Interfaith dialogue: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
Interfaith Grand River’s April 2010 meeting began with a report from a Wilfrid Laurier University graduate student, Jonathan Napier, who is studying IGR in the context of his master’s work on interfaith dialogue and had been attending IGR meetings for several months as an observer.

He explained that theorists of dialogue typically fall into one of two camps: those who ask “what and how” questions, and those who ask “why.” It is rare to find a theorist whose method draws on both camps, asking “what, how, and why.” Napier has identified IGR as highly unusual in its ability to address all three of these questions. The first hour of IGR meetings is devoted primarily to the “why” of a topic while the second hour addresses the “what/how” dimension.
This division also makes it possible for IGR to be both a group that discusses topics pertinent to diverse faiths and one that engages in matters of interfaith and social justice that affect the community. This too, Napier noted, is unusual: groups tend to be either social justice interfaith movements or devoted solely to dialogue.

He identified some of the myths that affect IGR as it navigates in the North American context: that we are a Christian nation, that Muslims (the other) are to be feared. In turn, IGR strives to foster healthy myths such as: “religious diversity can lead to enrichment, to deeper knowledge, to shared religious experience, to learning, understanding, and respect.”

IGR members responded to Napier’s presentation with reflections on their experience of participating in this interfaith dialogue group, noting that an individual’s position is never labelled as “wrong.” While often challenged, contributors never feel threatened. The impression of a Baha’i member is that people who do interfaith are different from their own faith communities. A Unitarian member indicated that this is not the case with her particular congregation; the IGR interfaith style is typical of what one would find in the Unitarian community.

Much of the discussion that followed centred on unity and diversity. Contributions from the Hindu and Sikh traditions as well as the Unity Church emphasized the universal essence that underlies all differences. However, a Lutheran member expressed caution regarding imposing “oneness” while a Neopagan was even more vociferous in her concern that one not impose monotheism or a “false universalism.”

The April discussion was in typical IGR style, one that Napier describes with appreciation in his written presentation. He writes about an organic dialogue that is informally structured by a moderator. It was interesting to have someone who has made interfaith dialogue his focus study and report on IGR, and very affirming to hear observations about our dynamics. It helped to confirm what IGR is doing right, the spirit of respect and the desire to learn that have contributed to what will soon be celebrated as ten years of activity.

