This is one in a series of interviews with authors of the RCC Handbook, Speaking Faith: The Essential Handbook for Religion Communicators

Anuttama Dasa 

Chapter 14: “America is Interfaith”

Dasa is the communications director for the International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON).

E-Counselor: Could you reflect on some interfaith experiences you have had?

Dasa: RCC itself is a wonderful interfaith experience because you work shoulder to shoulder with people of different theological foundations and cultural experiences, but who have the same purpose of benefiting society through sharing their faith. It is an opportunity, if we take it, to build deep friendships.

For the last seven years, we’ve organized a Vaishnava-Christian Dialogue in Washington, DC. (Vaishnava is a monotheistic Hindu religion). Approximately 10 people from each tradition participate. We meet Friday afternoon through Saturday early evening. Each year has a theme – these have varied from nature of the soul to the kingdom of God, to looking at spirit in the world – affirmation and renunciation. Our format is to read a text from the Christian perspective and hear a talk, then read a text from the Vaishnava text and hear a talk. We share discussion and meals. Friday evening we have devotional music from each tradition – hymns and bhajanas. On Saturday we have morning worship, setting up altars in meeting area. It’s an opportunity for serious practitioners to ask each other the deepest questions. It really challenges us individually to go deeper.

Through the InterFaith Conference of Metropolitan Washington, we’ve been involved in an interfaith concert held every fall. IFC is also hosting more youth events – partnering with Habitat for Humanity, for instance, and on other social activities, such as waterfront clean ups. 

The Maryland governor has asked for an interfaith day. Recently I’ve been meeting with Muslims to plan a one-day interfaith event for clergy. The goal is to work together to build better understanding between communities.

And, anytime I get together with my family, it’s an interfaith event. I’ve got Jewish, Catholic, Protestant, Buddhist, agnostic family members.

E-Counselor: What have you learned from these experiences?

Dasa: Personally, it’s probably been one of the greatest enhancements of my own faith. The more I learn about how God is not just working through my scripture, faith, temple, but rather that there are people studying languages and texts and rituals that I never knew existed and understanding through meeting them the deep personal commitment to God and a spiritual life and seeing the kind of piety of devotion they manifest in their lives, hearing them speak in deep levels of spiritual understanding deeply enriches my own faith and my own life. It gives evidence that faith is a universal experience for humanity. 

Other things I’ve learned? I really love the hymn “Amazing Grace.” I’ve learned that I love the hymn “All Is Well.” These experiences have helped convince me that for all religions there are much, much deeper treasures to be discovered than we would experience through a weekly religious practice. 

E-Counselor: If people have limited interfaith experience, what are some practical ways to get started?

Dasa: Our congregations will be ever increasingly faced with an interfaith life, even more so our young people. As congregational leaders, we have to take the lead in building interfaith understanding, beginning with ourselves, because we can’t lead our communities and young people if we ourselves haven’t walked on that path. It goes beyond ecumenism. It is important to help their people learn how to maintain and strengthen their own faith and still acknowledge the humanness and genuine spiritual experience of another. Otherwise we’re planting seeds of conflict among our own people. Wouldn’t it be much richer if our young people, especially, learned about interfaith dialogue from us rather than from television or from some other public media?

Some ideas:

· Pick up the phone and call the local synagogue, temple, mosque, church and invite someone for lunch. 

· Have an open house, inviting other religious leaders. 

· Talk about ways to help youth have shared experiences across congregations. 

· Participate in a local interfaith organization. 

· When you see someone of another tradition (walking on Saturday to their synagogue or bowing down at noon), politely ask what is the belief behind that. Most people will be happy to talk about their traditions.

E-Counselor: What if there are strained relations within a community?

Dasa: We know as communicators that conflict often results from unmet and unrealistic expectations or uncommunicated expectations. Religious leaders and religious communicators should look for opportunities for people to hear from and understand one another. Ignorance can lead to fear, so ask what is it people don’t know? Look at whether there are unclear expectations. We need to talk honestly in order to find out how we can understand one another better.

E-Counselor: If a community feels it is being attacked, how can we approach dialogue without being defensive?

Dasa: There’s a premise that needs to be understood. In any given community, you’re going to have some open-minded and spiritually mature people and some people on the other end of the spectrum – more defensive, aggressive, or prejudiced. We have to look for and engage the spiritually mature. In every place there are people who are peacemakers. Look for those few and work with them.

    Want to read more? Order your copy of the new RCC Handbook now.

