Religion and politics: The Spring 2011 Abrahamic Faiths Forum

Muslim, Christian and Jewish presenters took very different approaches to the spring 2011 Abrahamic Faiths Forum’s theme of religion and politics. Muslim presenter Meena Sharify-Funk of Wilfrid Laurier University’s religion and culture department distilled centuries of Islamic scholarship on the topic. The Christian presenter, former Progressive Conservative member of Parliament and cabinet minister Walter MacLean, looked at it through the lens of his own career spanning the religious and political worlds. And Jewish presenter Barry Kay of WLU’s political science department examined polling data about how religion affects voting behaviour. The forum was held at Waterloo Lutheran Seminary on March 2.
In the classical Islamic view, according to Dr. Sharify-Funk, religious affiliation is the basis of politics. The constitution of Medina, which set up the basis for the first Islamic state, replaced the tribalism of pre-Islamic Arabia with the ‘umma, the Islamic community. While concern for the community has been central to all Islamic legal schools, she noted that “that doesn’t mean individuals have no place.” The concept of ijtihad expresses respect for human opinions and human freedom.
Various writers over the centuries have emphasized different foundations for the state, Dr. Sharify-Funk noted. In a manner comparable to the seventeenth-century English philosopher Thomas Hobbes, al-Farabi saw the state as a compact between the people and the sovereign in which the people renounce some of their rights to prevent anarchy. For al-Ghazzali, “the emergence of the state is due to the interdependence of human beings.” Ibn Khaldun believed that “human beings have an innate need to live in association with others.”
Dr. Sharify-Funk called for “future research on influences on what is happening today” in the Islamic world.

“There is no better training for politics than the church,” according to Walter MacLean. He reviewed his career, starting with his student days when he was president of the National Federation of Canadian University Students and was involved in the founding of Canadian University Service Overseas (CUSO). Posted to Nigeria as a missionary during the Biafra war, he returned to Canada as a Presbyterian minister and then took his efforts to meet community needs into a successful campaign for a seat on Waterloo City Council and later in Parliament. As an MP and cabinet minister he took a special interest in African affairs, and continues to be involved in international development issues in retirement.
He noted that there are two opposing views of creation in Christianity: one that regards creation as “fundamentally evil,” and this life as something to be endured, and another that sees creation as “God’s gift,” of which we are stewards. “I’ve had a wonderful opportunity,” he reflected, “to celebrate the goodness of God’s creation.”
Historically, Barry Kay noted, Catholics supported the Liberal Party while Protestants supported the Conservatives. That has changed with the decline of mainline Protestant denominations and the rise of evangelical Protestantism. Now, mainline Protestants are much closer to Catholics in their voting behaviour, while evangelicals are very different. “Evangelical denominations very much support the Conservative Party — they’re the news,” he said.
As for religions other than Christianity, all non-Christian groups behave in similar ways, he noted: “They are very much non-Conservative.” Sikhs and Muslims are the most non-Conservative. Jews in Canada, as in the United States, tend to be on the left of the political spectrum. While some have regarded Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s strong support for Israel as being an attempt to attract Jewish support, Dr. Kay sees it as being directed more towards evangelicals.
Waterloo Lutheran Seminary presents two Abrahamic Faiths Forums each year, with the fall forum focusing on a person who is of interest to all three faiths and the spring one focusing on a broader topic.

