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This week I’ve been taking part in Scottish Interfaith Week.  We learn more about one another and we honour one another's faiths - it's how we celebrate the diversity of Scotland today. 

But there has been an added poignancy to Interfaith Week this year - because of the tragedy of what happened in Paris.  This is the story of religiously-motivated violence - cruel death coming through a warped expression of religious belief.

So is it true, what people say - that if you look at any conflict anywhere in the world you will find religion at the heart of it?  Maybe we would be better off without it - a world free of the fanaticism facilitated by religious dogma
Religiously-motivated violence is one of the great evils of our age.  Religion which has lost its roots and its integrity allows itself to be used to support political and cultural movements.  No matter how often brave and faithful people say, 'Not in my name', it still happens.  In Ireland and Scotland we call it sectarianism.  It's in Islamist Jehadi extremism across the Middle East and Africa.  It's in America – it’s a world phenomenon.

When we struggle to understand and we feel helpless, we call it ‘mindless violence’ - but it isn't.  And we will never defeat it unless we try to grasp the toxic mix of bad history, alienation, poverty and ignorance which makes it possible.  

Religion seems powerless to avoid being used to give ultimate legitimacy to violence.  That is its fatal weakness. 
But then it is important to remember the other side of the story - that it is faith which calls people to feed the hungry and struggle for those who are oppressed.  It is faith which helped to end slavery and worked to bring an end to apartheid in South Africa.

If we want to live in Scotland which is diverse and multicultural, I don't believe that we need no religion.  Rather we need good, compassionate and brave religion – religion which is brave enough to stir peace rather than war and shared belonging rather than division.  And that's the point of Scottish Interfaith Week.
