Is God relevant in today’s world?: The 2009 World Religions Conference
This question, which provided the topic for the 29th annual World Religions Conference, obviously hinges on the articulation of the concept of God, from the Zeus-Superman model to a formless spiritual “presence,” or anything in between. There is also an echo of the “God is dead” mantra of the sixties. The speakers and presenters at the conference, organized and sponsored by the Ahmadiyya Muslim Jama’at of Canada and held at the Humanities Theatre at the University of Waterloo on October 24, 2009, gave thoughtful and sincere presentations from many points on this broad spectrum.
Steve Higgins of the Toronto Zen Temple, the Riwoche Permavajra Buddhist Temple and Cold Mountain Internal Arts, opened the theme session by delineating “The Middle Way” as a contemplative position which avoids the extremes of either affirming the essential reality of things as we see them or of absolutely denying that they exist. Each person is seeking the path to reduce and transcend suffering. This is essentially a “self-help” activity in which a traditional God is not directly involved. However, as individuals cleanse themselves of “self” and move towards a higher consciousness, the “clear light,” beyond time and space, they are evolving a metaphysical awareness that has elements of highest spirituality. In Higgins’s own words, “The answer [about the relevance of God] depends not upon the nature of ultimate reality, but upon us and upon what we consider to be the ultimate nature of God.”
The Humanist perspective on the question of God’s relevance was presented by Dan Barker, President of the Freedom From Religion Foundation in Madison, Wisconsin. He pointed out that most religions have good teachings, but the positive values that religions may hold in common — such as kindness, fairness, honesty, love, compassion, mercy, responsibility, accountability — are not religious values at all: they are human values. The fact that such values transcend religion points to their common humanistic origin. He added that the belief in God or gods is immensely relevant, but that is not a compliment. We would be better off outgrowing supernatural beliefs, with their resultant divisiveness and cause for social conflict, and putting energies directly into improving the natural world. He concluded by pointing out for something to be relevant to the world, it must connect with the world. A supernatural being does not connect.
Dr. Malcolm Saulis, traditional Aboriginal spiritual teacher and Professor at Wilfrid Laurier University, provided the indigenous holistic worldview on the spiritual. Dr. Saulis emphasized the spiritual nature of a Creator who is everywhere and everpresent. This concept is cental to the entire Aboriginal tradition. Human limitations impede spirituality; the Creator helps us understand and love. The healer is a facilitator, helping those seekers to find healing and spiritual awareness. The healer is not the source of the healing. The connection between Creator-Creation-People is essential in the Indigenous worldview. As such Creator/God is even more revelant.
The Christian perspective on God’s relevance was presented by Rev. Dr. Richard Crossman, retired Dean of Waterloo Lutheran Seminary. He stressed the “covenant” between God and God’s chosen people where God’s grace protects and provides for those obedient and allows them to seek to do God’s will in their daily lives both in helping others and also in becoming the best they can be in their own lives. This covenant recognizes that God alone can give our lives true meaning, true worth and true security. This covenant also provides believers with a new way of seeing God’s presence in everyday lives, and how to work towards achieving a better, more compassionate world now.
Hari Nam Singh Khalsa of the Khalsa Academy of Sikh Education and Gurdwara Miri Piri Sahib in Mississauga presented the Sikh perspective on God’s relevance. Sikhism believes in one God, Ek Ong Kaar, and that one God is a God that lives and breathes in everyone. We live in a physical world and have to understand it and participate in it but we also have to balance that with spiritual life and devotion to God to live in harmony and peace. When we recognize that we are one people under a banner of one God, we can find our liberation, truth and peace.
The Jewish perspective was presented by Rabbi Lori Cohen of Tannenbaum CHAT in Toronto and Temple Shalom in Waterloo. She pointed out the long tradition of questioning and scholarship in exploring the relationship between God and God’s people. Some conclusions seemed straightforward, such as religion and science answer different questions; and people live in a partnership with God, completing creation to its ultimate perfection, a very sacred task. The rabbi also turned the question back on us, asking us if we are revelant to God.
Naseem Mahdi, Senior Vice President and Missionary In-charge of the Ahmadiyya Muslim Jama’at of Canada, answered the question totally in the affirmative. God, Allah, is the Creator of everything in all time, and will be here long after the world as we know it is gone. All progress in society and technology should be aimed at better understanding of our relationship to God, Allah.
The Hindu perspective was presented by Chandrakant Kothari, President of the Brahmarishi Mission of Canada and a founding member of the Spiritual Heritage Network. He said that “God is the object of our inborn spiritual quest. This innate search for God is the same in both spirituality and science ... To me God means the Absolute Reality which surrounds us and of which we and the cosmos are constituent parts.” He acknowledged the vast arguments and differences among us today, but concluded, “If we realize the spiritual wisdom and accept divinity of God as infinite, and eternal reality of science, then there are no reasons for clashes among various religions and between spiritual insight and scientific evidence.” 
