The Virtues of Holy Living: The Pope
and the Dialogue of Religions
Michael Barnes SJ
When Pope Benedict met with faith leaders on the second day
of his visit, he not only spoke of the shared virtues of all people
of faith, but advocated ‘face to face’ engagement as an integral
part of dialogue, reports Michael Barnes SJ. What was so
striking about the Pope’s affirmation of the need for exchange
between faiths, in order that they might counter society’s
hostility to religion?
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The particular virtues of respect and co-operation
between the different religions were duly noted –
with reference to the, now traditional, distinction of
the dialogues of common life, common action,
religious experience and theological exchange. In this
context, the Pope acknowledged the many positive
initiatives undertaken in the United Kingdom and
quoted with approval from the bishops’ teaching
document, published a few months back, Meeting God
in Friend and Stranger: ‘the effort to reach out in
friendship to followers of other religions is becoming
a familiar part of the mission of the local Church’.
The Church, he said, is committed to dialogue out of
a genuine sense of respect and a desire to build
bridges of friendship, to heal past wrongs and to
foster trust between individuals and communities.
So far so familiar. Yet there is something more in
what he said. Referring to the contribution which
faith communities together can offer to a society
which often marginalises religion, the Pope comm.ended ‘this “side by side” dimension of our cooperation, which complements the “face to face”
aspect of our continuing dialogue’. That distinction,
between ‘doing’ and ‘being’, originates with the Chief
Rabbi who, in a recent book, uses it to speak of the
way in which collaborative action can lead to people
building up their local communities. For Lord Sacks
this is what dialogue is for. The solidarity of ‘side by
side’ comes first; ‘face to face’ can follow later. I could
not see the Chief Rabbi’s face as he sat in the front
row. But no doubt he was nodding approvingly as
Pope Benedict quoted his words.
Popes do not often quote rabbis. But this was not just
a nod in the direction of a respected British leader. I
could not but feel that the Pope was using the
distinction in a rather different way from what Sacks
intended. For Pope Benedict, quite clearly a man not
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afraid of the demands of rigorous intellectual debate,
the distinction works the other way round. His call
to people of faith to bring the virtues of holy living
into public life puts ‘face to face’ first. The witness of
Christian faith – expressed so powerfully in the motto
of the visit, Newman’s ‘heart speaks to heart’ – is first
and foremost to God’s call to all people to live a life of
virtue and holiness. Get that right, the Pope is saying,
and more pragmatic concerns will follow.
Is this to reduce interreligious dialogue to theological
exchange? Not at all. Robust debate, not just about
the moral values which people of faith share but about
the claims to truth which we make, will become more
and more necessary if, as the Pope, constantly reiterates, lazy relativising forces are not to become
rampant in society at large. But there are many ways
of dialogue, of listening for the insistent voice of the
God who calls us to rest in him. People of faith share
many common values and can do much together to
ensure that the religious voice continues to be heard
in the public sphere. But the Pope is surely right that
we should not be afraid to engage with each other
‘face to face’. It was, after all, the face of the Sikh on
the TV screen which stirred the people in that
dentist’s surgery. Images do not substitute for words
– but they can certainly provoke them. That the Pope
speaks not as the leader of the Catholic tribe but as an
advocate of a reasoned faith recognisable as much in
Southall as in Lambeth Palace may turn out to be the
most remarkable result of this most unusual visit.
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