Proselytization: An Interfaith Grand River discussion

There was general agreement among participants in Interfaith Grand River’s discussion of proselytization at its June 11, 2009, meeting that religion should not be spread by coercion. But what about subtle pressures? Economic and political power differentials?

“When we help people who come to our community, what’s the intent?” asked a Muslim participant. “Are we helping them because they need help, or because eventually we want them to be like us?”
A Neopagan participant expressed the same concern: “A culture that sees itself as being in control tends to extend help. But is there an expectation behind that help?” She referred to imposition, in religion or other fields, as being “a matter of energy exchange. It’s an attack on another person’s energy.”

A Hindu participant also noted the connection between proselytization and power. “Trying to change someone’s faith is violence,” he said. “But learning is not violence. We can provide opportunities for people to grow.”
Another Hindu participant noted that each religious tradition represents “a spiritual peak at a certain point in a certain place. Sharing is all right, but not taking one particular peak as being the truth.”

A number of participants referred to the sources in their traditions that encourage or discourage proselytization. In Judaism, the sources generally discourage actively seeking converts. However, there are proselytizing groups who direct their efforts at other Jews to get them to be more observant.

Islam does believe it’s the truthful religion, said a Muslim participant, and “if you’re getting a good deal, you don’t just keep it to yourself.” The prophet suggested that you should “spread the message without using your tongue.” Another Muslim participant referred to it as “sharing by example” and said, “There is no imposition in faith.”
Christians struggle with the injunction in the New Testament to go to all the world and preach the gospel, and the sense that “if you don’t do that, you haven’t fulfilled your mission.”

“I react to those pressures negatively,” said a Unitarian participant, noting that his tradition is not particularly good at drawing people in. He recounted the experience of going to a fundamentalist church and being glad-handed: “There was nothing behind that handshake. It was like Future Shop.”

