
Presidential Address Chelmsford Diocesan Synod, 15 June 2019 

 

In the late summer of 1219, exactly 800 years ago, in the midst of a crusade 

that was killing thousands of people, Saint Francis of Assisi crossed the battle 

lines and sought an audience with the Muslim leader Sultan Malik al-Kamil. It is 

amazing that Francis and his companion were not killed, but the Sultan, made 

weary by war, was looking for a deal that would end the Crusaders’ siege of 

Damietta, a city at the mouth of the Nile where his people were dying of 

disease and starvation. 

 

When he was taken to the Sultan, Francis’s first words with these: “May the 

Lord give you peace.” It was the friar’s standard greeting, but unusual for 

Christians at that time. 

 

The Sultan asked if Francis was a representative of the Pope and his army. 

Francis replied, “We are ambassadors of the Lord Jesus Christ.” 

 

This distinction probably saved Francis’s life –it intrigued the Sultan who was a 

wise and godly man - but it was also the key to the dialogue that followed. For 

Francis set the bar of his expectations high: he was trying to stop the cycle of 

violence that had gone on for more than 100 years as Christian and Muslim 

armies fought over the holy land.  

 

This was the fifth crusade. Francis went to the Sultan in peace and the purpose 

of his encounter was to make peace. In Sultan Malik al-Kamil Francis found not 

the monster and spoiler of Christianity as portrayed by the Crusaders, but a 

cultured statesman, adept at both making war and seeking peace, and with a 



reputation in Egypt for his tolerance towards the Christian minority. It was this 

tolerance – and perhaps because Francis resembled the Muslim Sufi holy men 

revered for their mystical insights into Islam – that al-Kamil allowed him to 

preach to him about the peace of Christ in the midst of war. 

 

We too sadly live in an age where some Christians and Muslims are suspicious 

of each other and that sometimes this overflows into violence. I’m thinking of 

the terrible atrocities in Christchurch, New Zealand and in Sri Lanka recently. 

Even our own current political climate has made some Muslims in this country 

anxious about their place in our society. Around the world many Christian 

minorities are also facing persecution. In fact all the reliable statistics reveal 

that Christians are now by far the most persecuted religious body on the 

planet, as the Commission led by the Bishop of Truro has underlined.   

These anxieties are present in other faith communities too; especially among 

Jewish people following recent shootings in synagogues in the United States. 

As Toby Howarth, the Bishop of Bradford, has recently written, “in the light of 

this, we (Christians) have a role to play in repudiating narratives of exclusion 

and hatred. Particularly where Christian symbols or narratives are co-opted to 

legitimise hostile speech and actions against those of other religions, this must 

be unequivocally condemned by leaders within the Church of England. Doing 

so articulate to Christians that such beliefs are not compatible with our faith, 

and reassures people of other faiths that although attacks on their co-

religionists elsewhere may cause them to fear, we reject hatred and division.” 

We must stand together in these demanding times: an attack on one faith is an 

attack on us all. 

 



One of the ways we can do this is to model good relationships with people of 

other faiths. Encouraging these relationships is the main item on our agenda 

this morning, and I am enormously grateful that our own Chigor Chike is 

speaking to us from his experience of building friendship with his Muslim 

neighbours here in East London and that there are people from the Muslim 

community addressing us themselves. 

 

The meeting between Saint Francis and the Sultan can inspire us not only to 

religious dialogue and even friendship, but to do what Saint Francis did, which 

was to go deeper into his own religious tradition to retrieve Jesus’s injunction 

to love your enemies as the principle upon which peace could be established. 

Neither should we think of this as some rather softly, softly liberal approach. 

Francis was trying to convert the Sultan to the Christian faith. He saw this as 

the key to peace. But he did it in ways that respected the goodness and 

godliness of his host. Likewise, the Sultan himself went deeper into his own 

Muslim tradition traditions, retrieving that theme of respect for holy Christians 

that can sometimes be lost. The fact that he did this during the midst of battle, 

shows that we can find inspiration from both these men of peace who in 

digging deeply into their own traditions found ways – if only temporarily – of 

transcending the hatred and violence that was consuming most Christians and 

Muslims at the time.  

 

We need the same determination to be good neighbours with those of other 

faith traditions; to build friendship; to make common cause over issues of 

peace and justice and respect for minority views; and at the same time to 

speak openly of Jesus Christ, for we believe that faith in him is the key to peace 

and wellbeing. 



Moreover, such a focus on friendship and dialogue leads me to reflect that 

there are all sorts of other areas of our life together where we need to go 

deeper into our own traditions in order to love one another and seek the way 

of peace. All of us sometimes have anxieties and concerns about what is 

happening in the Church and in our relationship with the world around us. 

Sometimes we misunderstand or mishear each other. When this happens we 

need to cross what may appear to be battle lines to seek each other out in 

peace and in the name of Christ and not resort to other less subtle forms of 

communication.  

 

I am painfully aware of some of the things that are being said about me at the 

moment in relation to a number of very challenging situations in the diocese: 

they will come up in questions later. In the Church of Jesus Christ we must do 

all we can to go the second mile of loving and seeking to understand each 

other; and that if we have disagreements they should be talked about openly 

and face to face. As your bishop, my desire is to hold together both the truth of 

the gospel as we have received it and the unity of God's church so that the 

world may believe. In this difficult vocation, and at a time of great anxieties 

over a number of issues, and a great anxiety in our nation about what the 

future holds and where we are in danger of becoming far too quick to 

marginalise, caricature and distort each other, I want every voice to be heard 

and I believe that every voice is needed.  

 

Finally, a couple of years ago when Alex Summers – now the priest here at All 

Saints – but then at St Michael’s in Walthamstow received this email from a 

Muslim who lived in his parish. He passed it on to me, and when I read it out in 

the Cathedral on Christmas morning, there was spontaneous applause. I read it 



to you now, because it fills me with hope and speaks of how we can stay true 

to our own convictions and yet reach out and receive from others - 

Dear Father, 

I am writing to you in order to fulfil a promise I made to the Lord last year. 

During the years that I have attended the procession for the Prophet 

Muhammad in Walthamstow, on the day of his birth, it has warmed my heart 

immensely seeing yourself and other members of your congregation, outside 

your beautiful church, greeting those who walk by.  

We live in times of great uncertainty, fear and sadly persecution. It is during 

such times that we, as fellow believers, should reach out to each other, and 

establish bonds of friendship… There are far too many individuals who seek to 

divide and hate, I hope to be among those, much like yourself and your 

congregation, who spread love and peace.  

I couldn't think of a more fitting time than the birth of Jesus Christ to send you 

my salutations. I have sent chocolates for yourself and your congregation and a 

donation to help with the running of your church. All I ask from you is that you 

keep me in your prayers and that you continue… the good work you do, that of 

spreading the word of God among people. I have all too many times come 

across folks who meet religion with great cynicism and distrust… I hope (that) 

with the small contributions we make … we can show… that faith is to be 

celebrated not feared, and hopefully create a peaceful and just world. 

… May the Lord Almighty bless you, your parish and your church. 

Your cousin in faith… 

It is with these sentiments ringing in our ears and warming our hearts that I 

pray we can set about the work that is before us today. 

 


