International Exchange Barcelona Visit : 20th - 27th October 2010
On 20 October a group of religious leaders, staff and members of SIFC set off to Barcelona for the second leg of an exchange programme between the Interfaith Centre of New York, the Scottish Inter Faith Council and the UNESCO Centre of Catalonia’s Department for Interreligious Dialogue. The aim of the programme is for 8 delegates from each of these organisation to meet to share good practice in inter faith initiatives in their respective cities. 
UNESCO Catelonia, who hosted our trip to Barcelona, are a non religious organisation which promoted the creation of the Association for Inter-religious Dialogue (AUDI), a multi faith organisation bringing together more than 200 people from diverse religious traditions. Inter faith work in Spain has greatly increased in the last ten years due to changing demographics with immigrants arriving from across the globe. A key issue for UNESCO Catelonia is to assist people from different faiths to access accommodation for worship which can become a dedicated space for that faith community, often in the face of local opposition. For example, in Barcelona there is no purpose built Mosque. We joined a massive group who were gathered in a Sports Hall for Friday Prayers. UNESCO are currently campaigning for them to have their own place of worship. The Sikh community now have their own Gudwara in Badalona as a result of UNESCO’s campaigns. 
We enjoyed visits to many religious communities during our stay including the Islamic Council of Catalonia, a local Jewish synagogue, Badalona Gurdwara, "Cor de Maria" Catholic Church and a local Protestant Church. We had a wonderful evening at "Tibet House". It was hard to believe that this Tibetan Buddhist temple had once been a parking lot! It had been so beautifully transformed and was another example of faith communities using whatever space is available for worship and meditation. We participated in a very interesting and informative dialogue with Catalan inter faith groups at Barcelona’s Baha’i Centre. We were also given a comprehensive tour of the Sagrada Familia Church by its chief architect. The building was designed by the Spanish architect, Gaudi. Its continued development is a truly inter faith project as people from all over the world and from all religions have helped support and finance this outstanding work, which has been in progress for over a century. 
We also met with a number of public bodies during our stay. We were given a presentation by "Mossos d'Esquadra", Catalan's Law Enforcement Police and participated in a round table discussion with the Civil Rights and other Councellorships and the local police. We visited the Catalan Government Religious Affairs Office, Barcelona's Religious Affairs Office and Badalona City Council and were given presentations on the religious makeup of Barcelona. Within the confines of the peace and tranquillity of the Philip Neri monastery where we stayed and lived together during this trip, there was time to share ideas and form wonderful new friendships. On most mornings there was a time for reflection on different themes, e.g. Media and Religion.
The visit to Barcelona concluded with a closing public session at UNESCO Catalonia's headquarters. Representatives from New York, Glasgow and Barcelona gave closing reflections on all that was achieved through the visit. Staff at UNESCO Catalonia spoke movingly about the impact that this opportunity to share their work with us had made upon them as a team. It had reminded them that their efforts were significant and worthwhile, despite the opposition and prejudice they have experienced. They said they felt that there has been a move from "intolerance" in Barcelona, to "tolerance" and sometimes "acceptance" and even "inclusion", but their dream is to move beyond that to "love" for all their communities. One of our abiding findings as a team was the realisation of the difference that even one person with a vision for justice and peace can make on their society. 
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