
Interreligious Encounter 
in the Classroom

— Hans Gustafson

It is often repeated that 
interreligious encounter takes 
place not between religions 
(e.g., Islam and Hinduism) 
but rather between or among 

religious persons (e.g., Muslims and Hindus), and thus a 
necessary component of interreligious learning is the live 
meeting of persons of different religious identities. For this 
reason, a course focused on interreligious encounter, or 
one that includes a component on it, is vastly enriched by 
students interfacing with living practitioners from various 
traditions and not only their texts. It is one thing for the 
student to read about samsara, but it takes on a whole 
new level of learning when one is given freedom to ask 
a Buddhist, “Do you really believe this? Why? And what 
are the implications of that belief for your day-to-day 
life?” Likewise, learning is enhanced when a student asks 
a Muslim woman, “What is your experience as a Muslim 
woman living in the West?” or when a student asks a 

Lakota guest speaker, 
“Can you be both 
Lakota and Christian 
at the same time, and 
if you can, how are you 
treated by both non-
Christian Lakota and 
non-Lakota Christians?” 
Textbooks often fall 
short in providing 
satisfactory responses to 
these questions. 

Another boon to 
opening the classroom to guest speakers from various 
traditions is to model intrafaith dialogue, not only 
interfaith dialogue. When a rabbi or Jewish scholar visits 
the class and openly argues with what the class texts say 
about Judaism, a living example of intrareligious diversity 

In Search of Diversity, 
Whatever that Means

— Eric Christensen

My wife, Alayna, and I moved 
from St. Joseph to Crookston in 
northwest Minnesota about a year 
and a half ago. During this time, 
I have reflected upon the relative 

absence of diversity in my community. Students at Saint 
Ben’s and Saint John’s might at times lament that their 
community is hopelessly homogenous, I thought, but 
they don’t have a clue! They do indeed have a rich diversity 
of students and faculty, and I hope they appreciate it—
after all, they could be in Crookston, where we mostly 
have French and Norwegian Americans, Catholics and 
Protestants. 

But as I have reflected more on the matter, I have 
come to realize that my perceptions and assumptions were 
not really all that true. What counts for diversity? Surely 
it isn’t about labels or categories. Nor is it about obvious 
outward appearances. And when it comes to my Christian 
tradition, don’t we affirm that human beings are in the 
image and likeness of God, who is infinitely vast? Perhaps 
diversity is more about people themselves, each reflecting 
a bit of the Divine in their own unique way.

A few examples from my experiences as a hospital 
chaplain: I have prayed with Native Americans who 
burned sage as a traditional practice for healing and 
cleansing in the midst of sorrow and pain. I have also 
offered to pray with families over their dying loved ones—
one family promptly all began praying in tongues, and 
another family recited together Psalm 23 from memory 
(“The Lord is my shepherd . . .”). And I have heard more 
life stories than I can count, many of them relating (with 
occasional embellishment) stories of struggling with faith, 
losing faith, or finding faith. The richness of these peoples’ 
stories indicates the wideness of human personhood and 
experience and the vastness of that reality which many 
of us name God. In my restless desire to find diversity, I 
almost missed seeing many people in my own life whose 
uniqueness and diversity are truly gifts to the world. 
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and also serves the College of Saint Benedict. This newsletter focuses on the center’s presence at CSB/SJU.
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is exhibited. One of the major obstacles to interreligious 
encounter for students remains the oversimplification of 
the religious other. This is often manifested in universal 
claims cast on the other, such as “All Muslims do this,” 
“All Sikhs believe that,” or “All Buddhists reject that.” 
Sometimes textbooks fail to demonstrate this diversity as 
well. At the end of the semester, I poll the students about 
their view of effective course learning experiences, such as 
texts used, assignments administered, or guest speakers. In 
the eyes of the students, guest speakers rank at the top as 
the most effective learning experience.

Interreligious encounter does not take place in only 
one context but rather can occur under a broad and 
diverse range of contexts. Therefore, it can be analyzed and 
approached from many academic disciplines. Emphasizing 
the multiplicity of approaches, and often interdisciplinary 
approaches, to interreligious encounter becomes especially 
effective for undergraduates in a liberal arts setting where 

most classrooms will 
often have few, if any, 
students majoring in 
religious studies or 
theology. This sets an 
ideal stage to encourage 
students to bring to 
class sessions, and course 
material, their diverse 
sets of disciplines, 

backgrounds, methods, concerns, and questions. Further, 
it provides the opportunity to transform the course into a 
student-centered learning environment that allows their 
questions, methods, and tools to dictate the conversation 
and direction. Although this 
can be achieved in a number 
of ways, one promising way is 
through the use of case studies.

The Pluralism Project 
at Harvard University is 
currently one of the most 
robust resources for the 
gathering of interfaith case 
studies to be used in the 
classroom. For instance, their 
case study titled “Driven 
by Faith” examines a recent 
controversy that erupted at 
the international airport in 
Minneapolis over Muslim taxi drivers refusing to transport 
customers carrying alcohol. Passengers were returning 
from international travel having purchased alcohol at in-
terminal duty-free shops, the bags from the shops making 
it obvious what they were transporting. Based on a fatwa 
issued by the Muslim American Society of Minnesota, 
it was declared that “all Muslim Scholars agree that 

carrying, drinking alcohol is prohibited according to the 
Islamic Jurisprudence.” This put many of the taxi drivers 
who identified as devout Muslims in a difficult position. 
This case study involves 
an examination from 
various viewpoints but 
highlights the role of the 
airport administrator. 
Students are asked to 
attend class having 
analyzed the case and 
to be ready to discuss 
questions such as “How 
should the airport 
administrator respond? 
What, if anything, does he or she need to know about 
the religious traditions and requirements of the drivers to 
make a decision? What risks are involved with his actions 
or inactions? What are fatwas, and are they binding for all 
Muslims? Further, if you were a taxi driver, what solution 
might you propose?” Discussion from this case study flows 
rather naturally as students bring to the discussion their 
own concerns, questions, and experiences. 

Case studies such as this one lend themselves nicely to 
letting go of monodisciplinary methods and approaches. 
They can open up possibilities for students to go deeper 
with their analyses of lived religion. A student might 
focus a major project or paper on it by going beyond 
the class materials and utilizing his or her major field of 
study. This might entail allowing a neuroscience major 
to examine Christian and Buddhist mediation in the 
context of neuroscientific methodology, a journalism 

student to write a news 
article on a controversy 
involving religion (such as 
the case study mentioned 
above), a communications 
major to pretend she is a 
public relations agent for 
an entity, corporation, 
organization, community, 
or state body responding 
to a controversy involving 
religion (e.g., the recent 
case of a white male police 
officer from St. Paul 
dressing up as a hijab-

wearing Muslim woman with lipstick and working at 
Target, or the controversy surrounding the so-called 
Ground Zero Mosque, etc.), and so on. Providing space 
and freedom to students to pursue their own questions in 
light of their own interests and fields can bring to life the 
task of interfaith learning. 
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Winter/Spring 2014 Public Events

In Quest of the Jewish Mary: 
The Mother of Jesus in 
History, Theology, and 
Spirituality
Lecture by Sister M. Christine 
Athans, BVM, Ph.D.

Wednesday, February 12, 
7:30 p.m.
Quad 264, SJU

How did Mary, the mother of Jesus, 
portrayed in Sacred Scripture as a Jewish 
woman of the first century, evolve into 
the blue-eyed Northern European whose 
images adorn many churches and homes? 
The rediscovery and new appreciation of 
the Jewishness of Jesus since the time of 
the Second Vatican Council (1962–65) 
has led some Catholics to rethink how 
they perceive and understand Jesus’ 
mother.  In this lecture, which will include 
a visual presentation of Marian art over 
the centuries, Sister Christine Athans 
will draw on her recently published In 
Quest of the Jewish Mary: The Mother of 
Jesus in History, Theology, and Spirituality 
(Orbis Books, 2013) to explore historical, 
theological, and devotional approaches to 
Mary. She will give special consideration to what might 
have been Mary’s experiences as a first-century Jewish 
woman, including her prayer life, and how this Jewish 
Mary may serve as an inspiration for twenty-first-century 
Christians. Sister Christine’s new book will be available 
for purchase and signing.

In the prologue to In Quest of the Jewish Mary, Sister 
Christine Athans writes about her experience in 1970 
of preaching a sermon during a Friday evening Sabbath 
service at a synagogue in Phoenix, AZ: “With that Shabbat 
service my spirituality changed forever. As I sat on the 
bimah (the dais in the pulpit near the Ark), listening to 
the cantor chant in Hebrew and the rabbi read from the 
Torah scroll, I realized for the first time that—despite all 
the changes throughout the centuries—this was how Jesus 
and Mary prayed. This was how they worshiped when 
they lived on this earth! With that Shabbat service I knew 
there was no way for me to understand Christianity unless 

I could somehow ‘get inside’ Judaism—because Jesus and 
Mary were Jews. For them, liturgy and spirituality were 
rooted and grounded in the synagogue, and it would be 
impossible for me to try to understand something of their 
prayer life, their encounters with God, apart from it. The 
beauty of this ancient tradition of prayer gave me a new 
appreciation of God’s love for the Jewish people. It was a 
pivotal moment in my life.”

M. Christine Athans, BVM, a member of the Sisters 
of Charity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, is professor 
emerita at the Saint Paul Seminary School of Divinity 
of the University of St. Thomas and an adjunct faculty 
member at Loyola University Chicago and Catholic 

Theological Union in Chicago. She holds 
a Ph.D. in historical theology from the 
Graduate Theological Union at Berkeley 
and has been a leader in the field of 
Christian-Jewish dialogue for more than 
four decades. While teaching at the 
Saint Paul Seminary School of Divinity, 
Sister Christine was closely associated 
with the Center for Jewish-Christian 
Learning (now our Jay Phillips Center for 
Interfaith Learning), serving as an advisor 
to Rabbi Max Shapiro, the center’s first 
director, and editing several volumes of 
the center’s proceedings. Since 2002 she 
has been active in the Catholic-Jewish 
Scholars Dialogue of the Archdiocese of 
Chicago, the Chicago Board of Rabbis, 
and the Jewish Federation, chairing that 

group from 2008 to 2011. Sister Christine has lectured 
extensively and was one of four scholars on the A&E 
Biography television production Mary of Nazareth 
discussing the Jewishness 
of Mary. Among her many 
publications prior to her new 
book In Quest of the Jewish 
Mary is the highly acclaimed 
study The Coughlin-Fahey 
Connection: Father Charles E. 
Coughlin, Father Denis Fahey, 
C.S.Sp., and Religious Anti-
Semitism in the United States, 
1938–1954 (Peter Lang, 
1991).
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Religion in Prison
Film screening of If I Give My Soul and interfaith 
conversation with Andrew Johnson and local prison chaplains

Monday, February 17, 7:30 p.m.
Alcuin Library, AV-1, SJU

If I Give My Soul: Pentecostalism in the Prisons of Rio 
captures the powerful role religion plays in the prisons 
of Rio de Janeiro. In particular, this film documents 
Andrew Johnson’s work on why Pentecostalism thrives 
among inmate populations and the social consequences of 
charismatic Christianity for prisoners. Following the film 
screening, local prison chaplains—Rabbi Lynn Liberman, 
Damon Drake, and Robert A. Klanderud—from the 
Jewish, Muslim, and Dakota and Lakota traditions will 
join Johnson in a discussion on the role of religion inside 
prisons in Minnesota and elsewhere. Click here to view 
the trailer.

Sponsored in collaboration with Intercultural and 
International Student Services and the Department of 
Sociology at CSB/SJU.

Religious Diversity 
in the Middle East Today: 
A Blessing or a Curse?
Lecture by Rev. Paul Haidostian, Ph.D.

Monday, March 24, 7:30 p.m.
Quad 264, SJU

The Middle East, known to be 
the cradle of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, is better 
known today for conflicts that undermine its rich religious 
diversity. Dr. Haidostian will draw on his vast experience 
of interreligious dialogue to analyze current trends and 
developments that challenge communities in the Middle 
East and elsewhere, and he will discuss possibilities for 
interreligious living in today’s world.

Rev. Dr. Paul Haidostian is president of Haigazian 
University in Beirut, Lebanon, a position he has held 
since 2002. Lecturing and writing in Armenian, Arabic, 
and English on topics ranging from pastoral theology and 
psychology to ecumenism and socio-political issues, Dr. 
Haidostian’s published articles and sermons have appeared 
in numerous journals and newspapers, and he currently 
serves on the editorial advisory board of the World 
Communion of Reformed Churches.

Sponsored in collaboration with Intercultural and 
International Student Services and the Center for Global 
Education at CSB/SJU.

Our last newsletter (September 2013) 
introduced readers to the Jay Phillips 
Center’s student leadership coordinators, 
Jinxi Han and Bridget Barry. This 
semester Bridget is studying abroad in 
India, and Hannah Houts, a sophomore 
majoring in political science and peace 
studies, has stepped in to work with Jinxi 
in leading the center’s student leadership 
group, Interfaith Leaders (IFL). Jinxi 
and Hannah have planned three exciting 
and engaging interfaith opportunities for 
February, and with other IFL members 
they are planning a number of activities 
for the remainder of the semester. Here 
are the three February events:

What: Eat Better Together meal
Who: Hmong students will talk about 
their shamanist traditions, and attendees 
will enjoy a free Vietnamese ‘Pho meal.
When: Friday, February 7, 5:30 p.m.
Where: McKeown Center, SJU
How: Please RSVP immediately to 
Jinxi Han at j1han@csbsju.edu

What: Talk Better Together student discussion 
Who: Open to all CSB/SJU students. We will watch a 
few excerpts from the PBS series Women, War, & Peace 
and discuss some interfaith aspects of the series, in which 
women engage in interfaith action to prevent and solve 
violent situations. 
When: Monday, February 10, 4:30 p.m.
Where: Ardolf Science Center 121, CSB
How: No sign up necessary

What: Film screening and group discussion
Who: Open to all CSB/SJU students. We will watch a 
historical documentary called The War of the Word, which 
is about powerful women in medieval Christianity, Islam, 
and Buddhism and how they shaped their respective 
traditions.
When:  Wednesday, February 26 (time TBD)
Where: TBD (likely Alcuin Library, SJU)
How: No sign up necessary

Student-Led Interfaith Initiatives
Public Events, continued from page 3

Jinxi Han

Bridget Barry

Hannah Houts

http://vimeo.com/34398578
http://vimeo.com/34398578
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Rabbi Mordechai Levin greets 
Dr. Elizabeth Galbraith after his 
November 18 lecture “Pope Francis 
and the Jewish People” delivered at 
SJU to nearly 200 people. Levine, who 
met fellow Argentinean Cardinal Jorge 
Bergoglio before he became Pope, 
reviewed the cardinal’s relationship 
with Argentina’s Jewish community in 
the context of the history of Catholic-
Jewish relations in Argentina and 
what it may tell us about the future of 
Catholic-Jewish relations around the 
world. Dr. Galbraith’s husband, SJU 
President Michael Hemesath, looks on. 

Fall 2013 Public Events

We invite you to join our conversations on Facebook, Google+, and Twitter. 
Details regarding our center and our programs can be found here:
www.csbsju.edu/Jay-Phillips-Center

Before a standing-
room-only crowd at 
SJU on October 2, 

2013, Rabbi David 
Wirtschafter (right), 

visiting scholar in Jewish studies 
with the Jay Phillips Center, interviewed 
award-winning journalist John 
Rosengren, SJU ‘86, about the subject 
of his new book, Hank Greenberg: The 
Hero of Heroes, which explores religious 
and moral dilemmas faced by the Hall 
of Fame ballplayer who, according 
to Rosengren, “transformed the way 
Gentiles viewed Jews and the way Jews 
saw themselves.”

http://www.csbsju.edu/Jay-Phillips-Center.htm
https://plus.google.com/117627762479412178231/posts
https://www.facebook.com/SJUJPC
https://twitter.com/JPCIFL

