeston Hill they bring with them this multiplicity and multi- 

relational identity, rather than conformity to a paradigmatic religious identity. 

Following on from, and related to, the theme of personal identity, chapter seven 

explores the nature of community in Beeston Hill. In the light of the response to the 

London bombings of 2005, community is found to be as varied and as contested as 

identity. The nature of threats from the outside, and the networks and rhetoric that were 

used to mitigate these challenges illustrate not only how community was constructed 

and articulated in response to threat, but also how demotic uses of `community' diverge 

from the dominant discourse of `community' which informs policy agendas and 

relations between the state and religions. 

The way in which religious leaders, members of religions, or faith-based organisations 

relate to the state partly relies on constructions of community and identity discussed in 

the preceding chapters. However, in chapter eight some of the local repercussions of the 

state's interest in religion are discussed. The importance of representation and funding 

provide the background for a consideration of the way pragmatism relates to idealism in 

local community activism. All small organisations experience difficulties in relating to 

the policy agendas and organisational structures of the state. These difficulties are 

compounded for the majority of faith-based organisations, which have only become 

involved in working alongside the state during the past two decades. Although the 

national hierarchy of the Church of England has a much longer history of involvement 

with the apparatus of the state than other religions, it is only recently that locally based 

Anglican projects have started to build their own partnerships with local and regional 

governmental bodies. All of these issues are found to have local ramifications and to 

relate to how Christians and Muslims work together and relate to each other. 

In chapter nine the lived reality of Muslim-Christian dialogue in a religiously diverse 

neighbourhood is explored. Relating to the complex nature of identity and community, 

and the contested relationship with the state, this lived reality is seen to be at a distance 

to the reified activity of dialogue which is the usual fare of theological studies that is 

considered in chapter two. It is argued that although this lived reality does not 

necessarily deal with fundamental matters of truth or religious doctrine, in the same 
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manner as dominant theological discourses, this demotic dialogue is not without 

religious significance. 

The detailed study of one small area opens avenues of interest and exploration in a 

variety of directions. The conclusions of this thesis are therefore surprisingly varied, 

reflecting as they do the range of analytical methods and approaches required, but also 

the complexity of the small scale and the local. In turn, the possibilities for further 

research are many, and are indicated throughout this study. However, one conclusion is 

found to be relevant throughout: that individual attitudes and beliefs rest as much, if not 

more, on demotic experience as on dominant teachings. In the context of inter-faith 

dialogue this challenges dominant theological discourses, and is of significance for 

policy agendas which seek to capitalise on the resources of faith communities. This 

study therefore indicates the gap between the dominant and demotic discourses 

surrounding inter-faith dialogue. Where the state seeks to address the needs of 

religiously diverse neighbourhoods, but is advised by religious leaders and 

representatives who are at a discursive distance from these neighbourhoods, this gap is 

of practical importance. The gap between representation and reality may limit the extent 

to which the needs of neighbourhoods are both identified and addressed. The most 

important potential area for further work following this study must, therefore, be how 

this gap is recognised and articulated, and whether it may be bridged. 
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Chapter 1: The Theoretical and Methodological Context 

In order to properly situate this study it is necessary to interact to at least some degree 

with issues of meta-theory and the nature of religious studies, the academic field in 

which my work is located. As this study contains some consideration of the role of 

theology in local communities, one of the most significant issues for me is that of the 

relationship between the academic fields of religious studies and theology. However, 

questions about whether religious studies exists as an academic `field' or `discipline', 

about whether the phenomenological method with which it is traditionally associated is 

redundant, about the impact of the social sciences on religious studies, and about 

whether or how theology relates to religious studies are all related and worthy of at least 

brief discussion. 4 

1.1. The Category of `Religion' 

The existence of a discrete facet of human experience and society called `religion', 

which is accessible for academic study, is not a universally accepted principle. 

Although definitions and studies of the theme can be found in a variety of academic 

disciplines, including psychology, sociology and anthropology, it is my intention here to 

limit my consideration of the category of religion to a small group of contemporary 

scholars working in the field of religious studies. To do otherwise would be to tackle far 

too great a body of literature in too limited a space. 5 

Timothy Fitzgerald in The Ideology of Religious Studies (2000) argues that religious 

studies is concerned with promoting a subject `religion', which other disciplines seek to 

deconstruct. Religion, Fitzgerald claims, should be seen as just another ideological 

category (2000: 4), 6 and is in fact a Christian construct `which other experiences have 

been reduced to during the process of colonialism' (2000: 5). 7 Russell McCutcheon, 

a What follows is a general theoretical and methodological reflection related to the thesis as a 
whole. Methodological issues specific to the fieldwork are discussed below in chapter five. 
5 Likewise, the whole area of religious, or mystical, experience, though central to some 
definitions and descriptions of religion, is beyond the scope of this study. 
6 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, as early as 1963, also argued that the term `religion' was redundant: 
`what men [sic. ] have tended to conceive as religion and especially as a religion, can more 
rewardingly, more truly, be conceived in terms of two factors, different in kind, both dynamic: a 
historical `cumulative tradition', and the personal faith of men and women' (1963: 175). 

It is pertinent that Fitzgerald is mainly academically concerned with Buddhism. Buddhism is 
perhaps one of the `religions' which least fits the `usual description', and from the point of view 
of the experience of groups labelled as `Buddhist' there may be some weight to Fitzgerald's 
argument. 
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whose political and iconoclastic critique of religious studies assumes the separation of 

the field entirely from that of theology, also provides a critique of the nature of 

`religion' in the academic world, and he argues that there is an assumption in all 

religious studies (or `Science of Religion', or `History of Religions') that there is a sui 

generis `thing' called religion which is `out there' and capable of study, although the 

study that occurs is mainly interpretative rather than explanatory (McCutcheon, 2003: 

54). Although this is similar to the position taken by Fitzgerald, McCutcheon parts 

company with his co-protagonist in arguing that this does not invalidate the use of the 

term `religion', or the field of study of which religion is the core, but it instead demands 

of scholars that: 

... we must cease presuming that religion necessarily and solely denotes an inner 
world of unseen power and morality expressed in doctrine or ritual. Instead, we 
must historicize this very assumption, seeing `religion' instead as a discursive 
technique used in specific rhetorical situations, a type of social classification with 
significant political import (2003: 42- 43). 

McCutcheon's principal critique of the work of Fitzgerald is that by deferring religion 

to the broader category of `culture', which Fitzgerald appears to advocate, the problem 

does not go away, but is deferred (2003: 240). McCutcheon's concern with religion as a 

discursive technique has similarities to the work of other scholars, such as Talal Asad 

(1993) and Gerd Baumann (1996), and his contention that `the category of religion is a 

conceptual tool and ought not to be confused with an ontological category actually 

existing in reality' (1997: viii) is one that clearly associates him with those who separate 

the enterprise of theology from that of religious studies, an issue discussed below in 

section 1.5. 

Further to the criticism of the entire concept of religion there is also a significant body 

of work, especially in sociology, which is concerned with secularisation and argues that 

religion is of decreasing significance in the modern world (S. Bruce, 2002). Philip 

Mellor (2004b) responds to such critiques by arguing that: 

What such studies do not engage with satisfactorily is the fact that social realities 
are complex, multi-layered phenomena with religious aspects that are so deeply 
rooted that they not only tend to be unacknowledged, but may also be expressly 
denied (2004b: 5). 

Drawing on, and engaging with, Durkheim's notion of `hyper-spirituality', Mellor 

develops an understanding of religion as: `a phenomenon that expresses, through 

actions and beliefs, a collective engagement with the possibilities of transcendence 
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emergent from the contingencies, potentialities and limitations of embodied human life' 

(2004b: 19). As opposed to McCutcheon's approach of seeing religion more as product 

of society than material basis for society, Mellor finds religion implicated throughout 

social life. Through reference to `hyper-spirituality', Mellor uses religion as a route into 

defending the reality of society against those who argue that society is constructed by 

sociology, or has only existed historically. 

This pattern of using a term or argument in one area (in Mellor's case, hyper- 

spirituality) as an analogy or example to defend or explain a term in another area (in 

Mellor's case, society) is also used by Malory Nye in an article from 2000 in which he 

uses anthropological writing concerning the `culture concept' as a model for re- 

evaluating the `religion concept'. By doing so, Nye demonstrates how religion can be 

deconstructed or rearticulated with reference to other, apparently similar concepts, in 

order to make `it' a more amenable subject for study. Nye constructs an argument that 

scholars of religion should not be concerned with studying religion, but with studying 

religious practices - `religioning' (2000: 467). He argues that: 

... the politics of perpetuating religious studies as a discipline has taken priority 
over any sustained attempt to examine the political strategies that underline the 
construction of religion as an object (2000: 452). 

Nye seeks to move away from a focus on monolithic concepts of religion and instead 

introduces religioning as concerned with dynamic and active agency: 
Religioning is not a thing, with an essence, to be defined and explained. 
Religioning is a form of practice, like other cultural practices, that is done and 
performed by actors with their own agency (rather than being subsumed by their 
religions), who have their own particular ways and experiences of making their 
religiosities manifest. A discourse of religioning also moves away from looking 
at `religion' in terms of `religions' (Christianity, Islam Hinduism, etc. ), but 
instead looks at religious influences and religious creativities, and the political 
dynamics through which certain conceptualizations of religious authenticity are 
produced and maintained (2000: 467). 

This idea of `religioning' is particularly useful within my own study, as I am concerned 

with what the word, phenomenon, or concept of religion `does' rather than what religion 
`is'. Although I will concern myself with the broad area of inter-faith theology, and 
offer some conclusions about the potential relationship between theology and the lived 

realities of faith communities, I will not be seeking to understand religion as an essence. 
This tension between religion and `religioning' will be apparent at a number of points 
throughout this study. 
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Alongside these debates about `religion' as a category, there are also issues pertaining 

to the study of specific instances of religion such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, or 

Judaism. As the two religions with which I am principally concerned are Islam and 

Christianity, it is important to recognise that, although both `Islam' and `Christianity' 

are popularly used and recognised as hegemonic, globalised constructs, there is a 

difference in the way the two religions are constructed and recognised from an emic 

perspective. 8 As my fieldwork discussed in chapter six shows, practising Muslims and 

Christians carry very different understandings of what it means to be religious, and 

indeed of what `religion' means. The anthropologist Asad argues that applying the term 

`religion' to Islam requires some understanding of the term itself, because although 

`religion is integral to modern Western history, there are dangers in employing it as a 

normalizing concept when translating Islamic traditions' (1993: 1). Principally, Asad 

argues that it is not possible to have a universal definition of religion `not only because 

its constituent elements and relationships are historically specific, but because that 

definition is itself the historical product of discursive processes' (1993: 29). Asad 

identifies that religion is concerned as much with practice as with thought (1993: 43- 

44), an important correction to the assumption that religion is about belief first and 

action second. 

More subtly than Fitzgerald, Asad argues that the term religion is a product of the West, 

but that it requires deconstruction in any setting, as does the setting (e. g. anthropology) 

in which it is being applied, rather than simply abandoning the term altogether. Being 

particularly concerned with power relations, Asad identifies ways in which the West has 

a `peculiar historicity', linked to concepts including those concerning personal agency 

and the universal, as opposed to the local. He finds that `religion, in its positive and 

negative senses, is an essential part of that construction' (1993: 23). His argument is 

that only if the anthropologist appreciates how they, and the religion being studied, are 

politically and historically positioned within this definitional heritage will they be able 

to effectively understand experiences which are not those of the West: 

The anthropological student of particular religions should therefore begin from 
this point, in a sense unpacking the comprehensive concept which he or she 
translates as "religion" into heterogeneous elements according to its historical 
character (1993: 54 emphasis in original). 

8 The terms `emic' (insider) and `etic' (outsider) are frequently used when considering what is 
known as the `Insider/Outsider' debate in Religious Studies, and were originally coined by the 
linguist and anthropologist Kenneth Pike (1967). 
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Clearly, as Nye reflects, it is more important to ask why a group is defined as 

`religious', and by whom, than to ask whether a group fits a pre-existing definition 

(2001: 203). For example, following these reflections from Asad, it is important, when 

studying Islam/Muslims and Christianity/Christians within the United Kingdom, to 

remain aware of the issues in the relationship between religion and ethnic identity. In a 

context where the dominant discourse can equate `faith communities' with `black and 

minority ethnic communities', the category of religion can be caught between 

understandings of `what religion is' (essence, divinely inspired, hegemonic, 

universalising) and `what religion does' (divide, define, separate, legitimate). The 

relationship between religious, ethnic and other commonly accepted `markers' of 

identity (as discussed in, among others, Knott, 1986,1992) will be returned to when 

considering my findings in relation to the nature of identity in chapter six. 

It is clear that the category of `religion' is not straightforward, either in the sense of 

what religion `is', or in the sense of what religion `does', both in public and academic 

discourse. These tensions need to be reflected upon at each stage of an individual study 

such as this. However, it is also clear that if the term `religion' itself is contested, then 

the academic field which specifically seeks to study this contested object must be 

equally overwhelmed by definitional problems. 

1.2. What is Religious Studies? 

Unsurprisingly, given the scope for contention over the subject matter `religion', the 

academic study of the phenomena, which is usually known in the United Kingdom as 

the `Study of Religion' or `Religious Studies', is equally beset with problems of 

definition and scope. As my own research is supervised within a setting where a 

particular religious studies methodology has been central, it is necessary to be aware of 

both the general background and the specific issues involved in the definition of a field 

of religious studies. I agree with Eric Sharpe that: `the present uneasy relationship 

between the various members of the religious studies families could be greatly 

illuminated if teachers and students alike were to look up various family trees' (1986: 

317). Therefore, having reflected on the general definitional issues around the field of 

religious studies I shall proceed to outline the `family tree' of my own institutional 

setting. 
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In an overview of the field which, in the 1970s, he understands as Comparative 

Religion, Sharpe provides some background to the academic field of religious studies, 

as it is now more frequently known. He traces a history of interest in and study of 

`other' religions to the times of ancient Greece and Rome. However, it is Max Müller's 

Introduction to the Science of Religion (1873) which Sharpe identifies as the foundation 

document of comparative religion in the English speaking world (1986: xi). Sharpe 

considers the early nineteenth century influence of Comte, Hegel and Darwin to have 

been vital, with the principle of evolution guiding the development of a method of 

`Comparative Religion' which experienced its major period of formation in the decade 

1859-1869 (1986: 26). During this early phase `comparative religious studies were 

pursued by a variety of individual scholars in a number of widely scattered institutions' 

(1986: 119) with institutional departments only beginning to develop in the last quarter 

of the nineteenth century. The first post in comparative religion in Britain was that of 
Joseph Estlin Carpenter in 1876 at Manchester College, a Unitarian college then based 

in London (Ward, 2003: 271). E. B Tylor, who was appointed to the Readership in 

Anthropology at Oxford University in 1884, was the first full British university post 
holder studying religion `as a wholly non-theological discipline' (Ward, 2003: 272). In 

Europe the development of religious studies was particularly affected by historical 

philology and evolutionary anthropology, and was tied up from the start with the 

Christian theology which was also being taught in European universities. In America, 

where theology remained (and continues to remain) more institutionally separate from 

the study of religion, Sharpe finds there was a much stronger influence from the field of 

psychology. 

During the twentieth century evolutionary optimism became less popular, especially 
following the First World War, and a newer tendency developed of `engaging in close 

and detailed studies in a limited area rather than in vast comparisons and synthetic 

pattern-making' (Sharpe, 1986: 174). It was within this context that the phenomenology 

of religion as a methodology became increasingly prevalent. 9 Phenomenology of 

religion has had a significant impact on religious studies in the UK, not least through 

the impact of the first department established as a `Department of Religious Studies' in 

9 The 1933 publication of Gerardus van der Leeuw's Phänomenologie der Religion, which was 
translated into English as Essence and Manifestation in 1948, is identified by Sharpe as the `first 
real milestone in the discipline in its newer form' (1986: 221). However, he identifies Chantepie 
de la Saussaye as the first scholar to use the term `phenomenology' in the context of studies of 
religion, although without philosophical justification, in his 1887 work Lehrbuch der 
Religiongeschicte (1986: 222). 
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1967 at the then, new University of Lancaster under Professor Ninian Smart, `who 

became the doyen of the subject in Britain until his death in 2001' (Ward, 2003: 271). 

Douglas Allen identifies four groups of scholars who use the term phenomenology of 

religion in subtly different ways. Firstly, Allen identifies those who use the term to 

mean: `nothing more than an investigation of the phenomena or observable objects, 

facts, and events of religion'. Secondly, there are those such as Chantepie de la 

Saussaye for whom: `phenomenology of religion means the comparative study and the 

classification of different types of religious phenomena'. Thirdly, Allen identifies 

scholars: `such as W. bede Kristensen, Gerardus van der Leeuw, Joachim Wach, C. 

Jouco Bleeker, Mircea Eliade, and Jacques Waardenburg, [who] identify 

phenomenology of religion as a specific branch, discipline, or method within 

Religionswissenschaft or religious studies' (2005: 185). 10 Fourthly, there are those 

influenced by philosophical phenomenology, either explicitly in the case of Scheler and 

Ricoeur, partially as in the case of Otto, van der Leeuw, and Eliade, or through 

theological approaches that utilize phenomenology of religion such as those of 

Schleiermacher, Tillich and Marion. Such a distinguished list of scholars whose work 

uses, to some degree or another, the methodology of phenomenology of religion 

demonstrates the extent to which this methodology has impacted on religious studies. 

One of the main contemporary critiques of this phenomenological methodology has 

come from Gavin Flood who, in Beyond Phenomenology (1999), advocates a more 

critical and reflexive meta-theory through a position which he describes as: `a 

recognition of the limits of phenomenology and the necessity of contextualising both 

phenomena and academic practices within the narratives of their occurrence' (1999: 

116). Although recognising the importance of phenomenology in fostering the 

development of an academic field of religious studies distinct from theology (1999: 9), 11 

10 This is not to say they all follow the same programme of phenomenology of religion. Sharpe, 
writing some time earlier than Allen, distinguishes scholars such as Wach and Eliade from other 
phenomenology of religion scholars as being part of a German tradition much more inclined to 
Hermeneutics (1986: 238). 
" Flood argues that there are three related disciplines. The first being traditional theology or, 
borrowing a phrase from Anselm, `faith seeking understanding', the second being contemporary 
theology which is the study of the traditional form of theology (the study of `faith seeking 
understanding'), and the third being phenomenological religious studies which: `claims not to be 
naturalistic nor yet religious, but claims to offer objective description of religion' (1999: 29). 
Unlike traditional theology, both contemporary theology and religious studies: `stand outside of 
the narratives upon which they comment and of which they can offer critiques' (1999: 23). 
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he nevertheless finds the claim of objectivity and ahistoricity in phenomenology to be 

limiting and fundamentally flawed: 

While they have functioned to liberate the study of religions from theological 
dogmatism, these concepts [bracketing, eidetic reduction, empathy] now 
unnecessarily limit the range of methodological possibilities within the study of 
religions; are closed to an open-ended dialogical understanding in which 
language is central; and disenable an explanatory level that seeks to link 
`religious' phenomena to other cultural practices (1999: 93). 

Husserlian assumptions about the transcendental ego and an overarching rationality, 

smuggled in through the Husserlian phenomenological tradition and its phenomenology 

of consciousness, are found by Flood to be problematic because subjects are always 

constructed within their particular narratives and within their culture, and because the 

knowledge of the subject arises within intersubjective networks of communication. 

Flood argues that it is not possible to study religion in abstraction from its: `historical, 

social and cultural contexts' (1999: 2), and that: `the construction of "world religions" is 

underpinned by a certain kind of theorizing whose roots are in the Enlightenment and 

which seeks universals' (1999: 3). Although in other fields of academic research the 

post-modern need to look to context and challenge universals may appear self evident, it 

is not necessarily the case in traditional, phenomenologically based religious studies, in 

which, as Flood among others (Fitzgerald, 2000; McCutcheon, 1997,2003) points out, 

there has been limited engagement with theoretical debates in the social sciences and 

humanities. 

Flood seeks to defend a position which he defines as `soft relativism' or fallibilism. This 

position: `accepts indeterminacy, that knowledge about religion cannot be grounded on 

certainty, and that this indeterminacy allows for a dialogical process in which the 

research programme, through focussing on language, is constantly open to the further 

possibilities of its dialogical object' (1999: 68). Using the hermeneutic or narrativist 

tradition of Ricoeur, and the dialogism of Bakhtin, Flood advocates instead a dialogical 

and situated model of inquiry which focuses on (historically contingent) language and 

culture: `the realm of signs', which is dialogical and interactive, and which he argues: 
`fosters rigour in analysis, reflexivity, and critique' (1999: 7). 

It is frustrating that Flood does not provide examples of what the phenomenological 

method he describes, or indeed his preferred `soft relativism', actually looks like in 
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terms of specific studies. 12 Indeed, as Allen's long list of scholars indicates, there is the 

potential for a huge range of applications of the methodology. Although the 

phenomenology of religion in its traditional, late nineteenth century form may well be 

insufficient to the needs of the present academic milieu, it is not accurate to characterise 

all phenomenological studies as not having moved beyond this. As Allen points out: 

... one can submit that Flood greatly exaggerates the impact of Husserlian 
transcendental phenomenology on the study of religion, and that most critiques of 
phenomenology and the anti-phenomenological features he formulates can be 
found within later developments of philosophical phenomenology and 
phenomenology of religion (2005: 204). 

In general, the contemporary issue in the nature of religious studies appears to be the 

balance between theory and empirical `description'. While Flood treads a middle 

ground between the traditional phenomenological school, and the theory driven 

rejection of empiricism of McCutcheon (2003), or Fitzgerald's (2000) rejection of an 

object `religion' to be studied, others also find a point somewhere along this continuum 

at which to place their understanding of religious studies. Steven Sutcliffe, for example, 

takes a position which is inclined towards the importance of description, a position he 

describes as `qualitative empirical' (2004: xxiv) or `realistic' (1998). He argues that: 

`To `de-scribe' is implicitly to theorize' (2004: xxv), and that working inductively and 

empirically counteracts: `an entrenched tendency in studies of religion, both naturalistic 

and theological, to idealize or normativize religion: that is, to subject particular 

historical instances of practice to abstracted typologies of various kinds' (2004: xxv- 

xxvi). Sutcliffe clearly sees ̀ religion', as the object of study for religious studies, as a 

social, cultural and historical formation rather than the ahistorical essence that 

theologians might recognise. 

Clearly, the extent to which religious studies is differently understood has the potential 

to undermine any sense of a common or shared field. I agree with James Thrower that: 

To argue for, and still worse to seek to impose, as so many professionally 
engaged in the study of religions have done in the past, a single problematic and a 
single methodology for the study of religions is profoundly mistaken (1999: 94). 

However, I consider that religious studies can be, and usually is, understood as a multi- 

disciplinary field, drawing on a long and diverse methodological history, where scholars 

12 This issue of the link between theory and practice is problematic in much of the debate about 
the field of religious studies. Although some scholars, such as Fitzgerald, do cite examples of 
specific research projects, many do not, and even these citations can be controversial, as is seen 
in the online debate between Fitzgerald and Ian Reader (Fitzgerald, 2004; Reader, 2004). 
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reflexively balance theory and empiricism while giving due attention to the border 

between theology and religious studies. There is no single way to `do' religious studies 

and a variety of factors influence the form that any one study takes. The particular 

setting in which I find myself at the University of Leeds is one important factor in the 

nature of this particular study. 

1.3. The Institutional Particularities of this Study 

As the foregoing section has illustrated, the description and definition of what 

constitutes religious studies is neither straightforward nor agreed, however, some 

characteristics can be identified. For example: 

The academic study of religion can be characterized as follows: 1) it is a 
composite field of study; 2) it is based on a methodological pluralism; 3) it is 
influenced by specializations and local institutional and cultural traditions; and 4) 
it is caught in a web of epistemological tensions (Geertz & McCutcheon, 2000: 
4). 

Some of the epistemological tensions, composite field and methodological pluralism 

which impact on this study have already been indicated in the preceding discussion. The 

question of what `is' religion has been shown to be highly problematic, and the tension 

between theology and religious studies, the impact of the social sciences, and the pursuit 

of reflexivity will be shown, below, to have impacted to a greater or lesser degree on 

this study. 

To return to Sharpe's previously quoted comment that students of religious studies 

should: `look up various family trees' the `specializations and local institutional and 

cultural traditions' at the University of Leeds where the study has been supervised 

require further explication at this point. 13 As Sharpe notes (1986: 288), the Department 

of Theology and Religious Studies at Leeds was one of only three centres for the subject 

in the 1950s and early 1960s. Founded in the 1940s, the first professor of the 

department, which has always been of both theology and religious studies, was the 

anthropologist of religion E. 0. James (Department of Theology and Religious Studies, 

2007). Despite, therefore, the presence of both theology and religious studies, the social 

scientific approaches to religion have been significant from the start. As a result of the 

history of higher education in the UK, many departments were originally departments of 

theology to which religious studies has been added to keep pace with changing tastes 

13 It is interesting to note that several writers so far mentioned are linked via an institution, Nye, 
Flood and Fitzgerald all having links to the University of Stirling. 
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and demographics. At Leeds, the two aspects to the study of religion have developed 

alongside one another, a dimension which is considered important. The departmental 

website states: 

It has always been a department of both Religious Studies and Theology, as is 
reflected in its title. The balance is important (Department of Theology and 
Religious Studies, 2007). 

Although, as we shall see, some scholars would prefer the complete institutional 

separation of theology and religious studies this is not a popular model in the UK 

because, as Ford argues: `it is healthier for the field in universities to have the diversity 

of theology and religious studies in constant interaction' (1998: 5). For over thirty years 

the department at Leeds has, through the Community Religions Project, had a focus on 

research of the local, and of ethnic minority communities. 

Since 1976, the Community Religions Project (CRP) has conducted empirical 
research on religion and religions `near at hand' in the cities of Leeds and 
Bradford and beyond (Department of Theology and Religious Studies: Institute 
for Religion and Public Life, 2007). 

This originally informal research group was formed by Michael Pye, Ursula King and 

William Weaver. 14 Pye, writing in 1976, described its original purposes as: 

... to carry out and publish research into the religious communities of Leeds and 
neighbouring cities, and to relate such research to associated matters such as 
community relations, inter-religious understanding, religious education, and 
teaching programmes within the University' (quoted in Knott, 2004: 68). 

One of the primary contemporary figures in the CRP, its Director, Kim Knott, described 

the social scientific approach taken by this project: 

The orientation of my own work and that of others involved in the Community 
Religions Project does not differ from that of many other scholars in the study of 
religion who adopt a `scientific' approach, though, of necessity, we focus on 
contemporary religious expressions and use social scientific methods rather than 
engaging primarily in historical analyses (1992: 8). 

Now forming a part of the department's Institute for Religion and Public Life, the CRP 

has developed a focus on: `research and consultancy in relation to the rising profile of 

religion in diversity training and `community cohesion' policy' (Department of 
Theology and Religious Studies: Institute for Religion and Public Life, 2007) which 
demonstrates, in part, how the public and policy making agenda has been increasingly 

concerned with the issues of ethnicity and religion. 

14 Pye had formally been a colleague of Ninian Smart at Lancaster. 
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The dynamics of my own academic institution clearly relate to this particular study. 

Having followed a taught MA course in the department, and then acting as research 

assistant for one of the CRP's research projects related to public policy (Knott, 

McLoughlin, & Prideaux, 2003), I have adopted this general inclination toward local, 

small scale, contemporary, ethnographic studies that are comfortable in interaction with 

theology and cognisant of the public policy debates surrounding ethnicity and religion. 

1.4. The Impact of the Social Sciences 

As is already clear, through reference to scholars such as Asad and Mellor, the impact 

of the social sciences on the field of religious studies has been profound. 15 Sharpe 

shows how in particular the field of anthropology, especially through the study of 
folklore, developed alongside the study of religion in the nineteenth century, and that 

studies of this time effectively combined anthropological data and religious speculation 
(1986: 50). However, this was not a tradition which was maintained and Sharpe also 

claims that in the 1960s: `the social sciences were only marginally interested in religion 

... since `religious' behaviour is simply human behaviour operating in peculiarly defined 

communities' (1986: 306), and that those involved in the field of comparative religion 
demonstrated little interest in the fields of sociology and anthropology. Yet Sharpe 

detected a shift during the 1970s towards a greater awareness of the social sciences, 

evidenced by the increase in the level of methodological discussion in religious studies, 

which he believes is a result of turning towards the social sciences, whose scholars: 
`will always have a high level of commitment to methodology, and may indeed become 

obsessive on the subject' (1986: 308). 

The different disciplines within the social sciences have different implications for 

religious studies: anthropology and sociology perhaps being the most significant. 
However, human geography is of increasing importance with the use of spatial analysis 
being adopted in studies of religion (e. g. Knott, 2005b). Spatial analysis will be used in 

chapter four, when looking at the local context, as a tool for interrogating the spatial 
location in more detail. Anthropology and sociology have, however, been significant for 

religious studies since the field began to develop. Anthropology has taken a long 

interest in local religious phenomena, and has produced many studies which provide 

15 The social sciences can be considered to be those disciplines which study human aspects of 
the world, generally emphasizing some form of either qualitative of quantitative scientific 
methodologies. Disciplines include anthropology and sociology as well as fields of study such 
as gender and cultural studies. 
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both data and theoretical reflection for religious studies. Sociology, with its tendency 

towards greater breadth and theoretical development has provided for religious studies 

some of the important historical and contemporary commentators on the nature and 

future of religion. As Sharpe indicates, anthropologists such as Mary Douglas and 

Clifford Geertz, and sociologists including Peter Berger and Bryan Wilson, are key 

figures in the academic landscape of religious studies. Even basic guides to religious 

studies will invariably include extensive sections on the anthropology and sociology of 

religion (e. g. Bond, Kunin, & Murphy, 2003; Hinnells, 2005). It is unsurprising 

therefore, that the anthropological method of ethnography, and other social scientific 

methodologies, has had such importance in the field of religious studies. 

As with my earlier comments in relation to the definition of religion, the possible 

ground to cover in surveying the full breadth of the social scientific impact on religious 

studies is beyond the scope of this study, however, it is useful to provide one particular 

example because of its salience for the whole of this thesis. In Gerd Baumann's 

Contesting Culture (1996) he provides an ethnographic account of Southall, West 

London which explores the nature of identity. Rather than studying only one ethnic 

community Baumann treats the local area as a whole and as a result develops his very 

important distinction between demotic and dominant discourses of community, and the 

reified discourse of culture. 16 He finds that: 

Southall culture entails a dual discursive competence, embracing the dominant as 
well as the demotic, and it is the dominant that emphasizes the conservation of 
existing communities and the demotic that allows Southallians to re-conceive 
community boundaries and contest the meaning of culture. These contestations, 
however, tend to stop short of taking one final step: the word culture remains 
restricted, in many contexts, to its reified meaning (1996: 195). 17 

Clearly, this distinction is important for religious studies, especially when the word 

`culture' is understood as having parallels in usage and intention with the word 

`religion'. Baumann's identification of the way in which culture is used to legitimate 

community, and is therefore not used as `an idea equally negotiable and processual as 

community' (1996: 196), has implications for the possible ways in which religion, as a 

16 Baumann's distinctions between dominant and demotic discourses of community have 
parallels with Moscovici's distinction between consensual and reified universes in his theory of 
social representations in the field of social psychology (2001: 33). Neither author references the 
other. Although an interesting note, the issue of similar theories emerging in different academic 
disciplines is not one which I can pursue within the constraints of this study. 
17 Italics in original to denote how the words community and culture are used in the demotic 
discourse, rather than their technically understood definitions. 
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restricted, reified term, might be understood within communities. 18 Unavoidably, 

Baumann does deal with the way in which religion was used in Southall, especially 

given the existence of five `seemingly self-evident communities of culture' (1996: 188- 

189) which included a Sikh, Hindu and Muslim community. Baumann traces how the 

dominant discursive equation of culture with religious or ethnic community is 

differently disengaged within each of these religious-defined communities. Baumann's 

comments on leadership and inter-faith networks as well as the more important 

conclusions regarding community and culture will be returned to at various points 

during the course of this study. 

It is here worth noting a more general point about the influence of the social sciences on 

religious studies, and that is how, in the social sciences, the study of religion is clearly 

disconnected from any analysis or concern with the theological, existential or 

metaphysical truth claims of religions. Although Baumann for instance refers to these 

issues in his comments on inter-faith networks (1996: 173-178), they are peripheral to 

his central concern with religion, namely how it functions discursively in the arena of 

community. Mellor's sociological work, mentioned earlier, is unusual in being 

theologically informed, referring to the theological realists as well as to the work of 

theologians such as Rowan Williams. That his approach is unusual indicates the extent 

to which the social sciences separate the theological content of religion from the `work 

it does' in communities and cultures. This separation of religion as a social factor and 

religion as a spiritual connectedness is vital to the arguments to which we now turn: 

those surrounding the distinction between the academic subject areas of theology and 

religious studies. 

1.5. The sensitive border between Theology and Religious Studies 

The borderlands between theology and religious studies are both contested and unclear. 

The preceding sections provide the background for the debate. What `religion' is 

understood to be, what a religious studies methodology and meta-theory might look 

like, and the degree to which the social sciences have impacted on the field are all 

significant to how theology and religious studies relate to one another. One of the most 
important underlying issues for religious studies is the degree to which either social 

scientific or theological approaches appear to: `prejudge the nature of that reality 

18 As discussed in chapter eight the word religion, or more commonly `faith community', is a 
factor of the dominant discourse which the demotic discourse of community and culture seeks to 
protect because it legitimates, among other things, access to funding streams. 
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[presupposed by religion] from the outset' (Thrower, 1999: 91). Thrower argues that the 

phenomenological methodology was an attempt to deal with the two supposed extremes 

of firstly the social scientists or those taking an empirical approach who may appear to 

assume as scholars, if not as individuals, that there is no transcendental truth to religion; 

and secondly the theologians who assume that there is a transcendental truth to religion. 

This is a distinction which causes friction and mistrust, as can be seen in the comments 

of Bruce Lincoln: 

Although critical inquiry has become commonplace in other disciplines, it still 
offends many students of religion, who denounce it as "reductionism". This 
charge is meant to silence critique. The failure to treat religion "as religion" - that 
is, the refusal to ratify its claim of transcendent nature and sacrosanct status - 
may be regarded as heresy and sacrilege by those who construct themselves as 
religious, but it is the starting point for those who construct themselves as 
historians (2005: 10). 19 

Scholars of religious studies have had many decades to deal with this issue, but it is still 

controversial, indicating the extent to which the problem is both deeply entrenched and 

also potentially insoluble. In the UK the problem has its most acute expression in the 

way in which University departments are described. The administrative rubric 

recognises the subject area as Theology and Religious Studies. With some scholars on 

both sides antipathetical to one another's position, it is hardly surprising that this 

continues to be such a contested relationship. 

In his critique of phenomenology as a religious studies methodology, discussed above, 
Flood identified traditional theology, contemporary theology and religious studies as 

three separate though related enterprises (1999: 19-24). In his 2006 article Reflections 

on Tradition and Inquiry in the Study of Religions, Flood develops this delineation 

between the two types of theology and religious studies towards seeing them as orders 

of discourse. First order discourse is the tradition itself, outside any academic enterprise, 

and prior to traditional theology. Second order discourse is the reflection of traditional 

theology, such as Christian theology, upon itself. Third order discourse such as religious 

studies and some forms of `contemporary' theology: `is a form of reasoning about first- 

and second-order discourses and is implicitly if not explicitly comparative' (Flood, 

2006: 55). Flood goes on to argue that the third order discourse of religious studies can 
become an arena for encounter between traditions (2006: 56), and also suggests that 

19 Lincoln, and his colleague McCutcheon are both academics within the American system, 
where religious studies is known as ̀ History of Religions'. 
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religious studies can become the forum through which theology is `voiced' to the world 

(2006: 48). According to Flood, religious studies will be reinvigorated and better 

informed through this inclusion of third-order theology, and some second-order 

theology, although theology must submit to the standards of rational discourse (2006: 

56). 

Nancy Levene, in responding to Flood's article, is concerned that the privileging of 

theology as of significant importance for the future of religious studies polarizes the 

terms. She sees no reason to either exclude theology, or celebrate its arrival, in the field 

of religious studies, arguing that: `One could outlaw it, but it would always be unclear 

just what one was outlawing and too costly to police the shifting borders' (2006: 61). 

Her principal conclusion however is that by making theology somehow necessary to the 

future of religious studies: `it gives the discourse of theology grossly disproportionate 

power for reasons that are almost entirely defensive' (2006: 62). I agree with Levene, in 

that I see theology as unavoidably part of the field of religious studies, and I do not 

agree with the implication of Flood that religious studies can in some way do the work 

of theology by assisting it to bring its texts and arguments into public discourse. What is 

principally at issue, in my opinion, is the distinction between theology as `faith seeking 

understanding' and theology as the study of this seeking. Religious studies should not, 

and could not, be concerned with `faith seeking understanding', indeed, Flood does not 

argue that it should be. As a non-confessional area of study the student should not be 

assumed to be party to the theological world view that is being studied, or to sympathise 

with the ideals and intentions of religion in general or of particular religions. However, 

theology as the study, interpretation and understanding of the theological world view, 

Flood's third order discourse, is both accessible to those from other traditions, and is 

unavoidably part of the work of religious studies. Without the voices of the first order 

discourse there would be no subject matter for religious studies, and it is only through 

theology, in its second and third order form, that we can hear and understand some of 

these voices. To understand a statement of faith as a purely psychological or political 

statement for instance is, in my opinion, to unjustifiably bracket the intended 

theological content of the statement. These psychological or political interpretations 

may be of use in building up a complete picture of what is happening when a statement 

of faith is made, but they are not of themselves a complete picture, if indeed a complete 

picture is ever possible. However, to give equal weight to the theological statements of 

those being researched is not the same as to assume that there is some a-priori truth 
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behind these statements, or that the theological is more important than the political, 

psychological, or any other points of interest. 

In my own study I am concerned with both theology and religious studies, and the 

boundary between the two is not, as Levene points out, easy to police. It would be 

possible to interpret data purely politically or psychologically, but for the respondents 

there is an important theological level of engagement with the questions and issues, and 

importantly with the religious `other'. This is significant for my study, and I use these 

statements to challenge the relevance of traditional theology of inter-faith dialogue for 

religiously diverse neighbourhoods. By taking this step of interacting with theology as 

an enterprise of the religious believer, as well as of the academic world, I am 

consciously taking a step which Fitzgerald (2000) and McCutcheon (1997,2003) 

consider beyond the bounds of academic religious studies. This study is probably an 

example of what, for Fitzgerald, is one of the major criticisms of religious studies as a 

separate field of study, that it is in fact nothing more than a disguised, liberal, 

ecumenical theology: 

... ecumenical liberal theology has been disguised (though not very well) in the so- 
called scientific study of religion, which denies that it is a form of theology and at 
the same time claims that it is irreducible to sociology either (Fitzgerald, 2000: 7). 

Unlike Fitzgerald's caricature of religious studies as disguised theology, I take a more 

positive view of religious studies because of its relationship to theology, following in 

many ways, though not entirely, Flood's argument. This is not to go as far as David 

Ford, who has controversially argued that: `theology and religious studies is divinely 

involving' (1998: 10). Although Ford makes many excellent points, 20 to overtly accept 

God as an involved party in an academic field is to travel too far towards blurring the 

lines between the two disciplines, lines that Ford argues can never be anything but 

blurred. Again, as with discussions about the nature of religious studies, there appears 

to be a continuum over the question of the relationship between theology and religious 

studies between those like Ford who consider them unavoidably involved, and those 

like McCutcheon, Fitzgerald and Sutcliffe, who consider them completely different 

enterprises. 21 Along this continuum are a variety of degrees to which scholars are 

20 For example, that we never just write about religion, but are also personally involved in 
accepting or rejecting religion (1998: 5). 
21 Sutcliffe uses the analogy of cartography and geography to illustrate how religious studies and 
theology are completely independent enterprises, cartography making the geography of a land 
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willing to accept the link between theology and religious studies, with Flood and 

Levene exemplifying the degree of contention even at fairly close points on the 

continuum. 

Although the debate about the relationship between theology and religious studies is 

both interesting and of general significance to the field of religious studies, it is not a 

debate with which I will, or can, fully engage in my own study. However, it is not a 

debate which needs resolving in order for my study to proceed theoretically intact. This 

sort of debate may not be amenable to a resolution that is satisfactory to all parties but 

as Clive Seale suggests (1999: 15), the debate functions to sensitize those working in 

the field of religious studies to problematic issues that may be inherent in the 

methodological framework. Unlike McCutcheon's traditional picture of religious 

studies as concerned with myth, ritual and symbol, and Flood's concern with traditional 

phenomenology, my study does not seek to explain the origin of religion, or even the 

myths, rituals and symbols associated with it: but is instead concerned with the way 

religion impacts on communities and identity. It is therefore the work of religion, rather 

than religion itself, which is the object of my study. The impact of the social sciences on 

the field of religious studies, as explored above, is therefore critical to this thesis. 

This theoretical and methodological context has demonstrated both the complexity and 

problems of the field of religious studies, but has also unpacked some of the key issues 

that influence the form and content of this study. In demonstrating where this study is 

placed in the broad and varied field of religious studies, this section is important in both 

contextualising and validating the approach taken. Using these considerations as a 
framework, it is now necessary to move on to mapping the religious context for this 

study, in terms of the history and contemporary theories of Christian-Muslim dialogue 

and inter-faith dialogue more broadly. 

accessible, even when it is out of bounds. The map is not the same as the land, but the map 
makes the land accessible (1998: 269). 
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Chapter 2: The Context of Muslim-Christian Dialogue and Encounter 

Many of the issues identified in my research findings relate to how Christians and 

Muslims understand their religion in relationship to the `other' faith they find in their 

local environment. Alongside this demotic understanding of what it is to be a person of 

faith in dialogue with the `other', there is a dominant discourse of inter-faith dialogue 

which informs religious leaders and academics, but can appear to be at a distance to the 

lived reality of inter-faith dialogue in communities. In this chapter a brief overview of 

some types of inter-faith dialogue and features of the historical contact between 

Muslims and Christians will situate the contemporary issues in, and theories of, 

Muslim-Christian dialogue. 

2.1. Types of Muslim-Christian Dialogue 

The enterprise of inter-faith dialogue has never been an easy to identify, unchanging 

activity. 22 There are a variety of ways of delineating the different forms and types, 23 and 

a variety of issues which influence the form and outcome of dialogue. 24 The focus of 

this chapter is the specific nature of Muslim-Christian dialogue. However, more general 

perspectives on inter-faith dialogue will be of relevance throughout this section. I shall 

highlight two distinct forms of dialogue, formal and informal, as well as my own 

delineation of five types of dialogue; the theological, mystical, practical, ethical and 

`living' dialogue. Formal dialogue is limited in time and space, is most often conducted 

by representatives or leaders and is outcome orientated. Informal dialogue tends to 

occur outside the temporal and spatial limitations of formal dialogue, for instance the 

conference. Informal dialogue may include anybody and is orientated towards the 

process, usually of conversation. Formal dialogue is the dominant expression and 

understanding of inter-faith dialogue. Informal dialogue is seen as a useful precursor 

22 The term inter-faith is used interchangeably with inter-religious (and is variously written as 
interfaith, inter-faith, and inter faith). Inter-faith appears to suggest a more personal level of 
relationship, whereas inter-religious suggests the relationship between the traditions rather than 
the individuals (Barnes S. J., 2002: 3). The term `inter-faith' will be used in this study; where a 
distinction is implied or required between inter-personal or inter-traditional relationships this 
will be made clear in the text. 
23 For example, in Roman Catholic documents there is a separation between the dialogue of 
theological exchange, dialogue of life, dialogue of action and dialogue of religious experience 
(Barnes S. J., 2002: 21). More practically orientated, Phillippe Gaudin (2007) distinguishes 
between inter-faith dialogue as an activity of religions interacting and cross fertilizing both 
internally and with other religions, inter-faith dialogue as communication between persons of 
different religions, and inter-faith dialogue as promotion of religious knowledge. 
24 Not least among these are the: `theological presuppositions and existential situation' (Zebiri, 
1997: 36) of those taking part in dialogue activities. 
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and addition to formal dialogue, but is rarely considered to have merit in and of itself, 

despite its implications for individuals and communities. 

Theological 

The dialogue of the theologian, or historian, is most explicitly the dialogue of texts 

rather than communities (Prideaux, 2002), and is a formal level of dialogue, although 

participants will usually also be involved in informal dialogue. There are a number of 

scholarly discourses about theological and historical issues and mutual perceptions 

between the two faiths, as well as texts which trace the encounter and dialogue between 

Muslims and Christians 
. ̀5 There is also a body of particularly Christian literature, 

explored below in section 2.4, which seeks to provide a theological response to 

religious diversity. The objectives of the study and practice of theological dialogue are 

often concerned with theorising difference, recording and analysing the history of 

dialogue, and comparing text and practice. Throughout this chapter it is theological and 

historical texts which provide the main literature for review, as these are the main 

textual resource in this area, indicating the extent to which the study of Muslim- 

Christian dialogue is dominated by this perspective. The dialogue of the academic and 

theologian, the dialogue of texts, does not necessarily seek to impact on or relate to 

communities, and in many senses becomes, as an academic exercise, an end in itself. 

However, this textual dialogue could theoretically have a significant impact on other 

forms of dialogue, providing part of the framework from which those involved in other 

forms of dialogue define themselves and understand the other faith. 

Mystical 

Muslim-Christian dialogue has the potential, as in other forms of inter-faith dialogue, to 

become an act of faith in itself. Mystical dialogue can be informal, between friends, or 

formal, for instance at some types of inter-faith group meetings, and the objective is 

personal transformation. Theologians such as John Hick and Hasan Askari (1985) and 

Raimundo Panikkar (1978) would claim that true dialogue only occurs when the 

participant is involved in a personal, spiritual and even mystical sense with the dialogue. 

This approach to dialogue, which may or may not relate to such activities as shared 

25 For example, Barnes (2002), D'Costa (1990), Goddard (1995,2000b), Johnstone (1985), Race 
and Shafer (2002), Waardenburg (2003), Watt (1991) and Wiles (1992). Significantly, the major 
theologians and historians of dialogue are writing from a western, if not an overtly Christian, 
perspective. Although Muslim academics such as Ataullah Siddiqui (1997) and Tariq Ramadan 
(2006) are beginning to make an impression on the field, there continues to be a relative lack of 
Muslim writing about dialogue. Reasons for this are explored below in section 2.3. 
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worship, is deeply problematic within the Muslim-Christian encounter because of the 

apparent potential for syncretism. 26 It is not possible here to explore the significance of 

the mystical dialogue of religious experience in Muslim-Christian encounter, but the 

presence of this strand of thought and practice must nevertheless be recognised in order 

to provide the fullest picture of the varieties of dialogue. 

Practical 

The dialogue of the practical tends to be the dialogue of necessity. In this form of 

dialogue participants seek to respond, usually but not exclusively at a formal level, to 

the world in which the dialogue occurs. This dialogue addresses social, economic, 

political or religious issues considered fundamental to participants and most likely to be 

resolved by co-working. It is this form of dialogue which most directly relates to the 

presence of religion in the public square, as addressed below in chapter eight. Practical 

dialogue can be very local as in Faith Together in Leeds 11; it can be national, as in the 

activities of the Inter Faith Network for the UK; 27 or practical dialogue can be 

international as in conferences dealing with the issues of religious minorities, or of 

mission and da'wah as in for example the Chambesy Dialogue Consultation (1976). At 

a formal level this form of dialogue seeks to directly impact on the community and is 

the form of dialogue most likely to provide positive results for local communities in 

terms of practical outcomes. Although often requiring a theological basis, practical 

dialogue between Muslims and Christians can be quite separate from all but the most 

basic of theological reflection. 

As will be seen from the research findings, practical dialogue as demonstrated by Faith 

Together in Leeds l1 can have significant implications for, and overlap with, informal 

`living' dialogue. Practical dialogue can therefore bridge the gulf between demotic and 

dominant discourses of dialogue. Practical dialogue, and the informal dialogue which 

can accompany it, has a significant impact on demotic theological understandings, 

although dominant theological discourses rarely recognise this. 

26 Although this is a criticism which Panikkar and others overtly reject (1978: 4). 
27 The Inter Faith Network for the UK supports local inter-faith work, produces a directory of 
faiths in the UK and organises seminars and programmes to consult on and explore issues such 
as religious education in schools and the role of faith communities in public life (Inter Faith 
Network for the UK, 2007a). 
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Ethical 

Ethical dialogue is one type of formal, practical dialogue, which seeks the creation of a 

common platform between religions on ethical issues. The search for a `Global Ethic' 

which is shared by all faiths was the focus of the 1993 Chicago Parliament of the 

World's Religions, and has its leading scholarly proponent in Hans King (1991,1993). 

The relationship between inter-faith dialogue and the attempt to formulate a global 

ethics, or even a stance on any particular ethical issue, is not a straightforward one. 

Emilio Platti for example argues for the need to accept: `the obligation to be intolerant 

in the ethical dimension of religion' (2006: 45), as there are areas of religious practice 

which may be considered unethical by others and may create barriers to, rather than the 

basis of, inter-faith dialogue. It can also be argued that it is at the level of intra-religious 

rather than inter-religious dialogue that the main issues in ethics are to be found: 

There are in all religious traditions, in addition to profound and vital resources, 
real obstacles to dealing with the world's social, political, and environmental 
crises, but these obstacles cannot be dismantled by outsiders (McCarthy, 1998: 
111). 

Ethical dialogue, as with other forms of practical dialogue, relates to political issues 

such as justice and democracy (e. g. Race & Shafer, 2002). Whereas many forms of 

practical dialogue relate to local political matters such as service provision, ethical 

dialogue is more likely to relate to national and even international political themes such 

as war and peace. 

`Living' Dialogue 

`Living' dialogue is definitively informal and takes place in the everyday experience of 

living, working or studying in a religiously diverse environment. Living dialogue is 

available to all people who encounter others conscious of their own faith and willing to 

be `in dialogue'; to communicate with the `other'. As such, it has a constituency which 

includes vastly more people than the traditionally understood domain of inter-faith 

dialogue, the scholarly study and conference. People of faith come into contact with one 

another through the workplace, shop, community centre and innumerable other 

religiously neutral places, as well as the more expected places of meetings and 

conferences. Initial encounters, often around practical necessity, though not exclusively 

so, lead to conversation, which is the most obvious form of dialogue. Those involved in 

formal dialogues, such as theological or political conferences often also take part in 

informal dialogue `between sessions' where this living dialogue occurs. Individuals 
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involved in this informal living dialogue are in a situation where their religious identity 

is one among many different identities, such as pupil, employee or resident. As such, it 

is possible for religious identity to never become a key element in dialogue. However, 

where the religious identity becomes significant, living dialogue can have a key 

formative impact on the development of personal theologies and attitudes to other 

religions. 28 

Historically, this form of dialogue has not been given a high status, and is infrequently 

mentioned in the histories of encounter and dialogue. The reasons for this are many. 

Firstly, members of Muslim and Christian communities have rarely had the opportunity 

to regularly interact. The history of encounter and dialogue focuses on the encounter 

between states rather than people because this has been the dominant, and most often 

recorded, form of encounter. 29 It is also particularly difficult to study a form of dialogue 

which, by its nature, is transient, brief and often personal. There are rarely clear 

objectives in this type of dialogue, or even recognisable outcomes. However, it is the 

contention of this study that living dialogue is the most significant form of dialogue for 

the majority of Muslims and Christians living together in a religiously diverse state, 

such as the UK. This was also the conclusion of Joseph Kenny, reflecting on the 

experience of Nigeria, where he found a considerable amount of dialogue between 

`ordinary people' based on practical necessity. 30 As Kenny states: 

While a limited amount of dialogue has been going on among intellectuals and 
university people, a great amount of practical dialogue goes on among the 
ordinary people in their daily lives. Most ordinary people are defensive about 
their religion, if only because it marks them off in a social category. Yet when 
they are in a situation where they must share their lives and work, they quickly 
make practical accommodations, without any guiding principles, in all sorts of 
matters affecting religion. Intellectual leaders are often unaware of the day to day 
interaction of Muslims and Christians, and the theoretical knowledge they have 
which could guide the people does not reach them (1985: 125). 

As will be seen in chapter nine, this is an experience replicated in Beeston Hill. It is an 

experience which provides one of the main conclusions for this thesis: theological 

28 Goddard finds this to be the case with Muslim writers who have a positive response to 
Christianity, many of them have Christian friends (1996: 173). Equally, the Roman Catholic 
theologian Robert Caspar (1991) is an example of a Christian writer whose personal theology 
was significantly affected by living among Muslims. 
29 Some historical studies do provide insight into the lives of `ordinary people' e. g. Dajani- 
Shakeel (1995) and Little (1995). 
30 Kenny uses the phrase ̀ practical dialogue' to refer to a range of activities that I would define 
as both practical and living dialogue. 
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studies of inter-faith relations do not impact on the lived realities of religiously diverse 

neighbourhoods, where arguably they should be of primary importance. 

2.2. Features in the History of Muslim-Christian Encounter 

Having outlined some of the forms that inter-faith dialogue can take, it is now 

appropriate to offer an overview of some of the features in the history of encounter 

between Muslims and Christians. Although many of these encounters can be 

characterised as dialogue under the very broad definition I am using, many of the 

encounters are purely textual or political and, as will become clear, religion is often a 

coincidental rather than central issue. Historical factors can have both positive and 

negative influences on contemporary relationships between faiths, providing a resource 

of experience and imagery which can be drawn on to both support and oppose 

dialogue. 31 

During the early history of Islam, when the Qur'an and the Hadith were recorded, the 

key teachings of Islam regarding Christianity were laid down. These continue to affect 
how Muslims understand Christians and Christianity. At the time of Muhammad 

Christianity had been in existence for some 600 years. A wide range of scriptural 

responses, theological perspectives and historical experiences could be brought to bear 

in responding to the new and emerging religion of Islam. Although these became 

important over the coming centuries, at the time of Muhammad there was relatively 
limited contact between the main geographical areas of Christian populations and the 

new Islam of Arabia. At this very early stage Islam was not seen by the Christian 

Byzantium as a general political, military or theological threat. 

Muhammad's own religious background can not be demonstrated from the earliest 

sources, and there is little knowledge of the religious culture in Mecca at the time of his 

birth (Peters, 1994: 260). Christianity in Arabia around 6000E was primarily 

Monophysite and Nestorian, 32 influenced by the Byzantine Empire to the northwest and 

the Sassanian Empire to the northeast. Some Arabian tribes had adopted Christianity 

although this can be understood as a `statement of cultural affinity and a marker of 

3' Transliteration from the Arabic is in the simplest form possible, omitting diacritical marks 
unless commonly used. Dates are given in the `common era'. 
32 The Monophysite and Nestorian church were at a geographical and theological distance from 
the main body of Christian thought and practice. Their Christology particularly would be 
considered heretical by many other Christians, both then and now (Goddard, 1996: 14; Watt, 
1991). 

LEEDS UNIVERSITY LIBRARY 
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political allegiance' (Goddard, 2000b: 15) rather than a result of religious conviction. 

For many of these Christian populations this was an Arab Christianity but not an Arabic 

Christianity (Peters, 1994: 67), the language of worship and scriptures being Syriac, the 

same Christian Aramaic dialect from which many loan words occur in the Qur'an when 

referring to Christian terms. Without an Arabic translation of the Bible, ordinary 

Christian Arabs probably had little detailed knowledge of their religion (Watt, 1991: 6). 

Despite this Christian presence in Arabia there is little evidence of any significant 

Christian influence in Hijaz, the western side of the peninsula where Muhammad was 

born (Peters, 1994: 1). As a result, the extent and existence of Christian influence in the 

time of Muhammad is a matter of some controversy (Goddard, 2000b: 19). 33 

Ibn Ishaq (d. 767), the main traditional biographical source (sira) for the life of 

Muhammad, identifies five main instances of Muhammad's direct encounter with 

Christianity (Goddard, 2000b: 19-22). There are two which could be described as 

personal to Muhammad: an instance of a Christian monk identifying the child 

Muhammad as a prophet, and a Christian relative being the first to reassure him of the 

truth of his revelations. Two further instances recorded by Ibn Ishaq are of Muhammad 

being in diplomatic contact with Christians. A Christian delegation to Medina in 628/7 

was involved in a lengthy theological debate with Muhammad, and towards the end of 

his life letters were sent to the rulers of states bordering Arabia calling on them to 

accept Islam as their religion. The fifth instance Ibn Ishaq records is not directly 

between Muhammad and Christians but was of direct significance during his lifetime. A 

delegation sent to recall a group of Muslims who migrated to Axum in 615 were 

involved in conversation with the Negus (ruler) of Axum which resulted, it is reported 

by Ibn Ishaq, in his tearful declaration that the teachings of Jesus and of the Qur'an 

were `from the same niche' (Goddard, 2000b: 21). 

The historical development of these incidents, from sending a Muslim delegation to the 

Christian Negus in 615, to receiving a Christian delegation in 628, demonstrates the 

33 The relationship between Christianity and Islam at this time was also affected by contact 
between Islam and Judaism. Indeed, it has been argued that Muhammad almost certainly had 
more contact with Jews (Goddard, 1996: 15). The Jewish community was significantly larger 
than the Christian community in Arabia, and in the Constitution of Medina it was necessary to 
provide a basis for co-existence of the two communities. This provided a tolerant and accepting 
response to the Jewish community that was not always evident, for example during the capture 
of and agreement about Khaybar (628/7). 
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developing influence of Islam during these early years. It can be argued that the 

Qur'anic message shows a development of approach and response to Christianity which 

mirrors the changing experience of contact with the Christian community. Earlier 

statements in the Qur'an such as surahs 5: 82-3,2: 62,3: 55,3: 199,5: 66,28: 52-5,57: 27 

are positive about the Christian community, when there was still the expectation that 

Christians would follow the Prophet (Goddard, 2000b: 25, following Waardenburg). As 

it became clear that there was not going to be a universal acceptance more negative 

verses, such as surahs 5: 72,5: 73 and 9: 29, can be found (McAuliffe, 1991). 

In the period post-Qur'an the needs of a growing Muslim kingdom, and thus growing 

contact with Christians, led to the development of a more detailed response to 

Christianity. The Hadith, for example, contain more evidence of knowledge of 

Christianity, as well as the sayings of Jesus (Goddard, 1996: 17). Under the caliphate of 

'Uniar (d. 644) between 634 and 644 Muslims were in contact with a greater Christian 

population in the newly conquered lands of Syria, Egypt and Iraq, and there was a shift 

in writing from a concentration on polemic towards a concentration on accommodation. 

Both polemic and accommodation required an elaboration of teachings from the Qur'an: 

... when Muslim scholars elaborated the Qur'anic perception of Christianity, they 
were making an initial response to the needs of Muslims living intermingled with 
Christians (Watt, 1991: 59). 

The need for practical solutions to an Empire which contained adherents of other 

religions led to the development of the concept of protected minorities (dhirmnis), for 

the 'Peoples of the Book', including the Christian and Jewish communities, under 

Muslim control. This required the payment of a jizya, a separate tax for non-Muslims, 

and exclusion from serving in the army. Although the system, as applied in the modern 

world, is not without its critics (Nazir-Ali, 2006: 68), for its time it was a practical 

solution to a significant problem. 

The first major inter-personal disputations occurred between Christians and Muslims 

during the caliphate of `Umar (Watt, 1991: 30). These continued with notable 

discourses such as those between Catholicos Timothy (d. 823) and Caliph al-Mahdi (d. 

785) in 781 (Goddard, 2000a: 196; Sirry, 2005: 365; Watt, 1991: 63). It is more 

appropriate to describe these conversations as disputations, rather than dialogues, as the 

form they took was of a different nature to what would today be considered inter-faith 
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dialogue, with the Caliph asking questions on solely philosophical rather than personal 

issues of faith, and Timothy replying (Watt, 1991: 64). 

Wadi Haddad (1995), in his introduction to a short study of the work of the tenth 

century Islamic theologian Al-Baqillani (d. 1013), identifies three developmental stages 

in the early centuries of relations between Christianity and Islam. Early attempts at 

relations soon proved futile as there was found to be no common ground: the Muslim 

believed the Christian scripture to be corrupted, the Christian believed the Muslim 

scripture was not divine revelation. A second stage involved the two parties starting to 

know the texts of one another, but failing to understand them as they were seen from 

within their own tradition, rather than from within the broader theological framework of 

the other religion. This equally failed to progress matters. The third stage which, in the 

opinion of Haddad, saw the move away from basic polemic, was the 830 establishment 

of the institute of philosophy known as the Dar al-Hikma (House of Wisdom) in 

Baghdad, which specialised in the translation of scientific and cultural works into 

Arabic (Sirry, 2005: 366). However, as Haddad makes clear, this work was rejected by 

many Muslim theologians as alien to the Qur'an, and polemic was still a significant 

dimension of encounter. Theologians such as Al-Baqillani made use of the new forms 

of rational philosophy to bolster their polemical refutations of Christianity. 

Nevertheless, a less polemical approach to dialogue was becoming a feature of the way 

in which Christians and Muslims encountered one another. 

In this brief overview of some features of the early period of contact between Muslims 

and Christians we can see the development of theological responses to the `other', the 

potential for shared academic pursuit and the development of political solutions to the 

existence of religious minorities. Although dialogue may have occurred between 

individuals, the recorded mode of communication is more orientated towards polemic or 

discourse rather than dialogue. 

Political issues have throughout history defined to varying extents the form of 

relationship between Muslims and Christians. Despite, for example, the constructive 

relationship between Christians and Muslims in al-Andalus from the eighth to the 

eleventh century, the 'Reconquista' (Goddard, 2000a: 198), beginning in 1062, and the 

crusades beginning in 1095, used religious images such as depictions of Islam as a 
Satanic religion, to provide an ideology for war. As Waardenburg argues (2003: 1), 
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throughout history religion has been used as the tool of political necessity, providing a 

name for an otherwise diffuse and ill-defined enemy, as well as a name for an equally 

diffuse and ill-defined response. Invariably, therefore, it was the areas of difference and 

disagreement which were highlighted rather than areas of shared beliefs (Daniel, 1960: 

194). Up to the seventeenth century Europeans considered themselves under threat from 

`Islam', which in fact meant countries with Muslim populations, and therefore used 

`Christianity' as the banner for response, for example in the Crusades. Equally, Europe 

or `Christianity' became the threat during the eighteenth century and the colonised 

people equally made recourse to their religion, `Islam', in defending themselves. This 

history of conflict is balanced against less recorded patterns of peaceful coexistence. 

In a study of Muslim-Frankish Christian relations in the Sham region (Syria, Lebanon, 

Palestine) in the twelfth century, Dajani-Shakeel makes the interesting observation that 

even when the two powers were at war, peaceful coexistence was maintained between 

the Christian and Muslim populations in trade and travel: `Coexistence and moderation 

thus triumphed. While the armies clashed in battle, the civilians lived on in peace' 

(1995: 197). In later periods also, it is possible to see examples of peaceful coexistence. 

In fifteenth century Jerusalem under the Mamluks the Muslim bureaucracy gave the 

Christian community, both residents and visiting pilgrims, power to conduct their own 

affairs: `as long as they acted in accordance with law and custom so that religious, 

social and political equilibrium could be maintained in the city' (Little, 1995: 218). In 

this case, however, there appears to have been very little inter-faith dialogue or even 

contact between Muslims and Christians. The communities lived very separately, but 

demonstrated a degree of political and social expediency in the way communities 

regulated themselves. 

Moving into more recent history, the role of western colonialism of countries with 

largely Muslim populations has significantly affected relationships between Muslims 

and Christians. Arguably, colonialism began with the discovery of new trade routes in 

the fifteenth century (Watt, 1991: 91). The increase in trade and economic activity led to 

increasing political involvement until by the eighteenth century European control 

extended across much of the globe. The end of the Second World War saw the 

beginning of the process whereby colonies began gaining political independence, 

although this was not necessarily accompanied by an end to economic or cultural 
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colonialism, which arguably continues to this day with the growth of global capitalism 

and the `McWorld' phenomenon (Barber, 1992). 

Colonialism is inextricably linked to two further elements which have significantly 

affected relations between Christians and Muslims: Christian mission and Orientalism. 

Mission was seen by some, but not all, representatives of the colonialist powers, as a 

significant aspect of the colonialist enterprise (Goddard, 2000a: 200), and continues to 

have a significant impact on Muslim responses to Christians (Rudolph, 1999: 298; 

Siddiqui, 1997: 195; Zebiri, 1997: 32). The colonialist drive to understand the Muslim 

peoples, in order to better control them, and for the missionaries to convert them, was 

related to the development of the 'Orientalist' scholar, famously critiqued by Edward 

Said (1978).; ` Said recognised the way in which the Orientalist academic enterprise 

developed an image of 'the East', and therefore the Muslim, as lesser and unequal to 

those of the west. A popular perception developed which did not see the Muslim 

community as capable of representing or developing itself, and therefore as being an 

unworthy partner in dialogue. Although Said's characterisation of Orientalism is not 

without its critics (e. g. McLoughlin, 2007; Mellor, 2004a; Watt, 1991: 109), the 

essentialist image of the Orient, and particularly Islam, that was developed and 

disseminated by these scholars can be seen to continue into the contemporary era. 

Historically, inter-faith dialogue has been concerned with power, either explicitly 

through the relationship with missionary activity, or implicitly through the importation 

of western categories of religion. Inter-faith dialogue has been a text-based activity and 

was therefore the preserve of scholars of religion. Political issues and situations 

provided an impetus for different forms of dialogue with, and study of, the other faith. 

Efforts were made at various times to use dialogue as a route to dealing with some of 

the issues facing communities. However, history only tells us about the dominant 

discourse. Where there is evidence, it is possible to see that ordinary Muslims and 

Christians have often managed to find ways of continuing their lives together, and 

deepening their understanding of one another, despite political conflicts. That these 

efforts at living and practical dialogue are not recorded is indicative of where power lies 

between the dominant and demotic discourses of community and religion, and is 

3' The emergence and critique of phenomenology of religion and the development of the study 
of religions, as explored in chapter one, is also related to the growth, and then critique, of 
Orientalism. 
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illustrative of who writes history, and how the category of religion is reified within the 

dominant discourse of dialogue. 

2.3. Contemporary Factors Influencing Muslim-Christian Encounter 

Particularly since the mid-twentieth century, new forces have begun to have a significant 

impact on Muslim-Christian encounter and dialogue, particularly in increasing the extent 

to which encounter and dialogue, both formal and informal, occurs within and between 

communities. Changes in society, developments in communications technologies and 

international population movements have had practical and significant effects on the 

ways in which Muslims and Christians relate to one another. 35 There are few countries 

where both faiths do not have a presence, and many countries such as the UK where the 

two faiths are the principal religious expressions of the population. 

In the UK, as elsewhere, the influence of secularity on Christians and Muslims has been 

significant. Section 3.4 below explores the nature of secularisation and its influence on 

Christian and Muslim communities in the UK. However, it is necessary here to briefly 

address how secularism influences how Christians and Muslims relate to one another. 

Within both Muslim and Christian communities there is a tension between those who 

attempt to engage with the secular world, and the more traditional, preservationist, 

forces who seek to prevent secularism influencing the 'true' faith. Muslim movements 

such as Jamaat-i Islami, Deobandi and the Barelvis have significant followings in the 

UK and are primarily founded on resistance to western modernity and secularity 

(Geaves, 1996; Lewis, 2002; F. Robinson, 1988). For some Muslims: `the dialogue 

discourse is a part of the modern Western Christian discourse' (Siddiqui, 1997: 198) 

which is considered corrupted by the influence of secularity and is therefore highly 

contentious. This fear that dialogue is part of a secularist agenda poses a barrier to 

Muslim involvement in formal dialogue, and may influence the extent to which 

Muslims take part in informal dialogue. Equally, among some Christians there is also a 

fear that dialogue is part of a secularising agenda (Newbigin, Sanneh, & Taylor, 1998). 

For some more evangelical churches dialogue may be seen as only a forerunner of overt 

mission, if it is accepted at all. 36 For others however, the desire for dialogue is a positive 

}c Indeed, the rise of the television and the internet can be seen to be giving voice to the demotic 
in the public square. Despite powerful influences in the world of new media, there is more often 
a focus on the popular and practical, on ordinary life and demotic discourse. 
36 This of course compounds Muslim fears that dialogue is part of a missionary enterprise. 
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response to an increasingly secular world, a desire to assert the importance of religious 
identity in the public square. 

Within the secular, modern, context in the UK there is fluidity in articulations of 

personal and communal religious identity which challenge a simplistic understanding of 

Muslin-Christian encounter and dialogue. Enumerating the various ways in which it is 

possible to 'be' Christian, or 'be' Muslim is clearly beyond the scope of this study, yet 

it is possible to briefly indicate here some of the factors which complicate 

understandings of religious identity. Research findings in chapter six will provide 

evidence and examples of some ways in which articulations of identity relate to 

involvement in dialogue. 

A significant proportion of the Islamophobia report of the Runnymede Trust (1997) 

looked at the realities of being a Muslim in Britain. 37 The report finds that there is no 

single identity that Muslims share. Muslims, like all people, are also members of 

ethnically defined groups such as Pakistani or Bangladeshi, and also draw a sense of 

identity from their work, home town, or political allegiance. However, it is the fact of 

being Muslim that is pivotal for many individuals in how they articulate their personal 

identity. The report refers to findings of researchers at the Policy Studies Institute in the 

mid 1990s who studied the importance of religion in the lives of a wide range of British 

people: 

Seventy-four per cent of the Muslim respondents said that religion was 'very 
important'. This compared with around 45 per cent for Hindus and Sikhs, and 
only 11% for white people who described themselves as being members of the 
Church of England (Runnymede Trust, 1997: 15). 

Factors such as international affairs and the growing sense of community strength from 

campaigns such as the Rushdie affair in the 1980s are identified as significant in this 

strong sense of Muslim identity. Conversely, for those who identify themselves as 

Christian, there is much less emphasis on religion as a marker of identity, with 89% of 

those who consider themselves members of the Church of England considering religion 

"The Islamophobia report of the Runnymede Trust's Commission on British Muslims and 
Islamophobia (1997) is an example of an institutional response to the growing recognition of 
anti-Muslim prejudice. The use of the term `Islamophobia' is itself particularly significant as it 
represents an acceptance of a specific form of prejudice. Although primarily concerned with 
institutional discrimination and prejudice, and therefore not exclusively concerned with relations 
between Christians and Muslims, the report gives an important insight into the relationship 
between the Muslim population and the wider community in the UK at the time it was written. 
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as unimportant. The implication of this for Muslim-Christian dialogue, especially of an 
informal nature, is clear. Whereas in a formal dialogue setting participants may be able 

to fairly quickly establish what one another mean when describing themselves as 
Christian or Muslim, in an informal setting it may be much harder for individuals to 

understand the nature of one another's religious identity. As discussed above in chapter 

one, the category of religion as a western normative construct becomes problematic 

when applied to traditions other than Christianity. In the research findings for this study 

this is exemplified when both Christians and Muslims found themselves frustrated by 

the confusion between ̀ nominal' and `practising' members of religions. 

Waardenburg (2003) raises the issue of identity specifically in relation to inter-faith 

dialogue. For Waardenburg, the focus on: `relations between "Islam" and "Christianity" 

as two more or less fixed religious systems to which one adheres or social blocs to 

which one belongs' is problematic and should be abandoned (2003: 32). His argument 

is that although this presentation may be useful for scholarly activity, and indeed his 

own follows this presentation, it is a distinction that does not do justice to the variety of 

religious experience and community, nor to the variety of ways in which religions relate 

to one another. Obviously, for those involved in dialogue there are many contextual 

factors which influence how religious identity is expressed and understood. To ignore 

these is to do a disservice to the potential variety possible in inter-faith dialogue and 

relations. Equally, at an individual level, Waardenburg argues that identity changes over 

an individual's lifetime; what the individual means when describing themselves as a 

Muslim or Christian is therefore a recurring issue in any dialogue. It is possible to 

argue, based on these issues around identity, that practical and living dialogue becomes 

even more important as a possible route to more fruitful relations and dialogue. In 

practical and living dialogue the variety and complexity of identity can be observed, 

rather than explained, providing a basis of shared experience and awareness prior to 

theological reflection. 

Waardenburg's critique concerning how communal identity is understood in dialogue 

relates to the possibility of any one person `representing' a religion: 

As I see it, at least in the West, people from the two sides have to meet primarily 
as persons, rather than as representatives of their religion or community (2003: 
481). 
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As well as within the field of dialogue, representation can be significant in negotiating 

religion in the public square, where public bodies may seek to consult or communicate 

with a religious leader or representative (Gilliat-Ray, 2004: 469-470; Knott et al., 2003: 

31), or may demand that religions have representative structures with which the state 

can interact (Ferrari, 2005). Within the Christian community in the UK this is relatively 

straightforward with clear representative and leadership structures such as the parish 

and diocese, and people such as Bishops and Vicars, who have community as well as 

devotional roles within their community and their locality. Within the Muslim 

community there is much less clarity, with Imams often not being expected to have a 

role beyond their devotional and educational duties in the Mosque, and committee 

members taking a much greater role as community representatives (McLoughlin, 2005b: 

1048). In both communities there is concern about how these leaders relate to the entire 

community, for example how women are represented by a largely male representative 

elite (Ali, 1992; Burlet & Reid, 1998), or how having a single representative continues 

the 'fiction of unity' in ethnic minority communities (Werbner, 1991b). There is also 

often a lack of awareness about the leadership structures within the other faith, or of the 

different branches of the Muslim and Christian community. This makes inviting 

participants to formal dialogue difficult, and has implications for how information is 

disseminated from dialogue to a community. Ramadan identifies the disconnection 

between 'specialists' in dialogue and those at the grass-roots of communities: 

Many 'specialists' in interreligious dialogue, who go from conference to 
conference, are totally disconnected from their religious community as well as 
from grass-roots realities (2006: 96). 38 

Clearly, the nature of representation has important implications for the way in which 

theology is transmitted to communities, how the dominant and the demotic discourses of 

dialogue relate to one another, and how Muslims and Christians relate to one another in 

dialogical encounters.. 9 

38 A more extreme critique is offered by Calid Duran, who argues that 'Interest groups of 
experts in matters such as 'integration', 'racial equality', 'Christian-Muslim understanding' etc. 
tend to devote more energies to self-promotion and the ostracisation of rivals than to the noble 
cause they purport to advocate' (1986: 26- 27). Dissatisfaction with powerful elites provokes 
strong reactions. 
"' In chapter six the issue of how representation relates to identity will be discussed, and 
representation is also a key issue in chapter seven, with reference to the nature of community, 
and in chapter eight with reference to the policy environment. 
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Alongside nationally specific issues of secularism, identity and representation; relations 

between Muslims and Christians in the UK are also affected by global political 

situations where Christianity is equated with the countries of `the West', and countries 

with Muslim populations are equated with `Islam'. The controversy over cartoons of the 

Prophet which appeared in a Danish newspaper in 2006 became an international issue 

within days, with large scale demonstrations in many parts of the world. Although the 

Clash of Civilisations hypothesis (Huntington, 2002) may have been overstated, there is 

nevertheless a global climate of mutual suspicion between `Islam' and `the West' which 

is translated into tension between Muslims and Christians. This broad international 

political relationship between Islam and Christianity is influenced by the particularity of 

the local situation. 40 Muslim-Christian dialogue in the UK is affected by historical 

factors such as mission, but there are further specific issues related to the historical 

experience of the UK in relation to Islam. A more detailed overview of the national and 

local context will be provided below in chapters three and four. However, in order to 

illustrate the salience of local specificity to Muslim-Christian dialogue it is pertinent 

here to identify two features of the UK situation. 

Firstly, before the colonial period Britain had not been directly affected by contact and 

conflict between Muslim and Christian Empires (Matar, 1998). Conflict with Islamic 

empires had not occurred on British soil. The principal contacts British people had with 

Muslim rule were the military campaigns of the Crusades, and established and 

developing trade links. Whereas local examples of peaceful coexistence can be found in 

other parts of Europe such as Spain, in the UK there simply was not a Muslim 

community of sufficient size for Christians to relate to. Awareness of Islam was 

therefore distant and easily distorted. In the colonial period, the contact with Islam 

continued to be limited, and images of Islam based on Imperialism, and 'Romantic 

exoticism' (Rodinson, 1998: 52) or Orientalism started to enter the popular imagination. 

Contemporary dialogue efforts in the UK are therefore set within a context in which 

historically Islam has been essentialised as exotic, political and war-orientated. 

The second aspect of local specificity in the UK is the recent impact of international 

population movements. As discussed below in chapter three, the UK Muslim population 

"' The interplay between the local and the global, and the individual's ability to bridge between 
the two, has led to the development of theory and discussion around the term `glocalization', 
particularly in the realm of business studies. This refers to the simultaneous expansion of global 
awareness alongside the ability to make sense of this within the local situation. 
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has grown relatively quickly in the last fifty years. In the early days of this major wave 

of Muslim settlement Christian congregations, motivated by a desire to offer hospitality 

to the stranger, provided practical assistance to recent immigrants with everything from 

basic needs such as housing to the provision of facilities for Friday prayers (Siddiqui, 

1996: 14). 4' Continuing dialogue motivated by a desire to secure: 'good community 

relations and interreligious understanding' (Siddiqui, 1996: 15), was initiated by local 

churches in areas with a large Muslim population. In the early 1970s the British Council 

of Churches established an advisory group on the presence of Islam in Britain that 

published guidelines for relations with Muslim neighbours. Other developments 

included The Centre for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, and by the 

mid 1980s there was a profusion of inter-faith organisations in the UK. The Inter Faith 

Network for the UK was formed in 1987 as a means to link organisations and foster 

initiatives around the country. For Siddiqui at least this whole movement towards 

Muslim-Christian dialogue is related to the first large scale settlement of Muslim 

communities in the UK. As the Rushdie affair, the controversy over the Danish cartoons 

and the response to the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan have demonstrated, Muslims 

in the UK are particularly linked into global events. As will be discussed in chapter six, 

the 'glocal' experience of British Muslims living in diaspora, who respond to global 

issues in local situations, influences how they relate to Christians. 

These two, related, features of the UK experience, a distorted historical image of Islam 

and a recent growth in a Muslim community which is influenced locally by global 

events, are a significant element in Muslim-Christian dialogue. As well as the constant 

process of learning about the `other' community, which is one of the main activities of 

local inter-faith initiatives, there is also a need for continual renegotiation of the 

relationship between the two religions. Although awareness of global trends and issues 

is important for Muslim-Christian dialogue, and provides the main focus for many 

formal dialogue meetings, it is the specificity of the local context which is of most 

importance in informal dialogue and guides the work of local practical dialogue. 

However, it is possible to observe cross-cultural and international dimensions which 

many studies of inter-faith dialogue have in common. For instance, a study of late 

twentieth century religious coexistence in Kerala (Miller, 1995) identifies the need for: 

`nmtttual respect, founded on objective knowledge, fed by motivational inspiration, and 

a1 The motives for such assistance were not always acceptable. Siddiqui (1996: 15) notes that 
some evangelical churches saw this work as an opportunity for evangelization. 
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released in co-operative social action' (1995: 279) in positive relations between 

religions. The previously quoted words of Kenny in relation to Nigeria are a further 

example of a contextual study which, although far removed from the context of this 

study, nevertheless echoes many of the findings. Oddbjorn Leirvik (2004), in a brief 

overview of the Norwegian situation regarding inter-faith relations also raises issues 

such as leadership, representation and the divorce between the dominant and demotic 

discourse of religious community and inter-faith dialogue. These international 

perspectives on inter-faith dialogue indicate the possibility that some of the issues 

identified as important in this study, such as the importance of the practical over the 

theoretical, and the distance between the dominant and the demotic, are as likely to be 

related to inter-faith dialogue as an activity in and of itself as to the national situation in 

which the dialogue is situated. 

2.4. Contemporary Theories of Muslim- Christian Dialogue 

Following this overview of historical and social factors affecting Muslim-Christian 

dialogue it is important to summarise and problematise some of the main theoretical and 

organisational responses to dialogue and religious diversity. This overview of 

contemporary theories of Muslim-Christian dialogue will demonstrate some of the 

diversity of approaches taken to dialogue, as well as the many points around which 

there is some convergence. Of particular interest is the way in which dialogue as a 

theological enterprise is seen to be related, or not, to dialogue as practice, as lived 

reality in the informal dialogue of living and practical dialogue. The focus here is on the 

attitude towards dialogue rather than the content of dialogue. There is a wealth of 

literature on the various areas of theological dialogue such as prophecy (Ipgrave, 2005), 

prophethood (Kerr, 1995), freedom (Burrell, 2004), mission (Scantlebury, 1996) and 

scripture (Ipgrave, 2004). However, these matters are tangential to the present study, 

and represent far too great a body of history and literature to do justice to here. 

Christian responses to religious diversity are, unsurprisingly, varied. Maurice Wiles, in 

his short book Christian Theology and Inter-religious Dialogue, presents a radical 

approach to dialogue. Having admitted that he has had limited academic contact with 

religious traditions other than Christianity, and no experience of dialogue himself, he 

nevertheless develops a theology for dialogue. 42 Via a critical engagement with the 

42 That is, a theology which provides a preparation for dialogue rather than makes sense of the 
engagement. 
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Christology of Christian theologian Karl Rahner, Wiles challenges understandings of 

incarnation and argues that it is necessary to lose the `claim to be necessarily final and 

exclusive of any possibility of other incarnations' (1992: 72). Even more radically he 

argues that all inter-faith dialogue requires a `revisionary approach to one's own 

religious faith and practice' (1992: 80). This approach to dialogue Wiles recognises as 

deeply difficult within some religions, identifying Islam in particular. This pluralist 

theology of religion draws on the work of John Hick (1973) and is an example of one of 

the key Christian responses to religious diversity: the development of theological 

positions intended to guide how the Christian responds to the challenge of other 

religions. 

Keith Ward (2005) recognises that what he describes as the `hard pluralism' of the 

Hickian school of pluralism, exemplified by Wiles, is unattractive to many Christians, 

partly because it can appear to tend towards a non-realist understanding of God. He 

advocates instead the `soft pluralism' of liberal Christianity which accepts `epistemic 

pluralism as a positive good' (2005: 201). This soft pluralism can be found in other 

writers who see dialogue in theological and often mystical terms, such as Kenneth Cragg 

(1986), and is also akin to what Martin Marty (2005) describes as `radical pluralism' in 

his argument that `belongers' should risk hospitality to `strangers'. These varieties of 

delineation demonstrate the degree to which the division between exclusivist, inclusivist 

and pluralist theologies is oversimplified. As Michael Barnes (2002: 8) points out, this 

three fold typology was mainly developed by Hick (1973), and later Alan Race (1983), 

who had themselves a pluralist agenda to promote. 43 Unavoidably, he argues, their 

characterisation of inclusivism and exclusivism serves the positive presentation of 

pluralism rather than doing justice to the complexity of Christian responses to religious 

diversity. 

The body of Christian literature responding to religious diversity and other factors, such 

as secularism, provides the basis for understanding Christian institutional responses to 

Islam. In the UK the Protestant and Roman Catholic churches represent the majority of 

Christians. For both there have been significant statements and activity concerning 

Muslim-Christian dialogue in the past fifty years. The Second Vatican Council (1962- 

1965) proved a significant step for the Roman Catholic Church on dialogue, with 

43 The debate over a pluralistic Christian theology is well documented. The two collections, The 
Myth of Christian Uniqueness (Hick & Knitter, 1988) and Christian Uniqueness Reconsidered 
(D'Costa, 1990) provide a range of responses on both sides of the debate. 


