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on: multi-faith

Faith in public life

POLICYMAKERS, academ-
ics and practitioners world-
wide have been increasing-
ly paying more attention to
the role of religion and faith
communities within their
countries and transnation-
ally. The process of “paying
more attention” reflects the
growing realisation and rec-
ognition that faith commu-
nities make an important
contribution to society, hav-
ing resources that can assist
in building inclusive and di-
verse societies. g 5
In the UK, governments
have implemented some in-
itiatives during the past two
decades to connect more
with our faith communities.
For example, the coali-
tion government of David
Cameron (2010-2016) ap-
pointed a Minister of Faith
with a specific remit of pro-
moting religious tolerance
and a special envoy for re-
ligious freedom. In 2021,
Boris Johnson’s govern-
ment launched a pilot pro-
ject, “The Faith New Deal
Pilot Fund), a competitive
grant programme designed
to support the development
of partnerships between lo-
cal councils, schools and
faith organisations to build
stronger communities.

The Bloom Review

The latest government in-
itiative has been an inde-

pendent review which be- -

gan in 2019 and in 2023
resulted in the publication
of “The Bloom Review: Does
Government Do God?”

This initiative emerged
from the Government’s de-

Wesley House

cision in 2019 to appoint an

“Independent Faith Engage-

ment Adviser who would

- recommend to the Secre-

tary of State for Communi-
ties how the Government
should engage with faith
groups in England. In pro-
ducing this review a call for

evidence was issued and

more than'21,000 responses
were received from people
of all faiths and none.

They were asked questions
about how they perceived
government engagement wi-
th faith communities and
their organisations.
~ The review made 22 rec-
ommendations to strength-
en and enhance govern-

~ ment relations with faith

communities. It identified
the need for a better under-
standing of the role of faith
in society, covering a range
of topics from faith literacy,
education, marriage, chap-
laincy and extremism.

The author of the review,
Colin Bloom, said: “Under-
scoring all - these recom-
mendations, however, is
one constant theme: gov-
ernment needs to be bolder,

.more discerning and more

open to faith engagement ...
and it needs to raise its game
on understanding faith, in-
terfaith and intrafaith is-
sues.”

Since it was published in
spring last year, the review
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Does government
‘do God?’ :

An independent review into how
government engages with faith \

Indpensent Faith Engegement Adviser

and its recommendations
are being considered by a
committee of civil servants,
Members of Parliament and
other experts who will rec-
ommend to the Govern-
ment how to move forward.

Multi-faith
conference in
Cambridge

A day conference on the
Bloom Review was recently
organised by the Centre for
Faith in Public Life at Wes-
ley House and the Woolf
Institute in Cambridge en-
titled “The Bloom Review
One Year On: Multi-Faith
Perspectives” The confer-
ence organisers designed
the event to “critically scru-

~ tinise the review by bringing

together key experts in faith
and public life represent-
ing a variety of faith com-
munities and equipped to
address the diverse sectors

“engaged with by the review

and to identify what is miss-
ing from it and where we are
ayear later”.

Since the publication of
the review, there have been
mixed responses to it. Many
people, of faith and none,
have welcomed the call
for increased understand-
ing of and attention by gov-
ernment to the role of faith
communities in their locali-
ties and other areas of wider
public life. Many have crit-
icised the review for some
of the uninformed descrip-
tions of faith communi-
ties, their beliefs and prac-
tices and its concentration
more on the dangers of reli-

| gion than on religions’ posi-

tive contributions to society.

Colin Bloom.

These positive and negative
responses were reflected at
the Cambridge conference
and here are some high-
lights to illustrate this.

Faith literacy
needed

Overall, speakers and par-
ticipants saw the Bloom Re-
view as an important initia-
tive that served as a starting
point for further discussion
and dialogue between gov-
ernment and faith commu-
nities. To some extent, the
review was considered to
acknowledge the ‘invalua-
ble’ contribution faith com-
munities and their institu-
tions can make to society,
both at the local and nation-
al levels. However, concerns
were raised that there was
a lack of acknowledgment
and understanding about
the contribution that faith
communities make in ad-
dressing such things as the
structural causes of pov-
erty, social injustices, dis-
crimination and prejudice.
Speakers commended the
fact that religious education
in schools ‘was identified as
needing increased govern-
ment support.
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The Bloom Review one year

Also welcomed was the
review’s recognition that re-
ligious/faith hteracy was se-
riously lacking in govern-
ment, the civil service and
public sector agencies in-
cluding the NHS, the police,
prisons and probation ser-
vice and armed forces and it
highlighted the need for ur-
gent government action to
address this situation.

Prejudices
needing challenge

Speakers were encour-
aged that certain govern-
ment policies such as the
Prevent strategy were iden-
tified in the review as hav-
ing led to unnecessary and
further discrimination and
prejudice against Muslims
and the review recommend-
ed that government should
continue to find ways to re-
dress this situation.

However, despite this ad-
vice to the Government to
take greater care in design-
ing policies that can re-
sult adversely on faith com-
munities, some sections of
the review were said by our
speakers to continue to over
generalise about Muslims
and Islam negatively and
also wrongly conflate Islam
and Islamism.

So, having advised gov-
ernment on the dangers of
fuelling indiscriminate prej-
udice, hostility and fear to-
wards a particular faith com-
munity, the review’s section
on “Faith-Based Extremism”
unfortunately continues to
do exactly this towards Sikh,
Muslim, Buddhist and Hin-
du communities in England.

This section was particu-

Thesectlon in the Bloom report on other rellglos |nclud-
ing Buddhism, was criticised.

perspectives

larly singled out for criticism
at the Cambridge confer-
ence with statements such
as: “The Bloom Review had -
done a lot of damage to non-
Christian minority faith
communities” and especial-
ly to the Sikh community.
The narrative presented
in the review about the Sikh
community was described
as “biased and offensive”
and said to be a total mis-
representation of the na-
ture of British Sikh criticism
of the Indian Government’s
treatment of Sikhs and the
campaign by UK Sikh organ-
isations in support of cre-
ating an independent Sikh
homeland in part of India.
Sadly, running through
the Bloom Review report
there is a tendency to iden-
tify Christianity and its fol-
lowers as inherently less
problematic to other faith
communities.

What next?

So, there is still much to be
done in navigating the com-
plex, sensitive and difficult
terrain of getting govern-
ment to recognise the im-
portance and value of work-
ing with faith communities.

There are three essential
aspects of putting this into
practice.

First, having a consistent
level of religious literacy in
government, the civil ser-
vice and across the public
sector to understand the di-
versity of beliefs, values and
practices of these multi-fac-
eted communities is essen-
tial and not an option. Sec-
ond, the conditions whereby
these communities feel wel-
come as equal partners in
working alongside govern-
ment, state authorities and
public sector institutions
must be created, nurtured
and made sustainable.

Third, developing, en-
hancing and maximising
opportunities for govern-
ment and faith communities
to work together is depend-
ent on government ensuring
that it is not the purveyor of
misunderstanding, discrim-
ination and prejudice to-
wards any of our faith com-
munities.
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