Founders of religion: An Interfaith Grand River discussion

Interfaith Grand River’s November 2008 discussion on the founders of our faiths raised the question “What do we mean by ‘founder’”? It was quickly apparent that the concept of founder is a fuzzy one. The Muslim voice that opened the conversation stressed that there is no such thing as “Mohammedanism.” Muhammad is one in a long line of messengers of Allah, the first being Adam. He is looked upon as an example. It is God who is the founder.

This understanding was reiterated by many of the faiths. For example, Jesus never came to establish a religion; neither did Guru Nanak, founder of the Sikh faith.
Two themes emerged in the discussion. The first was that, if one searches back far enough, the question of founders becomes rather moot and we are left with divine creation. The conversation was at this point very metaphysical; God was described as both huge and infinitesimally small, as well as complex. At this level, there was a remarkable convergence among the beliefs. It would appear that even Hindus might be considered monotheistic their numerous deities are thought of as expressions of the One. The Trinity was also recognized as an imperfect attempt to express the ineffability of the creator. The Neopagan faith, however, was quite distinct on this subject since it does not subscribe to the concept of a Creator.

The second theme that became apparent in the discussion was one of specificity, complementing the universality of the first theme. Under this rubric, it is far easier to ascribe the founding of a faith to a particular individual. For Christians, for instance, Jesus as God incarnate is the one to whom followers turn for a model.

Here we heard about particular individuals who are indeed recognized as having launched entire movements. Martin Luther is seen as the founder of the Lutheran denomination. The day of the meeting, November 13, was Guru Nanak’s birthday and the Sikh community was celebrating this day in honour of the man that they consider the father of their faith.

Even at this level, not all religions recognize founders in a straightforward way. Thus, particular Buddhist denominations may have founders, but the man to whom we refer to as “the Buddha” is considered to be one who directly transmitted “boddhi knowledge” — something that pre-existed him. Nor do Unitarians recognize a particular founder. Unitarianism is informed by a reverence for life and the belief that new insight, through new prophets, is possible. And Neopagans look to the Earth as teacher. Their faith is grounded in the cycles that unfold in the natural environment, which contributes to a strong sense of the interconnectedness of all life.
