Responding to change in society: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
Interfaith Grand River’s March 2011 meeting was launched by the question, “how does your religious/spiritual tradition respond to change, especially change in society?”

Interestingly, the answer to this question has much to do with how the various traditions view revelation. For instance, Christian Science considers revelation to be “fixed,” complete and perfect. There is no allowance for any revisiting of revelation. This tradition dwells in a metaphysical reality which is removed from the physical environment in which we witness change taking place. Attendance in this church has diminished in the last half century, the Christian Science participant noted.
At the other end of the spectrum is the Unitarian tradition, for which revelation is definitely not considered “sealed.” While Unitarianism came out of the Protestant reformation, people of many backgrounds have become Unitarians. Pluralism is the norm in this tradition, reflected in the fact that the majority of members are also affiliated with a tradition other than Unitarianism.

Another interesting theme that emerged is the extent to which the various traditions have experienced being “other.” Participants recognized that some traditions have at times been the dominant ethos and then, as a result of emigration or some other transformative development, have become the minority. This experience has a direct bearing on how a community of faith responds to the changes that are taking place in its surroundings.
Lutherans, for example, were the state church in their country of origin and picked on those who did not fit into their norm. When they moved here, Lutherans became the “other” and it was frightening. This experience continues to inform the work that Lutherans are doing to welcome refugees.
Mennonites were the first settlers in Waterloo Region, fleeing from Russia. They committed themselves to helping all newcomers settle. This approach stems from the philosophy of hospitality and welcoming the stranger that Mennonites draw from Hebrew and Christian scriptures.

Throughout their history, Jews have usually been the other, although this is less so in North America since the 1950s. Greater integration comes with its share of difficulties, with intermarriage being a key issue in Jewish communities. The concern is how to preserve the tradition. Non-Jewish partners are increasingly welcomed into congregations, with some restrictions around rituals. There is need for greater reflection on this subject.

The Roman Catholic Church, on the other hand, has usually been in a majority position. Welcoming the other has an “interesting flavour”: “Do I welcome the other to be just like me, or as they are, or somewhere in between?” Roman Catholics struggle with the challenge of creating some kind of unity, working together, without “blurring the very real differences” that exist between their faith and others.

Polytheism is accepted in the Neopagan tradition and diversity is welcomed. Whatever serves to carry life forward is valued and respected. Hospitality is an important practice in the reconstructionist and neo-Druidic tradition. Neopaganism works affirmatively with change and diversity.

For Buddhists, the teachings are very strict for the monastics but much more flexible for laypeople. There is an understanding that living traditions have to evolve. A Theravadan Buddhist shared how the concept of “right speech” has been adapted by some to become “harmonious speech.” Buddhist writings make reference to diversity. Debate is an important exercise because it brings discourse into public view; who you are becomes scrutinized. The relationship between self and other is one of power, which is not static. Sri Lankan Buddhists, for example, were “other” during the colonial period, became “self” in the postcolonial period, and are “other” again when they come to Canada.
Adapting to change is part of Islam, as long as one does not “tamper with the foundation.” Clergy and scholars examine “what would the Prophet Muhammad do in this situation?” Pluralism is inherent in Islam: “God created us different on purpose.” The Prophet's last sermon cautioned his followers to beware of religion becoming overridden by nationalism.
Ahmaddiyya Muslims are a relatively new group that have experienced rapid change and growth in the last 125 years. They have often been subject to persecution by others, including other Muslims. Their teaching is to focus on humanity first, supporting schools and hospitals across the globe that are open to all, regardless of religion.

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints puts greater emphasis on missionary work rather than diversity and pluralism. Followers seek anything that is “virtuous, good, true,” conforming to the Gospel, not the surroundings. Mormons try not to be an American religion, seeking to preserve the distinction between religion and culture. While they are interested in harmony, they wish to maintain their differentiation and therefore do not seek unity.

