Proselytization in public schools: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
The controversy that erupted in November 2009 over the decision by the Waterloo Region District School Board trustees to allow Gideons International to distribute Bibles to Grade 5 students in the board’s schools provided the topic for Interfaith Grand River’s December meeting.
The school board’s decision provoked a sometimes rancorous public debate, with opponents of the decision criticizing the trustees for allowing religious proselytization in public schools and some defenders interpreting the criticism as an attack on Christianity.

On December 8, two days before its meeting, IGR issued a statement expressing its deep concern about the trustees’ decision and maintaining that “distribution of material by an organization whose members ‘share a desire to see the lost come to Christ’ is an inappropriate activity in a public, secular school system.” Interfaith Grand River intends to pursue the possibility of opening a dialogue with the school board on this question.
While the statement was circulated to IGR members before being released to the public, the meeting was the first opportunity the membership had had to discuss the issue. The first part of the meeting was devoted to a chronology of the controversy, which a Mennonite participant referred to as a “transformative moment” in the development of IGR.

Participants were sympathetic to the position that had been taken in the statement, and in a vote – rare for IGR – unanimously endorsed it. However, many specific questions came up and a variety of concerns were raised.
A Presbyterian participant suggested that the most important issue is raised by the additional material included along with the biblical text in the Gideon Bibles: “It’s one branch of the Church speaking for the whole.”

A Swedenborgian participant questioned the whole approach of simply handing out materials. “What are you to make of these materials?” he asked. What is important for him is to “focus on how to understand different traditions, and understand that there are different paths to truth.”

While agreeing that distribution of Gideon Bibles is inappropriate in a secular school system, he said that “secular does not mean value-neutral or value-free. Schools need to address issues of children’s spirituality.” A Jewish and a Muslim participant both expressed concern that teachers are not adequately prepared to fulfil this role.
“Don’t characterize every opponent of our position as a mindless bigot,” cautioned a Christian Science participant. “These are decent people. They have a comfortable position that they see eroding. They wonder when things are going to be balanced again.”
A Buddhist participant characterized the issue as “religious appropriation.” For a Mormon participant, the trustees’ decision to allow the Gideons to distribute Bibles amounted to “facilitation of predatory evangelism.” However, a participant from the Unity Church questioned the term “predatory evangelism,” which she characterized as “fighting words.” She said that “we need to stay on the high road.”

Interfaith Grand River’s December 8 statement and some of the articles and letters that have appeared in the press on this issue are available on the news page of the IGR website at

http://www.interfaithgrandriver.org/news.shtml
