Seasonal celebrations and awareness of difference: Two Interfaith Grand River discussions
Interfaith Grand River’s December 2010 and January 2011 meetings were devoted primarily to the internal affairs of the organization. At both meetings, before the business discussion, members were invited to share some personal stories and reflections.
At the December meeting, which took place 12 days before Yule (the winter solstice), in the midst of Advent and on the last day of Chanukah, participants spoke briefly but movingly on how they mark this season and what it means to them. In January, the question posed to participants was when they realized that there were significant differences among people in their environment.
In December, light emerged as a virtually universal theme. For Christians of various denominations, the coming of Jesus Christ is related to the return of the light as days begin to get longer. One member described how lighting candles in an Advent log has become a central ritual for her family at this time of year. Light is also central to Neopagan, Jewish and Hindu celebrations.

A number of members reported celebrating within multiple traditions. One described the challenge of celebrating in an immediate family whose four members represent four different faith traditions. Another, a convert from Christianity to Judaism, celebrates Chanukah, but also solstice rituals with her son and Christmas with her folk group.

In January, participants recounted a wide variety of experiences in becoming aware of difference. Participants’ backgrounds range from being raised as a Christian in northern Ontario to a Jew in Montreal to a Muslim in Kashmir. Some grew up in environments where there was easy acceptance of difference, while others were raised in communities that viewed outsiders with suspicion. In general, difference was perceived earlier and played a larger role for participants who grew up as members of minority groups than for those who were part of the majority.
For everyone, reaching the point of membership in a group where diversity is a defining characteristic and acceptance of it is central has been a journey, and recounting and hearing the stories of those journeys was frequently tinged with emotion.

