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orReligious plurality is a given fact in the 
United States today. Most people today 
would not disagree that this is in fact the 
case, but many people certainly do disagree 
with how to talk about this reality. Although 
the	first	hurdle	is	getting	people	from	dif-
ferent religious and cultural backgrounds to 
come together and learn from one another, 
barriers of  religious language often present 
a problem as well. How can people of  one 

particular	 religious	 tradition	find	 the	words	 to	 fully	 express	
their beliefs to people from another tradition? And how can 
the latter totally listen to and comprehend the former? Won’t 
something inevitably get lost in translation? 

Let’s	examine	two	extreme	approaches	that	I	think	miss	
the	mark.	The	first	is	the	idea	that	all	religions	are	basically	the	
same when you get down to the essence of  each—they’re just 
packaged differently. However, this view doesn’t do justice to 
the uniqueness and particularity of  each religion, to say noth-
ing of  the uniqueness and particularity of  each person and his 
or	 her	 religious	 experience.	 Furthermore,	 interreligious	 dia-
logue itself  is watered down if  such a theory is assumed from 
the outset—there is really nothing of  note to discover.

On the other hand, if  particularity is stressed to the 
point that one holds that each religion is absolutely unique, 
then one runs the risk of  closing off  the interreligious con-
versation from the other end of  things. If  each religion is ab-
solutely unique, then presumably no common ground can be 
found. How could a particular tradition possibly be communi-
cated to anyone who is not already on the inside?

Perhaps a middle way can be found, one that is found in 
mutuality and dialogue. 

It seems to me that all religions in their own ways en-
courage people to be intentional about their lives and their 
beliefs, to be engaged with the deepest part of  their being. To 
use	an	oft-quoted	remark	of 	Aristotle,	“the	unexamined	life	is	
not worth living.” Learning to speak the language of  a particu-
lar religious tradition and to embody its vision of  a well-lived 
life is a lifelong endeavor (one could day it’s a labor of  love),
Continued on page 2

For many years before the Jay Phillips 
Center became a center for interfaith 
learning in general, its mission was spe-
cifically	 to	 promote	 Jewish-Christian	
learning.  As the center was designed 
primarily to serve students, faculty, and 
staff  on Catholic campuses, this meant 
that a major part of  its mission was to 
foster understanding of  Judaism among 
Christians—and this remains a principal 

task	of 	the	center	even	after	its	mission	has	been	expanded	
to promote understanding of  various religions.
 By promoting understanding of  Judaism, the Jay Phil-
lips Center is carrying out a mandate of  Vatican Council II 
(1962–65)	and	subsequent	official	Roman	Catholic	teaching.		
At the council, the decla-
ration Nostra Aetate, also 
known as “The Declara-
tion on the Relationship 
of  the Church to Non-
Christian Religions,” sig-
naled a revolutionary turn in Catholic teaching about Juda-
ism and about Christianity’s relationship to Judaism.
 Traditionally, the Catholic Church, like other Christian 
churches, taught that the validity of  Judaism came to an end 
Continued on page 4
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so attempting to engage people from other religions can seem 
to be a daunting task. How do we cross over into the religious 
imagination, which includes language, concepts, and practices, 
of  another tradition? 

Let’s take a step back and ask what makes good dialogue. 
The	best	conversations	 I	have	experienced	have	come	

from people who speak and act from a place of  deep rooted-
ness	 in	 their	 respective	 traditions.	Becoming	more	fluent	 in	
our respective religious languages will allow us to converse  
(which includes listening, of  course) better with others about 
what	matters	most	to	us.	Our	fluency	can	best	be	enhanced	by	

steeping ourselves in our tradition and developing deep roots. 
But does this mean that we can only dialogue once 

we’ve completed the long labor of  becoming the best Bud-
dhist, Christian, Hindu, Jew, or Muslim (as the case may be) 
that we can be? Fortunately, no. Mutually enriching interfaith 
dialogue can and does coincide with a strengthening of  one’s 
own commitments. But we have to start somewhere—with 
particular people. Thus, interfaith learning is an open-ended 
enterprise with no predetermined outcomes or conclusions. 

In	 closing,	 I	 hope	my	 brief 	 reflections	 have	 provided	
some food for thought. I hope they have raised more ques-
tions than answers. And I hope you share those questions 
with others. Ω
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The spring semester of  2012 brought three engaging speak-
ers to Collegeville to give presentations on interfaith learn-
ing. Amir Hussain, Rabbi Sharon Brous, and Edwin Kelley 
all brought enthusiasm, intelligence, and deep insight to their 
respective topics.
 Amir Hussain, a professor of  theological studies at 
Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles, presented a 
lecture in February entitled “God and Religious Diversity: A 

Contemporary Muslim Perspec-
tive.” He focused on how Muslims 
can approach the theological issue 
of  religious plurality in relation to 
God’s will. Could it be that God 
created the world and humanity in 
such a way that religious diversity 
is not simply an accidental fact in 

history but an intentional action on the part of  God? Does 
God will religious plurality?
 Anna Williams, a CSB senior, said that Hussain “rein-
forced Rabbi Abraham Heschel’s claim that ‘diversity of  reli-
gions is the will of  God.’” The task of  interfaith dialogue, in 
such a view, is to deepen our understanding of  both our own 
tradition and others’ traditions, not to attempt to convert or 
claim superiority. After all, a central idea in Islam, Christianity, 
and	Judaism	is	that	God	is	 infinitely	beyond	what	our	finite	
human	language	and	concepts	can	express;	therefore,	holding	
one’s particular faith tradition to be absolutely comprehensive 
and	definitive	would	actually	be	a	form	of 	idolatry.	
 Andy Bailey, an SJU senior, was fascinated to hear “the 
shared origin of  some of  our [Muslim and Christian] stories,” 
something that he feels provides a tangible foundation for 
“good interfaith learning and dialogue.” Finding this sort of  
common ground requires effort and intentionality, but Bai-
ley thinks that such efforts are important for “raising aware-
ness and battling the misconceptions that lead to division” 
between Muslims and Christians.
 Rabbi Sharon Brous is the founding rabbi of  IKAR 
(Hebrew for “essence” or “core”), a Jewish spiritual com-

munity in Los Angeles known for its soulful prayer services 
and social justice. Her March presentation, “God 
and Politics: A Spiritual State 
of 	 the	Union,”	 examined	 how	
religious faith can participate in 
social discourse and action as a 
force for motivation, commit-
ment, and moral vision. 
 In our contemporary 
American	 context,	 religion	 is	
often believed to be primarily a 
set of  personal, interior convic-
tions that should be kept separate from involvement in the 
public sphere. However, Hans Gustafson, the assistant direc-
tor of  the JPC, remarked that Rabbi Brous’s vision of  “prac-
tical Judaism can combine a deep spirituality with a concern 
for social justice that transcends the stereotypical divisions of  
American politics.”
 According to Christina Zhang, a CSB junior, Rabbi 
Brous “said that it is important to give people a vision, to 
give them hope about how beautiful and great the world can 
be,” and religious traditions can provide such a vision of  hu-
man	flourishing.	They	can	give	people	“a	vision	about	how	
faithful human beings can 
be and what a great world 
we can create together with 
our faith in God.”
 Gustafson echoed 
Zhang: “Rabbi Brous re-
minded me to never under-
estimate the power of  the 
imagination in religion. She rekindled my desire to dream both 
big and small in working toward making possible the impos-
sible.”
 CSB junior Hannah Prososki appreciated Brous’s ap-
proach to “compassion fatigue.” Prososki spoke of  her own 
“sense of  the weight of  the world’s problems and the real-
ization that while I want to do all that I can for others, it 
is	 exhausting	 to	 comprehend	 the	 immensity	 of 	 the	world’s	
problems. I really like that Rabbi Brous acknowledged these 
types of  feelings and gave suggestions for how to prevent—

Jay Phillips Center
Semester in Review

Rabbi Sharon Brous, Rita Knuesel 
(provost), and Ivan Kauffman (friend of  

the university)

Rabbi Sharon Brous

Amir Hussain and Andy Bailey (‘12)
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Greetings from India!
I am so grateful to be halfway around the 
world, studying abroad in a location that 
brings new challenges and memorable 
experiences	 daily.	 As	 a	 student	 passion-
ate about anything dealing with religious 
beliefs, I thought India would be the per-
fect choice for my semester abroad. The 
majority	 of 	 India’s	 population	 classifies	
themselves as Hindus. Hinduism, Jainism, 
Buddhism, and Sikhism are all said to have 
originated in India, and many Muslims call 
India their home. I wanted to become part 

of  a culture with world views different from those of  the 
United States, with a different backbone to society.
 As with most of  my religious and cultural encounters, I 
am	 surprised	 to	 find	much	more	 similarity	 than	 difference.	
Although India is thought of  as the “spiritual capital of  the 
world,” I have not seen much difference in terms of  the inter-
action between people and religion. Both pluralism and preju-
dice	are	present	in	India	and	in	the	United	States;	however,	the	
interfaith	movement	as	I	conceive	of 	it	is	either	nonexistent	
or	 is	 hidden	 in	Kolkata.	 I	 hope	 this	 changes	 in	 the	 future;	
the movement could create a lot of  good here. Interfaith co-
operation increases interreligious understanding, decreases 
intolerance, and tackles community problems. India has one 
of  the fastest growing economies in the world, but it is still 
developing.	Poverty,	 sex	 trafficking,	 and	 inadequate	care	 for	
the elderly and people with disabilities, along with many other 
problems, could be addressed through an interfaith effort. 
 Even though the lack of  an interfaith movement here has 

been disappointing, I am grateful that I have met so many 
beautiful people here. Let me introduce you to Vipul. He stud-
ies commerce at Saint Xavier’s College, a Jesuit school.  A two-
hundred-meter walk on campus once took us thirty minutes 
because he stopped every few steps to talk to someone. Hilari-
ous, friendly, and giggly, Vipul’s personality made our group 
feel welcome right away. He is very comfortable talking about 
three important aspects of  his life: his family, his friends, and 
his beliefs. He practices Jainism, which he describes as a way 
of  life, a way of  living out nonviolence. Maintaining purity 
and staying good by not hurting others emotionally, physically, 
or in any other way imaginable is of  the utmost importance: 
“If  you stay true, good will happen to you.” I had never met a 
Jain	before,	and	I’m	glad	Vipul	was	the	first.	I	asked	him	about	
interfaith efforts in India, and he said that he had never heard 
of  any movement of  the sort, but it sounds like a good idea. 
He is good friends with people from various backgrounds. 
His willingness to learn, meet new people, and respect whom-
ever he encounters is just as valuable, if  not more so, than any 
structured interfaith movement. Ω

Brenna Horn,
Student Leadership 

Coordinator

From left to right: Rachel-Ann Garibsingh (‘13), 
Brenna Horn (‘13), Vipul Jain (St. Xavier student), 

and Kelsey Torchia (‘13)

or	refuel	after—experiencing	‘compassion	fatigue.’”	Religious	
faith can help sustain a person throughout a life of  service.

 In late March, Edwin Kel-
ley, codirector of  Tergar Interna-
tional, a worldwide network of  
meditation centers, presented the 
third	 and	final	 JPC	public	 event	
of  the semester, cosponsored by 
the CSB/SJU Meditation Club. 
Kelly	 explained	 how,	 through	

meditation, our minds become more calm and peaceful and 
our hearts more joyful and open, enabling us to grow in aware-
ness, lovingkindness, compassion, and wisdom. 
 Agreeing with Kelley, Duy Nguyen, an SJU sophomore 
and the president of  the Buddhist Meditation Club, said that 
true happiness cannot be found in “money, success, power, 
status, and so on.” True happiness is a much deeper reality, 
and	Nguyen	said	that	“by	practicing	meditation,	we	find	the	
way back to who we truly are. From that ground, we are able 
to see what we really want for life and how to nurture compas-
sion, happiness, and awakening.” 
 Buddhists often have a unique perspective on inter-
religious dialogue. People of  other religious traditions are wel-

come to practice Buddhist meditation while remaining com-
mitted to their traditions of  origin. Doctrinal formulations 

typically	take	a	backseat	to	shared	praxis.	
 Additionally, Buddhist mediation 
can be applied to many different cultures 
and	contexts,	as	Yasas	Ratnayake,	an	SJU	
junior and native of  Sri Lanka, noted. 
Buddhism itself, as with any religion, 
“has evolved many cultural and doctrinal 
branches around the world. Edwin Kelly 
represents the Karma Kagyu lineage of  

Tibetian Buddhism, and my background is predominately in-
fluenced	by	the	Theravada	traditions	of 	Sri	Lanka	and	Thai-
land. The presentation helped me understand that the tra-
ditional separations of  the different Buddhist schools have 
resulted from their evolution within certain cultures and not 
from different polarized views of  the philosophy. The phi-
losophies of  the different traditions are very much the same, 
and they all lead to the eradication of  worldly suffering that 
beings	experience	in	the	round	of 	existence.”
  As this semester comes to a close, we at the Jay Phil-
lips Center wish you all best for the summer, and we look 
forward to resuming our interfaith conversations in the fall. Ω 

Yasas Ratnayake (‘13)
Edwin Kelley



with the emergence of  Christianity as the one valid pathway 
to God.  This teaching proved not to be credible because it 
failed to account for Judaism’s ongoing spiritual vitality.  It 
also fostered persecution of  Jews for remaining faithful to the 
tradition that Christianity supposedly replaced.
 In the wake of  the Nazi genocide of  Jews, some Catho-
lics called upon church leaders to reconsider traditional Chris-
tian teachings about the Jewish people and their religion and 
about Christianity in relation to Ju-
daism.  Pope John XXIII heeded 
that call and placed Christian-Jew-
ish relations on Vatican II’s agenda, 
which led to Nostra Aetate (named 
for its opening Latin words meaning “In our time”).
 Nostra Aetate	contains	four	significant	items	about	Jews,	
Judaism, and Christian-Jewish relations: (1) it repudiates the 
timeworn	charge	of 	collective	Jewish	guilt	for	the	crucifixion	
of 	Jesus;	(2)	it	recognizes	“the	spiritual	bond”	linking	Chris-
tians	and	Jews;	(3)	it	claims	that	“the	Jews	should	not	be	pre-
sented	as	repudiated	or	cursed	by	God”;	and	4)	it	promotes	
“mutual understanding and respect” between Christians and 
Jews.
	 Many	official	Catholic	documents	 issued	since	Vatican	
II	 include	 affirmations	 of 	 the	 enduring	 validity	 of 	 Judaism	
and its covenantal way of  life, a position championed by Pope 
John Paul II, who spoke frequently 
of  God’s irrevocable covenant with 
the Jewish people.  He even claimed 
that “the faith and religious life of  
the Jewish people as they are pro-
fessed and practiced still today can 
greatly help us to understand better certain aspects of  the life 
of 	the	Church”		(Pope	John	Paul	II,	“To	Christian	Experts	in	
Jewish-Christian Relations,” March 6, 1982).
 If  we believe with John Paul II that Judaism is a source 
of  inspiration for Christians, then it makes no sense for us to 
accept the traditional Christian claim that God’s covenant with 
Christians has replaced God’s covenant with Jews.  No, what 
does	make	sense	is	to	affirm	what	the	United	States	Confer-
ence of  Catholic Bishops, in its 1985 “Guidelines for Catho-
lic-Jewish Relations,” called “the permanent vocation of  the 
Jews as God’s people” and to acknowledge, in the words of  
the same document, that “together, the Church and the Jewish 
people are called upon to witness to the world.”    
 But many Catholics, including some members of  the 
Catholic hierarchy, continue to deny or question the ongoing 
validity of  Judaism, often citing New Testament passages that 
suggest the new covenant in Christ has replaced God’s cov-
enant with the Jewish people.  
 What about such passages?  How are Catholics to deal 
with	them?		An	answer	is	provided	by	the	Pontifical	Biblical	
Commission’s	1993	document	“The	Interpretation	of 	the	Bi-

ble	in	the	Church”	(section	III,	A,	3):	“The	interpretation	of 	
Scripture	involves	a	work	of 	sifting	and	setting	aside;	it	stands	
in	continuity	with	earlier	exegetical	traditions,	many	elements	
of 	which	it	preserves	and	makes	its	own;	but	in	other	matters	
it will go its own way, seeking to make further progress.”
	 This	document	goes	on	(in	section	IV,	A,	3)	to	make	the	
following point about what it calls the “actualization”—the 
putting	into	use—of 	biblical	texts:	“To	remain	in	agreement	
with	the	saving	truth	expressed	 in	the	Bible,	 the	process	of 	
actualization should keep within certain limits and be careful 
not to take wrong directions. . . .  Clearly to be rejected . . . 
is every attempt at actualization set in a direction contrary to 

evangelical justice and charity, such 
as,	for	example,	the	use	of 	the	Bible	
to justify racial segregation, anti-
Semitism,	or	sexism	whether	on	the	
part of  men or women.  Particular 

attention is necessary, according to the Second Vatican Coun-
cil (cf. Nostra Aetate,	4),	to	avoid	absolutely	any	actualization	
of 	 certain	 texts	 of 	 the	New	Testament	 that	 could	 provoke	
or reinforce unfavorable attitudes to the Jewish people.  The 
tragic events of  the past must, on the contrary, impel all to 
keep unceasingly in mind that, according to the New Testa-
ment, the Jews remain ‘beloved’ of  God, ‘since the gifts and 
calling of  God are irrevocable’ (Rom 11:28-29).”
 Many Christians think it is inappropriate to approach 
the	Bible	 selectively,	 but	 the	Pontifical	Biblical	Commission	
points out that “every reading of  the Bible is necessary selec-

tive”	(section	IV,	A,	3).	 	Christians	
in the early centuries of  Christianity 
assumed the authority of  selecting 
which	 texts	 would	 constitute	 their	
Bible	 and	 which	 texts	 would	 and	
would not be emphasized.  In this 
spirit,	 the	 Pontifical	 Biblical	 Com-

mission	suggests	which	 texts	within	Scripture	 should	be	 re-
garded as essential to the understanding of  Christian faith, 
including Christian self-understanding in relation to Judaism.
 Those of  us who accept this approach to Scripture 
should do so not only to avoid provoking or reinforcing un-
favorable attitudes toward Jews or other people, but also out 
of 	concern	for	the	credibility	of 	Christian	faith.		Exclusivist	
formulations of  Christian faith are not credible because they 
contradict the obvious, such as the enduring spiritual vitality 
of  Judaism.
	 Pope	John	Paul	II	affirmed	the	ongoing	validity	of 	Ju-
daism because he witnessed the spiritual vitality of  Judaism, 
which moved him to “thank God . . . for the new and more 
profound understanding between the Church and Judaism.”  
I trust that the many members of  the CSB/SJU community 
who have been inspired by the rabbis who have held the Jay 
Phillips Chair in Jewish Studies or by those who have served 
as rabbis-in-residence for the Jay Phillips Center during the 
past two years would be happy to say “Amen” to these words 
of  John Paul. Ω
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 My reaction to the title of  Amir Hussain’s book was a bit 
of 	a	double-take.	“Oil	and	water	don’t	mix	at	all,”	I	thought.	
“Shouldn’t a book with a positive view of  interfaith dialogue 
choose a better metaphor?” Not surprisingly, I was missing 
something. In the preface in a brief  paragraph that captures a 
large part of  the book’s spirit, Hussain reworks the metaphor 
and employs it in the service of  authentic dialogue: “As some-
one who loves to cook, I know that oil and water can often 
be combined to produce delicious results. I see oil and water 
as	necessary	ingredients,	not	as	mutually	exclusive	categories.”	
Turning the metaphor on its head allows the author to work 
with a different recipe, as it were, that allows 
him and his readers to move in a new direction, 
one that is different from far too many misun-
derstandings and uncharitable encounters be-
tween the two religions in the past and in the 
present.
 From the outset Hussain is clear about 
the purpose of  his book. Dialogue in the ser-
vice of  mutual understanding is his funda-
mental goal, and he says that he has written 
this book “for people who want to learn more 
about Islam and Muslims, particularly as they 
relate to Christianity and Christians.” Further-
more, it “is not intended as a book for schol-
ars,” so readers who are looking for a more 
academically rigorous and specialized work on 
Muslim-Christian relations should look elsewhere. The great-
est strength of  this book, which is carefully researched and 
presented, is Hussain’s honest and candid approach to the 
wide variety of  topics he covers. In short, this book is best 
suited for those who are looking for an introductory survey of  
core elements of  Muslim-Christian dialogue, and it should be 
noted that the author’s personal voice and approach to inter-
faith learning is at least as valuable as all the information and 
discourse contained in the pages.
 The book has a simple two-part structure: part 1 is en-
titled “Introducing Muslims and Islam,” and part 2 is “Issues 
for	Dialogue.”	In	part	1	Hussain	explains	the	central	beliefs	of 	
Islam—as well as the wide diversity of  views held among the 
world’s Muslims—but he seems more concerned to provide a 
vision of  Islam than a laundry list of  religious tenets. Chapter 
5, “Surrender to God: Muslim Faith and Life,” is especially 
helpful. The word Islam literally means “surrender” or “sub-
mission.” “However,” Hussain writes, “this is not a passive 

Oil & Water
      Two Faiths: One God

—Amir Hussain
Kelowna,	BC,	Canada:	CopperHouse,	2006	(224	pp.)

To continue our interfaith conversation, please visit us on Facebook, Twitter, and Google+.
We post many recommendations for interesting news articles, events, and books, 

and we would love to have your recommendations as well!

submission;	it	is	an	engaged	response	to	God.”	It	involves	
both	orthopraxy	 (right	conduct)	and	orthodoxy	 (right	be-
lief), and I think Hussain is correct to point out that, very 
broadly speaking, Jews and Muslims have tended to empha-
size the former, while Christians have tended to emphasize 
the latter. Still, there are strands within each of  the three 
traditions that tend toward the other side of  the spectrum.
 As someone familiar with the debates surrounding the 
“historical Jesus,” I was very interested to read about the life 
of  the “historical Muhammad.” The Prophet led quite an 
interesting life, and Hussain helps to draw out a few impor-
tant and often-forgotten facets of  Muhammad’s life, such 
as his great concern for justice and mercy in the family and 
in society, as well as his profound spirituality, which some 
strands	 of 	 mysticism	 within	 Islam	 highlight	 (Sufism,	 for	
example).	Also	examined	in	this	book	is	the	early	Muslim	
community and how they came to understand the Prophet 
and the Qu’ran—important matters for anyone seeking to 

understand the theological and cultural diver-
sity within Islam today (something else that is 
easy to forget). Hussain is part of  the Sunni 
tradition and considers himself  a “Western 
Muslim,” and he calls attention to some differ-
ences and similarities between his tradition and 
the Shi’a tradition and among Muslims around 
the world. All in all, in part 1 Hussain does a 
great	 job	of 	explaining	Islam	concisely,	but	 I	
couldn’t help longing for a bit more theologi-
cal depth at times, though I recognize that this 
would be beyond the scope of  the book.
 Part 2 contains the real meat of  the book: 
the author addresses issues such as violence 
and religions (especially as it relates to the con-
cept of  jihad),	difficult	passages	in	the	Qur’an	

and the Bible, gender roles within and among religions, 
mysticism	 and	 religious	 language,	 and	 theory	 and	 prax-
is of  interreligious dialogue. It is easy to appreciate both 
the “view from the inside” that Hussain provides and the 
sincerity with which he engages the challenge of  dialogue. 
Most	sections	left	me	wanting	to	explore	each	given	topic	
more;	although	Hussain	does	not	have	space	to	address	ev-
erything comprehensively, his concise writing is augmented 
by a helpful section of  suggestions for further reading, and 
he typically acknowledges areas for further development.
 In sum, Hussain’s contribution to Muslim-Christian 
dialogue	is	an	excellent	introduction	to	the	field,	especially	
for Christians who hope to learn more about their Muslim 
brothers and sisters, and it provides the reader with a solid 
foundation	upon	which	to	build.	Beginners	will	find	much	
to spark their interest, and more seasoned readers will likely 
find	much	insight	and	wisdom	as	well.	Ω

—Eric Christensen
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