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Islamic spiritual writers say that the first cry of the newborn baby
and the last breath of the dying person

together make up and proclaim the divine name.

~~~

This is the covenant that I will make with them after those days,
declared the Lord:

I will put my law on their hearts, and write it on their minds.
Jeremiah 31

Some of my students over the last forty years have been raised in one of the religious 
traditions of our world—Indigenous, Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Sikh, Buddhist, or Hindu. 
Canada is a pluralistic society and all faith communities have made it their home. Other 
students, and there are an increasing number, define themselves as “nones”, no declared 
religion. Curiously, many students who identify as religious understand their faith in terms of 
a narrow, often fundamentalist framework, and are surprised to learn of the depth of the 
religious tradition of which they are a part. Others who are secular are equally surprised to 
discover the genius of religious traditions to surface questions that are also their questions 
about the meaning and purpose of life and how one should then live. Some students come 
seeking faith. Some come to learn about their own faith and others come to learn about the 
religion of others. Some come in search of a faith that speaks to their sense of anomie, of 
meaninglessness. And, some (not a few although fewer than in the past) come because they 
seek to understand what they see as the harm religion has done in the geo-political arena of 
our world.  

In this paper I will explore ways of teaching religion in a pluralistic society that do the 
following: (1) hold the beauty of faith in the forefront, while not dismissing the struggles and 
missteps of religiously based ideologies; (2) care for the students’ deepening of their own 
faith tradition and encourage them to explore the gift of spiritual discipline; (3) open each 
student to the religious understanding of others and point to forms of regard for others 
rooted in their own faith’s deepest wells of meaning; (4) take seriously the task of caring for 
the students’ growing knowledge of their own and other religious traditions and caring for 
their soul’s formation; (5) explore how religious literacy is a necessary requirement for 
understanding much of the struggle going on in our fragile world and cultivate their capacity 
to engage in life-giving ways.  

The Gift of Pluralism to the Religious Mind
Religious and ideological pluralism is a reality in our world, even formally so in my country 
Canada. In Canada, a nation comprised largely of immigrants and refugees, a portion of the 
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whole of the human family has come to make it their home. For many, the first thing they 
do when reaching their destination, even when it is seen as exile, is to bow or prostrate and 
let the words of praise and thanksgiving pass their lips. The first institutions they transplant 
are a church, synagogue, mosque, or temple. It is followed quickly by consecrating holy 
ground to receive their too-soon departed loved ones. Burial sanctifies a place. A new-land 
which moments before appeared an unfamiliar if not empty space is, in a moment, a place 
where the holy draws near, a place where the fragility of mortality and the eternal touch: 
“And God, God was in this place, and I, I did not know.”1 The echo of ancestor, thought to 
have been left behind in the homeland, suddenly murmurs, a whisper passing through the 
aspen trees and slowly crawling up and down the slopes within eye shot, past grave markers 
and old forgotten wells. Home is in the making and the making of home, the making is in 
planting, planting our dead. The “surface rites”2 from the past make the future; from the 
homeland they make the new-land, a holy land. 
  
The Gift of Teaching in a Pluralistic World
Many scholars of my generation and older spent most of their academic life arguing for a 
secularization theory.  Modernity, they argued, would eventually lead to a decline in religion. 
They were blinded by what they saw as unfolding in Western Europe and by their fellow 
colleagues in the intelligentsia that emerged in the 1960s in the West. The social and cultural 
transformation brought about by science and technology has led many to a “secular frame,” 
as Charles Taylor has argued, a way of seeing the world without religious transcendence.3 
Taylor overstates the case for modernity just as those who adopted a secularization theory 
grossly exaggerated theirs. “We don’t live in a secular age; we live in a pluralist age.”4 

As a student I resisted the professors’ claims that modernity would wipe religion from 
human consciousness. In my work both teaching and doing research I shaped my field 
research work in the various religious communities of Western Canada, spending time with 
men and women whose lives were deeply shaped by the disciplines of their particular 
religious traditions.5 Not only was a sense of transcendence alive to them, it provided them 
with a way of navigating modernity and of understanding the religious pluralism surrounding 
them in a part of the world where your neighbour was as likely to be a Hindu, Muslim or 
atheist, as a Christian from a different church than yours. They lived attentive to and 
informed by a particular religious tradition and were largely comfortable in the common civil 

1 Genesis 28:16.
2 “Surface rights” is a local phrase in Western Canada associated with a farmer’s right to be 
compensated by oil companies that drill and extract oil from below the surface. The carbon 
fuel made over millennium from the bones of dinosaurs and other creatures is pumped up to 
feed the hunger for energy. The dead feed the living and the new “surface rites” sanctify the 
ground—drawing forth a world of meaning “I didn’t know I knew.”  
3 Charles Taylor, The Secular Age (Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, England: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University, 2007).
4 The eminent American sociologist Peter Berger, after contributing to secularization theory 
for the first third of his career, awakened to the empirical evidence to the contrary. See his 
The Many Altars of Modernity (2014) as well as his summary of the gifts of pluralism in, “The 
Good of Religious Pluralism,” First Things, April 2016.   
5 In the Fields of Meaning, David J. Goa (2015) explores my experience and various themes and 
issues that unfolded in forty years of field research work. 
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life shaped by a liberal democratic society largely informed by a secular polity that continues 
to struggle to become open to pluralism.6 The students who have come to my classes during 
this period have grown up in a society in which religious pluralism is largely taken for 
granted. 

The term “pluralism” was coined by the American philosopher Horace Kallen (1882-1974) 
and means “the coexistence, generally peaceful, of different religions, worldviews, and value 
systems within the same society.”7 While the conditions of Canada and the United States of 
America, both countries of immigration, are particular, pluralism is not unique in the history 
of our world. The Ottoman Empire had a particular way of holding together distinctive 
religious communities in the bonds of citizenship—and we can find other historical 
examples. With the globalization of our world, pluralism is now a common feature. Two 
simple statistics make this clear: there are 100 million Christians in communist China and 
well over seventeen million Muslims in the European Union. 

In his article on “The Good of Religious Pluralism” Peter Berger has noted four major 
benefits of religious pluralism. Each is important to consider as we go about teaching 
students in the twenty-first century. Let me briefly sketch each of the benefits Berger 
identifies.

First benefit: “It becomes more difficult to take a religious tradition for granted.”8 My students grow up 
surrounded by other people who treasure religious traditions and spiritual disciplines, virtues 
and values, different than the ones they were brought up with. This may, and often does, 
create uncertainty, a shudder of doubt about the truth of their inherited faith. Some students 
find the dissonance too much and harden their religious perspectives into one or another of 
the fundamentalist projects that are on offer. Others convert, adopting a spiritual discipline 
of another faith they deem free of the inadequacies of the faith of their fathers. They 
become Buddhist or humanists, adopting a hybrid version of these traditions. They know, or 
think they know, the vagaries of the faith of their fathers and know nothing of the historical 
struggles and missteps of their newly-adopted faith. Others adopt a secularist perspective, 
assured that science will eventually provide them with all they need to live a good and 
fruitful life. 

When I see this uncertainty arise in the mind and heart of a student, it concerns me. The 
challenge is how to move the student through this kind of adolescent uncertainty—to see 
that a mature faith, at least for some and perhaps for many in our pluralistic world, requires 
an act of decision to explore and deepen our understanding of our faith, what elsewhere I 
have called a “deep religion.” The shudder of uncertainty can become the springboard 
moving a student to engage the depth and texture of the faith they have inherited.

6 Canada, in its British and French phases, was largely a “Christian country.” Following the 
Second World War and particularly post 1970s it has become home to many of the religious 
families of the world. The increasing religious pluralism has led to various challenges and, 
through them, to a pluralist policy. 
7 Peter Berger, “The Good of Religious Pluralism,” 2-3. 
8 Berger 4.
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Second benefit: “Freedom is a great gift, and pluralism opens up new areas of freedom.”9 This benefit is 
more complex than it may at first appear. While Christianity and Islam both recognize the 
intimate link between dignity, faith and freedom, the capacity to exercise freedom in religious 
choices requires a substantial spiritual formation rooted both in the depth of religious 
tradition and in commitments to religious community. Religious homogeneity may be easier 
but the opportunity for the full flourishing of a life of faith comes when the mind, heart, and 
will are moved beyond simply what is given by osmosis to be cultivated and nurtured both 
by disciplined learning and the encounter with others who stand on different ground. 

Third benefit: “If pluralism is combined with religious freedom, all religious institutions become in fact 
voluntary associations (whether religious believers find this theologically congenial or not).”10 This benefit, 
Berger argues (and here he is clearly a child of the modern West), changes the structures of 
authority, “between clergy and laypeople, between churches, and between them and the 
state.”11 Even in hierarchical churches the laity gain power. Religious institutions can no 
longer rest on their position of historical privilege but must make the case for their 
understanding of the good and the truth in the new dynamism of pluralism. The 
development of a secular state, as we see in much of Europe and North America, and the 
various doctrines of the separation of church and state (whether de jure, as in France and the 
United States of America, or de facto, as in England) places the “law within a secular 
discourse.”12 Citizens may have widely differing reasons for affirming the law or for taking 
exception to it. This variety of perspectives enriches the public sphere. It also challenges 
particular religious discourses to reason in the public sphere and seek common ground if, 
indeed, it can be found. In Canada, this benefit has largely strengthened democratic culture 
and opened public institutions to the variety of religious communities who make Canada 
their home. Over the next hundred years I expect we will see new and distinct ways of 
shaping and engaging public religion in largely religiously-homogenous countries where the 
established religion also seeks to accommodate minority religious perspectives. 

Fourth benefit: Pluralism influences individual believers and religious communities to distinguish between 
the core of their faith and less central elements.13 Over the course of my forty years of field research 
work in a variety of religious communities I have often been asked if this engagement has 
relativized my faith. “Have I not experienced ‘cognitive contamination.’” to use Peter 
Berger’s term? My work has largely been an exploration with men and women deeply rooted 
in their faith and living out of its spiritual disciplines. I have wanted to understand how their 
faith has shaped their capacity to engage our form of modernity which has so often seemed 
inimical to religious faith. What was clear to me early on in my work (and yet a surprise to 
most of my religious studies colleagues) is that the men and women with the least fear of 
those who did not share their faith and with the greatest capacity to engage them were not 
those that held to a “liberal” religious ideology. Rather, those most free of fear and with the 
greatest capacity to engage across religious cultures where precisely those with the highest 
cultivated spiritual disciplines. Their disciplines give them an ease with what was central to 
their faith and an ability to care for many of the secondary matter; they do not confuse the 

9 Berger 5.
10 Berger 5.
11 Berger 6.
12 Berger 6.
13 Berger 6.
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two, but rather they find the distinctions interesting and illuminating. For my part, these 
relationships that often also became spiritual friendships sharpened my understanding of 
what is central to my Christian faith and provided rich and complex ways of understanding 
why secondary matters of a faith tradition often turn into destructive ideologies shading the 
core of faith.        

Encountering the Religion of Others
Those of us who have the privilege of teaching religious studies enter the landscape of 
understanding students bring to the class. What they bring, the furnishings of their mind and 
the early stages of their soul’s formation, present particular challenges and opportunities. 
Since the study of religion engages what is held to be deeply personal and engages that which 
is also transcendent it cannot be treated solely from the perspectives, historical and 
theoretical, that shapes so much of the study of other disciplines within the humanities. A 
heightened sense of the dignity of each student is imperative. To teach well not only requires 
hearing what the student has to say about their faith and that of others, but also calls on us 
to discern what is behind what is said. Fears of “cognitive contamination” when teaching 
about religious traditions other than what the student is familiar with must be taken 
seriously. In conversation with them two matters typically surface. First, they are afraid of 
the religion of others who believe and practice in ways unfamiliar to them. Second, this lack 
of knowledge has made them vulnerable to popular images of other religions that have taken 
root in their own religious communities or that circulate in the media as a response to geo-
political issues our world is struggling with. The second issue is closer to home. The great 
religious traditions of our world all have ways of inviting us to engage the stranger, the 
sojourner, those who are not part of our immediate community, and those who do not share 
our religious tradition. Drawing forward the cache of the religious tradition’s understanding 
of others and doing so in ways that deepen the students’ regard for what they did not know 
about their own tradition, while challenging to the student, has the capacity to deepen the 
knowledge of their own faith and ease their fear of the other.        

The Art of Engaging Others
We have a long history of the study of confessional theology in the West. Seminaries 
typically shaped their work in terms of deepening the students’ grasp and understanding of a 
particular wing of the Christian tradition. Often the whole patrimony of Christian thought 
was mined to show how “what has always and everywhere” been taught back through the 
medieval period to the early church and to the divine revelation itself simply led to the 
“perfection” of the theological home represented by a particular denomination’s theology. 
With the migration of the study of theology and religious studies into universities, the 
comparative study of theology developed. This approach, in its initial period, compared 
theological ideas and various scriptures. Idea and text was the focus. For those professors 
with a liberal mind set, “universals” was the accent. For those professors who remained 
committed to a particular theological school of thought, comparative studies served to 
highlight the superiority of their understanding. In both cases the reduction of the religious 
life to theology and scripture ignored the spiritual life and the oceans of meaning that 
informed and illuminated the life of the faithful within the tradition being examined. With 
the development of sociological approaches to religion, the accent shifts again and students 
are taught various modern methods for the examination of religious “diseases.” The study of 
religion became the study of issues of power, gender, race, and class.  
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My approach, both to the study of religion and the teaching of religion, moved in a quite 
different direction. Meeting men and women of faith within each of the religious traditions 
of our world, being with them in religious settings in churches, synagogues, mosques, and 
temples, attending to their prayer, meditation, and contemplation both in community and in 
their homes, along with sustained conversations about the spiritual life has taught me that 
theology and religious ideas as well as scripture are all part of the living tradition of 
faithfulness, and only engaging idea and scripture text skews one’s understanding. Theology 
and scripture animated their existential concerns. Their spiritual disciplines gave them a 
language with which to engage the profound questions that arise in life—questions of 
meaning in all its forms, from the encounter with the mysteries of birth, love, and death to 
the struggles to engage and make sense and seek to be present to “the organized 
inadequacies” of daily life. The study of religion and the teaching of it that is not anchored in 
the “living tradition” of the faithful, in its own terms, remains on the surface. It reduces the 
life of faith and the power of revelation and, at best, giving us a glimpse of what is 
understood to be true and good in the religion but ignores what is beautiful and unfolding at 
the heart of human experience. Without an encounter with the spiritual disciplines of the 
faithful we diminish the “living tradition of the dead” and make of it the study of the “dead 
faith of the living.”14       

Caring for the Mind, Heart, and Soul of Students
What is our first obligation when teaching religion to students? Is there an obligation unique 
and particular to such teaching, an obligation we need to be alert to in order to teach 
effectively? When my Muslim brothers and sisters attend to the hours of prayer, they wash 
and take off their shoes. This simple act takes note of entering onto holy ground, entering 
the presence of the very mystery of life, seeking the presence of God. For my part when I 
walk to the class to teach I pause for a moment and pray. I ask for the grace to listen with 
care both to what students say and to the murmur of their heart’s desire. I pray that my 
preoccupations and assumptions fade and that we all be given a living Word that illuminates 
our heart and mind, deepens the capacity for faith, and broadens the capacity for 
compassion. I ask for the anointing of mercy on all that is spoken, all which is heard. This is 
not pious sentiment. Rather, it is the simple recognition that students come, whether they 
know it or not, seeking meaning—meaning beyond what they know, meaning worthy of a 
human life, meaning that makes it possible to reach across the normal boundaries of our 
experience and open the precincts of divine grace. To teach religious studies is to walk on 
holy ground.

Our first obligation is to regard the faith (or lack of it) of each student—however simple or 
misguided, however profound and formed—as central to why we are drawn together to 
study and seek understanding and depth. How and what they understand of their own faith 
requires my attention and my care. Doing what I can to open opportunities for them to 
deepen their understanding of and engagement in their faith is my first obligation. The 
reason is obvious: if I am not attentive to the landscape of meaning as it exists in them when 

14 “Tradition is the living faith of the dead. Traditionalism is the dead faith of the living.” The 
origins of this expression are obscure. It highlights not only what happens when spiritual 
disciplines become colonized by ideology, but also what happens when those of us who 
teach religion fail to attend to those animating disciplines and reduce religion to idea and 
text. 
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they come to the class there is little chance they will be confident enough to consider either 
the depth of the tradition they claim to be part of but only know in part or the spiritual 
pathways of others who they do not know and may fear. Care for the soul is central to 
effective studies in the religious life. 

A second obligation—one we share with other disciplines—is to romance the student to the 
study of religion. They need to glimpse my love for the subject, the privilege I have had in 
knowing women and men for whom faithfulness to spiritual disciplines freed them, at least 
in part, from the excesses of fear and desire, and opened them to the gifts of divine 
revelation and brought grace to the way they engaged the life of the world. From romance, 
the kindling of delight in how the great religious traditions of the world have cared about 
and engaged the questions and struggles that students also have, our study needs to call forth 
the depth of religious traditions. Religious traditions are oceans of meaning. When we begin 
to see this both within our own cherished tradition of faith and in that of other religious 
traditions it deepens our humility. The shadow of religious ideologies, our own or those we 
assume of others,’ is lifted. What we come to know is how each tradition speaks to questions 
of what constitutes the good and the true and also how the life of faith is animated by what 
is beautiful. Only on such ground, or so it seems to me, should we begin that analysis of 
religious traditions, considerations of the missteps, distortions, and disordered 
understandings which have sometimes led to the need for reforms, and have called forth 
prophets and guides—usually from within the heart of the tradition itself.    
   
A Special Word on Teaching the “Nones” and Fundamentalists
Statistical studies suggest that well over a quarter of the population of Canada are religiously 
unaffiliated. Not surprisingly, we have students attending religious studies classes who have 
never heard a prayer or held a sacred text in their hands. Yet that they have lived without any 
direct connection to a religious tradition does not mean they are without the concerns that 
are central to religious traditions. Many of my students have come to classes precisely to 
explore questions of meaning and, in most cases, are looking for a language thorough which 
they can refine the questions and explore how these questions have been engaged by the 
human family. Some are confessing atheists; others like to describe themselves as “spiritual 
not religious.” Most who declare themselves atheist share with religious fundamentalists a 
narrow and brittle set of ideas and hold to them in absolutist terms which often mask a 
disappointment or hurt. 

Religious fundamentalists, mostly Christians, who come to my classes have been shaped by 
recent movements within the Christian tradition, are riveted by a particular and small set of 
religious and ethical concerns and proof texts, and are accustomed to reaffirming their views 
in the context of likeminded people. Often their way of identifying themselves is over 
against those they see as dangerous Christians who damage the absolutes that are the 
bulwark of the boundaries of their understanding of the faith. Having such students in class 
is a particular privilege. They come with strongly-held beliefs and strongly-held prejudices 
that surface easily. This offers compelling pedagogical opportunities. With them as with 
others my first obligation is to hear what they say, to seek to hear what is behind their 
concerns and prejudices, and to encourage them to as fulsome an expression as they are able 
to articulate. I can often add to what they say, giving other (and often better) arguments for 
their position. What I also do is lead them into a consideration of the origins and traditions 
they participate in and about which they rarely know anything. Their ground of suspicion 
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and doubt of other perspectives as well as their favoured absolutes shares in a long tradition 
as well, a tradition of thought that is anchored both within and outside of religious 
traditions. 

Once we move into the landscape of questions of meaning—whether about the divine, 
revelation, the soul, the nature and destiny of the being of the human, the mystery of birth, 
love and death, the vagaries of human communities, or the gifts of spiritual discipline—the 
conversation moves from the brittle ground of absolutist opinions to an exploration of how 
these questions have unfolded in each of their lives. At this point, more often than not, they 
are open to learning how other human beings through the gift of religious ideas and spiritual 
disciples have come to understand the questions which, much to their surprise, they share 
with the great religious traditions. At this point their study of religion can begin; at this point 
their self-understanding ripens.  

Religious Literacy for the Life of the World
Madeline Albright (1937 - ) and John Kerry (1943 - ) both served as Secretary of State for 
the United States of America, the former under President Clinton and the latter under 
President Obama. Albright served from 1997 – 2001 and Kerry served from 2013 – 2017. 
Both were in the midst of a set of arduous geo-political issues. In the last several years they 
have talked publically about their lack of knowledge about many of these issues they faced 
and their limited ability and skill in addressing these issues effectively. Their ignorance of 
religion made them vulnerable to shrill voices coming from the two silos of religious and 
secular fundamentalists. If they had a chance to do it over again, both would have studied 
religion since only with a deep understanding of its place in human culture and the forces 
religion can marshal is there any chance to properly engage what has unfolded in the last half 
of the twentieth century and what we have seen in this century.15 Religious literacy is one of 
the foremost needs in our world. The age of only being educated and formed in our own 
treasured tradition has not ended; but in the age of pluralism it is not enough. The age of 
being religiously literate both in the depth of our own faith and in how it has shaped our 
religious brothers and sisters, and knowing enough about the faith of others so we can live 
as dignified neighbours appreciating the gifts others treasure and resisting those who would 
reduce whole religious communities to the few who would seek to colonize the faith for 
political purposes is upon us. Are we ready to do this significant work on behalf of our own 
religious tradition, our own countries and for the life of the fragile and suffering world? We 
had better be.     

Towards a Paradigm for Teaching in the Age of Pluralism
We live in a pluralistic world. Globalism has brought many changes and not the least is 
requiring us to become religiously literate. Our students come, some wanting to learn about 
religious missteps, some about their own religion, some about the religion of others, and 
some to find a religious home. In my part of the world and elsewhere we are now 
neighbours of families whose faith and practice is unfamiliar. They speak with a foreign 
religious vernacular. The fear of cognitive contamination that I noted at the beginning of this 
essay has opened the door to both religious and secular fundamentalists and those who mine 

15 Madeleine Albright, The Mighty and the Almighty, Reflections on America, God, and World Affairs. 
New York: HarperCollings, 2006. John Kerry, “We ignore the global impact of religion at 
our peril,” America, September 2015, 2015.
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the rich oceans of meaning within religious traditions and seek to galvanize the vulnerable 
faithful around fear and anxiety. It occurs across communities and within all traditions. Our 
work is cut out for us. We need to teach with compassion so those of our students who are 
struggling with the great questions of meaning have a chance to deepen their understanding 
and knowledge. The antidote to all forms of fundamentalism is a deep religion. As our 
students move out of the academy into lives of service they need to be religiously literate, 
knowing that each religious tradition’s understanding of what is true and good also has given 
some of my neighbours a regard for life and a pattern of living that are beautiful—even 
when I do not understand. As religious studies professors this is our share in helping the 
human family come to a place of peace, knowing that each of us is a descendent of Adam, 
each of us a “mirror of Allah.”    
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