








Birmmgham’s often celebrated as a multi-faith city, but how much do you know
about its different religious communities? Here, three people give a personal account
of their faith and what it means to them.

YASUS AFARI

RASTAFARI

[ was born in St Eliza-

beth, Jamaica, one year

before Jamaica’s inde-

pendence from Britain.

[ grew up economically

challenged but dignified
and was brought up in the Christian Church.
Ironically, | was magnetized by Rastafari while in
the Church, largely because | admired Rastafar-
ians who seemed real and inspirational to me,
regardless of what the Church and society were
saying. Secondly, I saw in the Bible elements of
myself and African/Ethiopian history which were
hidden by family, Church, school and society. In
fact, [ saw in Rastafari this Biblical, dignified yet
hidden historic empowerment.

[ didn't encounter the first Rastaman in the vil-
lage until around 13-14, yet [ started chanting
about Rastafari at about age 11-12 and was con-
sequently flogged by my mother who was utterly
frightened and dismayed. This just heightened
the contradiction and signalled the quickening
of my self-awareness and heightened my African
awareness and my Rastafari consciousness.
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[ was given a scholarship to the College of
Arts, Science and Technology where I studied
engineering and started growing dreadlocks.
Consequently, my family and friends were
heartbroken and my girlfriend left me. My
former employer, from where [ got the scholar-
ship, refused to re-employ me, against the spirit
of mutual understanding.

Fortunately, the self-esteem, confidence and
resilience that Rastafari consciousness afforded
me provided the strength and vision which
allowed me to prevail and develop my creative,
innovative and entrepreneurial ability. This has
sustained me even until this day. Hence, Rasta-
fari has a message for the world today — we have
the answers within us for all the vexing problems
that confront us today and even tomorrow.

It should be remembered that, from the Rastafari
perspective, unity is the only accepted goal and
since no one can interfere in the realms of the
Almighty, we can and ought to peacefully co-
exist with people of different and even opposing
persuasions. We can find love and harmony in

diversity, since the different and varying ethnici-
ties, religions, nationalities, political and social
orientations are simply like the loving fingers of
the hands of the Almighty. Religion is supposed
to be the servant of spirituality, which connects
us one to another, to the universe and to the
Creator. Therefore, our ultimate alignment is to
our fellow man and woman within our all-em-
bracing family of humanity.

Against this background and within the context
of the global village within which we all live,
‘Rastafari Today’ is still advocating for the heal-
ing, atonement and redemption of Africa and
humanity. Accordingly, let us look deep within
and broaden our horizons, becoming renewed
citizens of a new and re-enlightened world. Let’s
promote peace, love and tranquillity to all hu-
manity and breathe new thoughts, visions, love,
harmony and goodwill into the temple of the
family of humanity.

As it was yesterday, today and even tomorrow,
this is the ultimate claim, cause, aspiration and
responsibility of ‘Rastafari Today’.



SIMON WILLIAMS
JUDAISM

As [ near my 25th year in
Birmingham, [ am hon-
oured to have celebrated
my Bris (circumcision)
and, more recently, my
Bar Mitzvah (confirmation) at the Birmingham
Hebrew Congregation Singers Hill Synagogue.

During this time, [ have developed my own
personal understanding of my religion. [ have
spent time studying Jewish ideology with the late
Rabbi Dr Tann and more recently with Rabbi
Yossi Jacobs to better understand the role of the
Jewish community within the context of Birming-
ham and family life.

In addition, I have been able to actively and
publicly declare my religion through wearing a
yarmulke or skullcap; although, sadly, I've had to
stop wearing this as many within our community
overlook their traditions and beliefs by attacking
Jews within and beyond Birmingham. Times
have changed but my faith in Birmingham as a
great place to live has not.

Being Jewish from my perspective is to be part
of a very large family which was established

in the Land of Israel after years of slavery and
ongoing threats of annihilation. The role of the
Jewish community is to be light to the nations

POOJA MEHTA
JAINISM

Jainism is one of the

oldest religions in the

world, originating in

India. In lay man’s terms

it is deemed to be a
cross between Buddhism and Hinduism, both
religiously and culturally.

So, what does it mean to be a Jain?

Peers have always told us Jainism is not just a
religion but a way of life — a way of life that will
lead us towards Moksha or release from the
continuous cycle of life and death that our soul
undergoes. In order to release the soul from this
cycle a ‘good’ Jain would practice the cardinal
principle of Jainism: Ahinsa (non-violence). Non-
violence not only towards fellow human beings
but also towards other species be it an animal,
micro-organism or plant. This means living life
as a vegetarian.

My grandmother’s generation grew up without
eating certain root vegetables such as potatoes,
carrots, especially onions and garlic. This is
because by uprooting these vegetables, you are
also destroying the microbial life around it too. In
my case — and the case of my generation — we
have grown up listening to stories of one of our
Tirthankaras (someone who attains enlighten-
ment). Lord Mahavir’s teachings and the morals

and in many ways this is done through our ideol-
ogy, which is set out in the Old Testament.

The Bible (Torah) in many ways was a launch-
ing pad for The New Testament and The Koran,
leading to religions that hold many common
values to the Jewish faith. I view Christians and
Muslims as part of the family, personally. In my
personal life, [ have time aside for prayer. [ use
this time to consider where I am heading and
seek inspiration from the Torah, history and
secular sources. [ have to admit that I find ideas
from other religions useful.

I tend to do morning prayers at home. [ put

my Tephillin on, reciting the Shema (the daily
prayer) followed by the Thirteen Principles of
Faith and The Ten Commandments. This is un-
like the method used by most Jews who follow

a set order of service. I have adopted my own
values and system (something that is not uncom-
mon across the Jewish people). Each person has
the right to make their religious beliefs their own.

Beyond that, I enjoy a meal with my parents
and friends to welcome Shabat (Sabbath) and
[ attend synagogue most Saturday mornings
(Shabat). We have a communal brunch which
enables everyone to catch up on the lives of
their friends.

from stories heard from Sunday school and older
generations have inspired me to become better
as a person; to learn how to love and appreciate
muyself, other people as well the environment.

[ may not be the strictest of Jains — I eat all
vegetables, eggs, gelatine (because Haribos are
too good to give up!) and I also drink alcohol.

I guess I could say that for our generation, we
have moulded the teachings and morals of the
religion to suit us. Maybe this is because we are
a type of generation that asks a lot of questions
about do's and don'ts or maybe it’s because we
are just experimentalists and our curiosity and
today’s society is leading us to a different way of
thinking.

Maybe because of this my soul may not attain
moksha in this lifetime. However, 1 still aspire to
become a better person and therefore as good a
Jain as I can be (clearly not via my eating habits)
but by trying to be nice to all around me, bring-
ing a smile to people’s faces, respecting people
and the environment, giving money to charity
and just generally helping people be as fortunate
as me to receive a good life, good education
and access to resources so that I could write this
article and relate to you what it means for me to
be a Jain today.

The Jewish community offers a wide range of
facilities: we have a handful of synagogues, a
Kosher deli, care services for the elderly and a
school for the youngsters.

If I were to put across a vision for the faith
communities, | would like to engage in dia-
logue between the Kashrut and Halal boards
to provide Kosher/Halal meat across the city
- living a Jewish life is very difficult when there
are so few facilities providing outlets for food
for the community. [E¥
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As a humanist, I take the
view that we can make
sense of the world using
reason, experience and
shared human values
and that we can live good
lives without religious or
superstitious beliefs. Humanists seek to make
the best of the one life we have by creating
meaning and purpose for ourselves.

As humanists, we base our morality on the
value of each and every human being and
are committed to universal human rights and
individual liberty, including freedom of belief
and speech. So, while we seek to promote
the humanist lifestance as an alternative to
(among others) religious beliefs, we do not
seek any privilege in doing so but rely on the
persuasiveness of our arguments and the
attractiveness of our position.

This means we recognise and respect the
deep commitment of other people to religious
and other non-humanist views, but we reject
any claims they may make to privileged
positions by virtue of their beliefs. In essence,
people should be treated equally whatever
their beliefs, whether they are religious or not.

However, the society we have now is quite
different to that ideal. Nobody’s right to
believe in religion should be restricted, but
we do not see why religion should have

PRIVATE THOUGI

powerful privileges written into the law
and customs of the land.

Such privileges for religious people very often
mean non-religious people such as human-
ists are discriminated against. For example,
religion in the UK — especially Christianity

— has a privileged position in such areas as
broadcasting on TV and radio, and in the
funding that government gives to religious
organisations.

For young people, though — the majority of
whom are not religious - it is in education
where we see how the privileged position
of religion can be negative. There is a law
requiring ‘compulsory worship’ to happen
every day in all schools. This means that
young people have to pray and worship in
other ways, even if they don't believe in a
god or the prayers being said are not from
their religion. We think that this infringes

on young people’s human right to freedom
of belief, because they have to practice a
particular religion or worship a god, whether
they want to or not.

It's not just what happens in schools, such as
compulsory prayers, that can alienate and
divide pupils on the basis of different beliefs,
but how the schools actually operate. At the
moment, about a third of all of state main-
tained schools are schools with a religious
character — what are known as ‘faith schools’.

PUBLIC LIVES
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Most of these schools are Christian (Church
of England and Catholic) but there are grow-
ing number of Jewish and Muslim schools
too. Although, like community schools, ‘faith
schools’ are funded by the state, they have
special privileges that allow them to discrimi-
nate on religious grounds against both young
people and their teachers.

So, if your local school is a ‘faith school’

you may not be allowed to go to it if you're
non-religious or not of the ‘right’ religion. This
kind of discrimination, where young people
are divided up in terms of their beliefs (or the
beliefs of their parents) is a really big problem.
Not only will friends often be separated, but
whole communities can become segregated
if young people only mix with and know
about people who are of the same religion.
Segregation can lead to mistrust and fear

and should have no place in our increasingly
diverse and increasingly mixed society.

The British Humanist Association has
campaigned and lobbied for over a century
for the rights and interests of humanists and
other non-religious people in education,

for non-religious beliefs to be respected in
schools, and for a genuinely inclusive school
system where all pupils are educated together,
not separately according to the beliefs of

their parents, and will receive a rounded and
broad education. We think that this is the best
basis for a truly cohesive and equal society.
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Mike Ward

Who are you?

Mike Ward, Liberal Democrat Councillor
for the Sheldon area of Birmingham. The
bit next to the airport!

You run Birmingham: what would you do
to improve the quality of people’s lives?
Well, in a way I suppose I do run Birmingham!
[ am a part of the Lib Dem/ Conservative
Progressive Partnership currently running
the city, and [ can assure you that we are
constantly striving to improve the quality
of people’s lives by keeping council tax
increases to a minimum yet improving
council services.

Do you think that people understand
what councillors do? Do they get a
fair hearing in the press?

[ am afraid there is little understanding of
the role of a councillor, but it is up to me
and my colleagues to address that. [ am

a champion of the free press we have in
this country, but a minority of journalists
and newspaper proprietors do no one any
favours with the way they whip up public
opinion against politicians generally
because of the misdemeanours of a few.

[ try to represent my constituents and help
run this city with honesty and openness,
but am dismayed on occasions by the ver-
bal abuse some citizens choose to indulge
in, encouraged by the gutter press.

What made you interested in politics?
[ was interested in politics while still at
school, and decided then [ was not a
Conservative like my parents. The insular
outlook and siege mentality of Conserva-
tive politicians in the 1960s saw to that.

[ have made a point of travelling the world
over the years, and ['ve seen abject poverty
in so many countries and been struck by
the similarities - not the differences - in
their peoples.

Who inspires you?

People who speak their minds, who are
not afraid to break out from the straitjackets
politicians so often find themselves in. A
man called Dennis Minnis inspired me to
join the Liberals back in 1972. Ironically
he defected to Labour in later years, frus-
trated by our lack of success at the time.

What are the big issues for Birmingham?
Birmingham rightly has a reputation as a
multicultural city where a million people
from different races and backgrounds live
largely in harmony. We should be proud
of this fact, and do our utmost to maintain
that good record. That harmony could be
severely tested by the economic recession
we find ourselves in, as people of all races
in challenging circumstances are inclined
to look for scapegoats. The Council needs
to do all it can to ensure that Birmingham
leads the rest of the country out of the
recession.

How can we get young people more
involved in politics?

If only [ knew! We need to try and make
politics interesting to all and welcome par-
ticipants from all sectors of the community,
but [ don't feel we should get too hung up
about it if involvement is a bit lopsided. Not
everyone is going to want to be a politician
any more than everyone wants a career in
social work or rubbish collection.

If only a quarter of the population want to
vote then so be it. There are many people
who are happy for others to make the deci-
sions, and we may get better decisions from
the minority who are interested enough to

consider the issues and read the manifestoes.

The Liberal Democrats will never get
into power. Why should people vote
for them?

Liberal Democrats have a first-class record
of power in local government over many
years, and are a major force in Birmingham
right now, making a real difference in the
Progressive Partnership running the city. If
people vote for us, we DO get into power!
And we can do so nationally if they vote for
us at the General Election, whenever it is.

Do you have a message for the next
generation?

Be happy. Respect all others.

What’s the first thing you do when
you wake up in the morning?

Decide whether I can turn over and go to
sleep again!

What would you ban if you could?
It goes against the grain for a Liberal to ban

anything! But I'd be more than happy for
crime, nastiness and misery to be con-
signed to the history books.

What book or poem means the most
to you?

My first wife introduced me to the words
of Desiderata, and I've found them to be
good guidance over the last thirty years.
(Extract Below)

What’s your most embarrassing moment
in politics?

[ try not to do embarrassment but I certainly
made a big mess of my first ever TV
appearance back in the 70s. [ was absolutely
speechless — couldn’t get a single word out!
Since then, I've tried to keep off the TV and
have largely been successful in that — except
for last June, when [ made an unplanned
appearance with Trini and Susannah!

Ve

Extract from Desiderata
By Max Ehrmann

Go placidly amid the noise and the haste,
and remember what peace there may be
in silence.

Exercise caution in your business affairs,
for the world is full of trickery.
But let this not blind you to what virtue
there is; many persons strive for high ideals,
and everywhere life is full of heroism.

Beyond a wholesome discipline,
be gentle with yourself.
You are a child of the universe
no less than the trees and the stars;
vou have a right to be here.

And whether or not it is clear to you,
no doubt the universe is unfolding as it should.
With all its sham, drudgery, and broken dreams,
it is still a beautiful world.
Be cheerful. Strive to be happy.

summer 2009 SpeakOut m



Put your equality queries to our resident panel of experts.

Q. Like most people, | believe that people have the right to be treated equally, and this includes gay people.
That’s why | support equal rights in areas like housing, pensions, and employment. | draw the line, though, at
forcing religious adoption agencies to allow same-sex couples to adopt children because they have a right to
believe what they want and this sometimes means that they’ll treat certain people differently. But there’s
nothing wrong with this. If we say that “You have to do things our way’ then that’s not very tolerant. Surely
tolerance means the freedom to disagree? Sometimes, when you read about people being sacked for saying
‘God bless you’ you have to wonder whether we really have freedom of speech.

Chris, Birmingham
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