
It started out with a simple idea.  Why not have a truly interfaith memorial service to honor those who died on 9/11?  We would invite representatives from all religions in our area who wished to participate.  It would be an opportunity for the community to unite, showing that people from different religions could come together and set aside religious differences.  In principle, it was a great idea; in practice, considerably more difficult.  We’ll come back to this story in a bit.  


When examining the interaction of churches and religions, we need to discuss a few definitions first.  You may be familiar with the term “ecumenical.”  Some people think this refers to an organization or a movement that seeks to unify religions, or at least allow them to work together.  If you hear the term “ecumenical worship,” you might think this describes a service that includes many different faiths.  There are certainly ministers that use it this way.  But in reality, ecumenical refers only to Christian churches and denominations.  If an organization includes Catholics, Protestants, and Eastern Orthodox, it is ecumenical.  But if it also includes Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, and other religions, it is most definitely not.  

So what do we call it when different religions unite in a common purpose?  The most common adjective is “interfaith.”  For instance, one of the largest, if not the largest, ecumenical organizations in the world is the World Council of Churches.  Their web site describes them as “A worldwide fellowship of 349 churches seeking unity, a common witness, and Christian service.”  Clearly this does not include non-Christian religions. And despite our Christian roots, Unitarian Universalists are not members of the World Council of Churches, as we are not a Christian religion.  The World Council of Churches is an ecumenical organization, but not an interfaith organization.  Unitarian Universalists don’t get invited to ecumenical parties, unless the person throwing the party has gotten their terms mixed up.

An example of an interfaith organization would be the Council for a Parliament of the World's Religions, which, “was created to cultivate harmony among the world's religious and spiritual communities and foster their engagement with the world and its guiding institutions in order to achieve a just, peaceful and sustainable world.”  As you may have guessed from the name, this group organizes the World Parliament of Religions, which currently meets every five years.  Unitarian Universalists enthusiastically participate in this.  


But even with this very broad inclusive language (like “Among the world's religious and spiritual communities”), aren’t we leaving out an important group of Unitarian Universalists?  What about the atheists, agnostics, and secular humanists?  Are they welcome in an interfaith setting?  That really depends on the particular organization or event.  Many people, myself included, consider the morality, ethics, and philosophy of atheists and humanists to be included in the phrase “spiritual.”  You may find that odd, but “spiritual” does not mean a belief in a specific god, or even a belief in a particular definition of god.  It does, however, apply very nicely to those who seek to live a compassionate, respectful, and meaningful life.  


Now that we’ve discussed the definitions of “ecumenical” and “interfaith,” we can move on to practical applications.  For example, what does an interfaith organization seek to accomplish?  Here’s a quote from the Council for a Parliament of the World's Religions’ website:
The Council for a Parliament of the World's Religions seeks to promote interreligious harmony, rather than unity. The problem with seeking unity among religions is the risk of loss of the unique and precious character of each individual religious and spiritual tradition; this understanding is key to our framework. 

Interreligious harmony, on the other hand, is an attainable and highly desirable goal. Such an approach respects, and is enriched by, the particularities of each tradition. Moreover, within each tradition are the resources (philosophical, theological and spiritual teachings and perspectives) that enable each to enter into respectful, appreciative and cooperative relationships with persons and communities of other traditions.


Ecumenical worship is not too difficult.  Yes, there are many differences in worship styles among Christian churches.  But interfaith worship becomes problematic very quickly.  As we just read, when you seek unity of religions (or I will add, seek to worship together), you risk losing the uniqueness of each religion, as they seek to accommodate others who believe differently.  Let me illustrate.


As we discussed the possibility of an interfaith service to commemorate 9/11, one minister said he had no idea how to have interfaith worship.  One option would be to have members from different religions offer prayers, but as another minister pointed out, that would get old.  I wondered just how far we could stretch interfaith.  I pointed out we had a Wiccan coven in town.  Would we invite them?  While I was of course comfortable with the idea, I suspect that some others were not.  And realistically, could I blame them?  What other congregation in town would encourage their minister to create a worship experience that included witches?  I think even the most progressive congregations might think twice about that.  But my suggestion was very serious.  If it was going to be a true interfaith worship experience, all religions in the area should be represented.


As my friend Chao, a former Imam, pointed out to me, speaking at an interfaith service was one thing, but praying was quite another.  Muslim prayer follows very specific guidelines and procedures.  To try to perform a Muslim prayer in an interfaith service was unacceptable to him. It is possible for non-Muslims to participate in a Muslim prayer, but he could not alter the procedure to fit into an interfaith worship service.  I am sure we all have similar feelings to Chao, to one degree or another.  To what extent are we willing to worship together?  When does a ritual, prayer, or sacrament become a problem for each of us?

Consider some examples within our own congregation.  On occasion, we have a speaker who prays during our service.  Does that cause you to turn off and tune out?  What if we call quarters?  Does invoking the guardians of the four directions make you feel ill at ease?  If we sing a hymn that reminds you of your days in a fundamentalist church, does it become a problem for you?  


Now take it a step further.  If you were meeting with a group of people from different religious backgrounds, could you really worship with them?  Could you lay out a prayer rug, face Mecca, get on your knees, and pray to Allah?  Could you take communion in a Christian church, when the priest or minister announces that communion is a remembrance of Christ’s body and blood, sacrificed for you?  Could you burn incense to an unfamiliar deity?  What could you really do as worship?


Actual interfaith worship is fraught with problems.  It can either be watered down to try to make it more palatable to people from different backgrounds, or it can retain its full distinctiveness, but others become observers more than participants.  Is everyone worshipping together, or are we merely watching each other to see how different religions operate?  Not that there is anything wrong with attending and learning different worship styles, but this is different from worshipping together.

That being said, I believe it is possible to worship with others from a different faith tradition.  There are a couple of requirements, however.  First, the host group must be completely welcoming.  For instance, if a Christian church is hosting others, and they have communion, is it open to all people, or just to Christians?  The very wording of the ritual can be uniting and welcoming, or it can be exclusive and divisive.  And if a religion can’t be purposefully open, it should not attempt interfaith worship.


Interfaith community service is another issue entirely.  It is quite possible for different faith traditions to work together on social causes.  However, when support groups place requirements on those seeking help, and these requirements are religious in nature, this can become a barrier to cooperation.  For instance, I once spoke to a representative from a group in the area that wanted to come here and speak, and perhaps get some support from us.  However, anyone getting this help was required to attend a church.  Which church was not specified, but they had to go to a church each Sunday.  I asked if they would help an atheist, and was told no, unless that person agreed to go to church.  What about a Muslim?  Must they go to a church?  How about a Jew?  The representative wasn’t quite sure.  “I suppose any religious gathering would count.”  

This possibility had obviously not occurred to anyone in this group, as they had no written guidelines for a non-Christian.  Stating that all people receiving help must attend church was the extent of their consideration.  That seemed sufficient to them.  Of course, it is not, but that is often the danger of religious support organizations; they really have proselytizing and making converts as a goal, whether stated or unstated.  


What interfaith work seems most productive?  Any event that allows people to talk and get to know each other is usually helpful.  I went to a meeting a few months ago where Muslims, Christians, Jews, and one Unitarian Universalist ate a meal together and then had an open discussion about many things.  We watched the Muslims have their noon prayer (but we were observers, not participants). We learned about the opposition and the support that the Muslims had received in the community as they started their mosque (which, I might add, looked just like any of a thousand small churches scattered around the south, minus the crosses and pews).  I decided to ask tough question, and I was not ignored.


I shared how a couple of my Muslim friends have wished (out loud) that I would convert to Islam so I would not go to Hell when I died.  I asked the group if we could have true friendship, or even a meaningful relationship, if I was not acceptable to their God as I was.  I was gratified to see that they seemed genuinely mortified that Muslims would speak to me that way.  Several spoke out saying that what comes after death is for no one to know.  I’m not entirely sure what they really believed, but they did find it shocking that someone would tell me that I was going to hell.  This exchange of ideas, this greater understanding, came about because of an interfaith group that met, not with the desire to change each other, but with a desire to understand each other better, and to try to bring peace to this world.


I began this sermon talking about an idea for an interfaith memorial service honoring those lost on 9/11.  It never came to pass, but I did spend a great deal of time thinking about what I might do in such a service.  They weren’t looking for a sermon, and I wouldn’t be praying, so what is an agnostic minister to do in an interfaith worship service?  Tougher question than you might think; it was not merely academic - I had to devise an answer.

I did come up with an idea, and I will close by sharing it with you now.


Hatred, insane, bitter, and irrational hatred have led to many deaths.  Politics, lies, fear, greed, and corruption have led to still more.  The sheer immensity of the problems we face can be overwhelming.  The hope for a peaceful world seems preposterous.  What can one possibly say to honor the dead?  Let’s start by counting the dead.


Almost 3000 people died as a direct result of the attacks on 9/11.  First responders continue to die from illnesses directly linked to their exposure to toxic fumes and debris.  In the ensuing wars, over 20,000 people have died in Afghanistan, and over 900,000 in Iraq.  These are conservative estimates.  The vast majority of these are civilians.  It is impossible to know how many more lives have been unalterably changed by the loss or maiming of a loved one.  The Earth staggers under humanity’s ability to create suffering.  We excel at it.


So on this day, 10 years after the start of a series of events that have resulted in the deaths of over a million people, let us soberly reflect and remember.  We remember those who have died, not only American, but Afghan, Iraqi, and others from many countries.  What we do with these memories is vital.  If they only serve to spark a violent desire for revenge, the killing will never stop.  May the memories of the fallen serve us better than that.  May we always look for ways to better understand those different from us.  May we seek ways of peacefully resolving differences.  May our leaders have the wisdom to find paths to peace, without endangering the very peace we seek.  And may each of us remember what hatred can lead to.  May we resolve not to go down that path.  May we truly find ways to heal a broken world.

May peace be with us.  May we bring peace.
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