Responding to external forces: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
The topic of Interfaith Grand River’s April 16, 2009, meeting was “how do we deal with the forces that are impacting our faith and values?” Right from the start, the conversation was heavily influenced by the topic of the previous month: ”How do we transmit our faith to the next generation?”
An opening remark seemed to set the tone for the meeting: a member expressed his unhappiness regarding the IGR practice of stating one’s faith commitment at the time that participants introduce themselves. He feels that this practice emphasizes our separateness when he would like us to be expressing greater unity.  Perhaps as a consequence of this remark (or maybe as a result of sheer oversight) participants did not, in fact, introduce themselves and state their religious affiliation. The sharing that followed was hardly at all identified with particular faith traditions. Instead, the topic was discussed in a more general manner.    

An interesting angle was introduced when a member encouraged the group to consider the impact of poor attention span, be it due to hunger, fetal alcohol syndrome or other circumstances in the home that might hinder a child’s ability to focus.  It is essential to note and name the reality of the forces that affect children’s ability to learn.
Although the conversation focused on children, one member noted that adults are also inextricably influenced by the “spin” that we are trying to teach our children to “see through.”  Our challenge then becomes one of grounding ourselves so that we can offer a strong centre to our children.  Both an Islamic member and a Sikh member noted that if one were to follow the core beliefs of these traditions one would not have trouble.  Difficulty arises from not doing what we are supposed to do. Young people’s greatest complaint against religion is “hypocrisy.”

A Presbyterian member voiced a concern that applies to everyone: “How do we create an ‘us’ and not an ‘us versus them’ situation?” It is in encountering the other that we discover who we are. It was noted that a “top down” form of transmitting knowledge is not very effective.  Rather, “lateral transmission” – the kind of transmission that takes place among youth – is known to meet with greater success.   

Finally, in addition to the external forces that affect our beliefs and traditions, we are also challenged by the internal forces that exist within each of us.   

