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Toward	  a	  Field	  of	  Interfaith	  Studies:	  Emerging	  Questions	  and	  
Considerations	  
Contributors:	  Jeanine	  Diller,	  Eboo	  Patel,	  Jennifer	  Peace,	  Colleen	  
Windham-‐Hughes	  	  
	  

Over	  the	  past	  several	  years,	  a	  robust	  conversation	  about	  the	  role	  of	  interfaith	  and	  
interreligious	  engagement	  and	  the	  academic	  study	  of	  religion	  has	  emerged	  at	  the	  Annual	  
Meeting	  of	  the	  American	  Academy	  of	  Religion	  (AAR),	  the	  major	  gathering	  of	  religious	  
studies	  and	  theology	  scholars	  in	  the	  United	  States.	  Since	  the	  2013	  Annual	  Meeting,	  the	  
addition	  of	  a	  new	  group	  focusing	  on	  Interreligious	  and	  Interfaith	  Studies	  at	  Annual	  Meeting	  
has	  helped	  foster	  dialogue	  and	  scholarship	  within	  this	  emerging	  field	  as	  well	  as	  connect	  
scholars	  from	  diverse	  corners	  of	  religious	  studies	  and	  theologies.	  
	  

We1	  organized	  this	  roundtable	  conversation,	  “Toward	  a	  Field	  of	  Interfaith	  Studies:	  
Emerging	  Questions	  and	  Consideration,”	  at	  the	  2014	  AAR	  Annual	  Meeting	  in	  order	  to	  
explore	  several	  theoretical	  questions	  raised	  by	  the	  emergence	  of	  this	  area	  of	  study	  as	  well	  
as	  the	  practical	  implications	  of	  these	  questions.	  The	  conversation	  engaged	  scholars	  from	  
diverse	  institutions	  (a	  public	  university,	  a	  theological	  school,	  and	  a	  private,	  religiously-‐
affiliated	  liberal	  arts	  university,	  and	  the	  leader	  of	  a	  national	  non-‐profit	  focused	  on	  interfaith	  
and	  higher	  education);	  in	  the	  conversation	  we	  sought	  to	  explore	  the	  following	  questions:	  
	  

• What	  should	  the	  field	  of	  interreligious	  and	  interfaith	  studies	  look	  like?	  What	  can	  we	  
say	  about	  the	  research	  agenda,	  signature	  pedagogies,	  and	  learning	  outcomes	  that	  
might	  emerge	  from	  this	  work?	  

• Is	  this	  field	  interdisciplinary,	  and	  if	  so,	  what	  other	  disciplines	  might	  play	  a	  role	  in	  
shaping	  the	  field?	  What	  does	  that	  mean	  for	  scholars	  of	  religion?	  

• What	  posture	  should	  religious	  studies	  take	  to	  this	  emerging	  field?	  How	  is	  
interreligious	  and	  interfaith	  studies	  different	  from	  or	  similar	  to	  already	  existing	  
subfields	  in	  religious	  studies,	  such	  as	  comparative	  religions	  or	  comparative	  
theology?	  

	  
What	  follows	  is	  based	  on	  the	  comments	  that	  the	  four	  panelists	  gave	  for	  our	  roundtable	  
discussion;	  their	  comments	  were	  followed	  by	  a	  lively	  conversation	  with	  the	  audience.	  
	  
Eboo	  Patel	  

A	  few	  years	  ago,	  the	  senior	  staff	  at	  Interfaith	  Youth	  (the	  folks	  who	  do	  most	  of	  the	  
hiring	  at	  the	  organization)	  started	  noticing	  a	  sharp	  increase	  in	  the	  number	  of	  applicants	  
saying	  that	  they	  had	  taken	  “interfaith	  courses”	  as	  undergraduates.	  We	  were	  thrilled	  by	  this	  
development.	  Unlike	  organizations	  in	  more	  established	  fields	  like	  education	  and	  health	  

                                                
1	  This	  panel	  coordination	  also	  included	  the	  work	  of	  Cassie	  Meyer,	  Faculty	  Partnerships	  Consultant,	  Interfaith	  
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care,	  we	  found	  it	  difficult	  to	  hire	  people	  with	  the	  specific	  knowledge-‐base	  and	  skill	  set	  we	  
needed.	  “Ramp	  up”	  time	  at	  IFYC	  was	  typically	  long	  as	  new	  staff	  learned	  the	  various	  
intricacies	  of	  bridge-‐building	  between	  people	  who	  orient	  around	  religion	  differently,	  and	  
the	  ramp	  itself	  was	  steep.	  So	  naturally,	  learning	  that	  courses	  were	  emerging	  that	  would	  
prepare	  students	  for	  our	  area	  of	  work	  was	  very	  exciting	  to	  us.	  	  

	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  As	  we	  started	  digging	  deeper	  into	  this	  new	  crop	  of	  applicants,	  we	  came	  to	  a	  startling	  
realization.	  No	  two	  of	  the	  applicants	  claiming	  “interfaith	  coursework”	  on	  their	  resume	  
seemed	  to	  have	  learned	  or	  done	  the	  same	  thing.	  Interfaith	  for	  one	  applicant	  was	  a	  course	  
on	  personal	  spiritual	  journeys,	  for	  another	  it	  was	  about	  violence	  in	  the	  Middle	  East	  and	  for	  
a	  third	  it	  was	  about	  Catholicism’s	  relationship	  with	  other	  religions.	  The	  reading	  lists	  had	  
little	  in	  common,	  even	  the	  way	  “interfaith”	  was	  defined	  varied	  widely.	  	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Part	  of	  the	  work	  we	  do	  at	  Interfaith	  Youth	  Core	  is	  visit	  campuses,	  which	  gave	  us	  the	  
opportunity	  to	  ask	  faculty	  and	  administrators	  questions	  about	  the	  observations	  noted	  
above.	  We	  learned	  that	  interfaith	  had	  become	  “a	  thing”	  on	  campuses,	  including	  in	  the	  
curriculum.	  This	  seemed	  to	  be	  the	  case	  for	  three	  often	  overlapping	  reasons:	  campuses	  
themselves	  had	  become	  increasingly	  religiously	  diverse;	  students	  were	  increasingly	  
interested	  in	  exploring	  issues	  of	  personal	  spirituality	  but	  not	  studying	  “traditional	  
religion;”	  and	  religion	  was	  all	  over	  the	  evening	  news	  (often	  in	  ugly	  ways)	  and	  colleges	  felt	  
they	  had	  a	  civic	  and	  educational	  duty	  to	  engage	  the	  contemporary	  manifestations	  of	  
religion.	  Interfaith	  wound	  up	  being	  a	  catch-‐all	  term	  to	  engage	  these	  three	  distinct	  but	  
related	  dynamics,	  often	  in	  distinct	  and	  unrelated	  ways.	  	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  A	  conversation	  started	  bubbling	  up	  amidst	  our	  internal	  team	  and	  our	  broader	  
network	  on	  college	  campuses:	  what	  ought	  it	  mean	  when	  the	  term	  ‘interfaith’	  shows	  up	  in	  
the	  course	  catalogue?	  If	  you	  graduate	  with	  a	  sociology	  major,	  it	  probably	  means	  that	  you	  
have	  read	  Marx,	  Weber	  and	  Durkheim,	  and	  that	  you	  know	  something	  about	  quantitative	  
and	  qualitative	  research	  methods.	  If	  you	  graduate	  with	  a	  nursing	  degree,	  there	  are	  certain	  
things	  that	  hospitals	  that	  hire	  nurses	  expect	  you	  are	  able	  to	  do.	  	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Is	  there	  a	  knowledge-‐base	  and	  a	  skill-‐set	  that	  we	  should	  expect	  graduates	  of	  
interfaith	  courses	  to	  have?	  Is	  there	  a	  canon	  in	  this	  field?	  Is	  it	  even	  a	  field,	  meaning,	  is	  there	  
an	  animal	  called	  ‘interfaith	  studies’	  that	  is	  distinct	  from,	  say,	  comparative	  religions	  or	  
religious	  studies?	  As	  minors	  and	  concentrations	  in	  interfaith	  studies	  emerge,	  what	  
promises	  are	  the	  creators	  of	  such	  academic	  programs	  making	  to	  the	  outside	  world,	  
implicitly	  at	  least?	  That	  the	  State	  Department	  should	  hire	  them	  because	  they	  are	  ready	  to	  
do	  conflict	  resolution	  in	  places	  like	  Belfast	  or	  Baghdad?	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  The	  purpose	  of	  this	  panel	  at	  the	  American	  Academy	  of	  Religion	  is	  to	  put	  the	  larger	  
issue	  about	  the	  definition	  of	  “interfaith	  studies”	  to	  a	  set	  of	  faculty	  members	  experienced	  in	  
teaching	  interfaith	  courses	  and	  currently	  working	  on	  designing	  more	  ambitious	  interfaith	  
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curricular	  programs	  like	  minors	  and	  concentrations.	  We	  thought	  we	  would	  get	  into	  the	  
conversation	  by	  asking	  them	  the	  following	  questions:	  	  
	  

• What	  are	  the	  transformational	  moments	  in	  your	  own	  life/work	  that	  got	  you	  thinking	  
about	  interfaith	  studies?	  What	  does	  your	  interfaith	  studies	  work	  look	  like	  now?	  

• What	  are	  the	  tensions	  that	  we	  experience	  and	  how	  do	  we	  make	  those	  productive?	  	  
• What	  is	  the	  historical	  moment	  that	  we’re	  in	  currently	  (and	  where	  has	  the	  interfaith	  

field	  been	  previously),	  so	  that	  interfaith/interreligious	  studies	  is	  something	  that’s	  
emerging	  now?	  

Jeanine	  Diller	  
I	  came	  to	  the	  field	  of	  interfaith	  studies	  at	  a	  conference	  in	  the	  spring	  of	  2007.	  By	  this	  

time,	  I	  had	  been	  steeped	  for	  years	  in	  analytic	  philosophy	  of	  religion,	  had	  developed	  an	  
alternative	  to	  the	  reigning	  idea	  of	  God	  as	  perfect,	  and	  had	  co-‐organized	  this	  conference	  to	  
explore	  some	  other	  alternative	  ideas	  of	  God	  I	  had	  come	  across	  along	  the	  way.	  As	  the	  
proceedings	  were	  coming	  to	  a	  close,	  there	  was	  a	  consensus	  that	  our	  discussion,	  though	  
interesting,	  had	  been	  focused	  too	  narrowly	  on	  Christian	  views	  of	  God,	  and	  that	  it	  was	  no	  
good	  to	  go	  on	  ignoring	  other	  religions’	  views	  since	  they	  were	  squarely	  germane.	  There	  
were	  nods	  all	  around,	  and	  a	  nod	  within	  me,	  so	  much	  so	  that	  when	  Asa	  Kasher	  and	  I	  decided	  
to	  convert	  the	  work	  of	  the	  conference	  into	  a	  book,	  we	  heeded	  the	  attendees	  and	  set	  out	  to	  
collect	  essays	  from	  across	  the	  spectrum	  of	  religious	  and	  philosophical	  ideas	  of	  God	  and	  –	  
now	  that	  the	  work	  was	  opening	  up	  –	  other	  ultimate	  realities.	  	  

	  
During	  the	  five	  years	  that	  the	  book	  was	  growing,	  so	  was	  my	  interfaith	  awareness.	  I	  

got	  regular	  glimpses	  of	  religious	  landscapes	  entirely	  different	  from	  my	  own.	  I	  interacted	  
with	  experts	  from	  a	  multitude	  of	  traditions	  about	  the	  object	  of	  religious	  concern	  at	  the	  
heart	  of	  these	  traditions.	  I	  was	  also	  hired	  during	  this	  period	  into	  my	  current	  position	  at	  the	  
University	  of	  Toledo,	  which	  threw	  me	  into	  a	  sort	  of	  academic	  interfaith	  trifecta	  –	  adding	  
teaching	  and	  service	  on	  interfaith	  issues	  to	  my	  research	  on	  them.	  Among	  my	  
responsibilities	  then	  and	  now	  is	  serving	  as	  the	  Director	  of	  our	  University’s	  Center	  for	  
Religious	  Understanding	  –	  an	  extracurricular	  arm	  that	  promotes	  a	  deeper	  understanding	  of	  
religion	  on	  campus,	  in	  the	  community	  and	  beyond.	  We	  run	  public	  lectures,	  small	  interfaith	  
dialogues,	  an	  after-‐school	  interfaith	  service	  learning	  project,	  occasional	  TV	  interviews,	  and	  
(new	  last	  year)	  an	  all-‐campus	  interfaith	  immersion	  called	  “Holi	  Toledo.”	  

	  
I	  see	  now	  that	  my	  own	  development	  in	  interfaith	  work	  has	  been	  happening	  

alongside	  the	  development	  of	  a	  new	  academic	  field	  within	  it.	  The	  new	  field	  is	  nascent	  
enough	  that	  Eboo	  asks	  above:	  “Is	  it	  even	  a	  field...?”	  I	  answer,	  “Yes.”	  Eboo	  offers	  us	  the	  
following	  helpful	  definition:	  

	  
“Interfaith	  studies	  is	  an	  interdisciplinary	  field	  that	  examines	  the	  multiple	  

dimensions	  of	  how	  individuals	  and	  groups	  who	  orient	  around	  religion	  differently	  interact	  
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with	  one	  another,	  and	  the	  implications	  of	  these	  interactions	  for	  communities,	  civil	  society	  
and	  global	  politics.”2	  	  

	  
This	  gloss	  and	  a	  glance	  at	  the	  American	  Academy	  of	  Religion’s	  program	  units	  

together	  suggest	  it	  would	  be	  natural	  to	  frame	  interfaith	  studies	  as	  a	  subfield	  of	  religious	  
studies.	  Most	  of	  the	  subfields	  on	  AAR’s	  unit	  list	  are	  distinguished	  by	  either	  (1)	  focus	  on	  a	  
topic,	  sometimes	  a	  particular	  religion	  (e.g.,	  Buddhism,	  the	  Study	  of	  Islam)	  and	  sometimes	  
not	  (Women	  and	  Religion)	  or	  (2)	  use	  of	  a	  methodological	  approach	  (e.g.,	  Philosophy	  of	  
Religion,	  Religion	  and	  the	  Social	  Sciences).	  The	  subfield	  of	  interfaith	  studies	  would	  (1)	  
focus	  not	  on	  a	  particular	  tradition	  but	  on	  how	  the	  stuff	  of	  multiple	  traditions	  interact	  and	  
(2)	  do	  so	  using	  many	  disciplinary	  approaches	  germane	  to	  this	  topic,	  each	  of	  which	  could	  
distinguish	  different	  sub-‐subfields.	  For	  example,	  a	  colleague	  of	  mine	  working	  on	  the	  
epistemology	  of	  religious	  disagreement	  might	  be	  doing	  philosophy	  of	  interreligion	  while	  
another	  colleague	  working	  on	  how	  Muslims	  are	  framed	  in	  Western	  media	  sources	  might	  be	  
adding	  to	  the	  subfield	  of	  interreligious	  mass	  communication.	  Someone	  tracing	  the	  
development	  of	  religious	  categories	  in	  south	  Asia	  during	  British	  colonial	  rule	  might	  be	  
doing	  interreligious	  history,	  and	  a	  project	  in	  interreligious	  psychology	  might	  identify	  the	  
range	  of	  affective	  reactions	  people	  experience	  to	  religious	  others	  and	  the	  psychological	  
bases	  for	  and	  results	  of	  such	  reactions.	  In	  addition,	  in	  the	  same	  way	  that	  feminist	  studies	  is	  
a	  subfield	  of	  women’s	  studies	  with	  expertise	  in	  identifying	  arguments	  and	  political	  
strategies	  for	  advancing	  the	  cause	  of	  feminism,	  so	  also	  pluralist	  studies	  could	  be	  a	  subfield	  
of	  interreligious	  studies	  with	  similar	  expertise	  for	  advancing	  the	  cause	  of	  pluralism	  (in	  
Diana	  Eck’s	  sense	  of	  positive	  engagement	  with	  diversity).	  Thus,	  a	  major	  field	  of	  “religious	  
studies,”	  a	  subfield	  “interreligious	  studies,”	  and	  sub-‐subfields	  such	  as	  pluralist	  studies,	  
philosophy	  of	  interreligion,	  interreligious	  history,	  etc.	  I	  advocate	  using	  “interreligious”	  vs.	  
“interfaith”	  studies,	  both	  because	  “interfaith”	  does	  not	  capture	  well	  several	  perspectives	  we	  
would	  want	  under	  discussion	  (e.g.,	  Asian	  and	  indigenous)	  and	  because	  “interfaith”	  can	  
signal	  assent	  to	  an	  implicit	  norm	  of	  interfaith	  cooperation	  about	  which	  some	  parts	  of	  the	  
field	  will	  be	  in	  open-‐ended	  inquiry.	  	  

	  
The	  seeds	  of	  such	  a	  field	  of	  interreligious	  studies	  have	  been	  there	  for	  some	  time,	  

scattered.	  It	  would	  strengthen	  this	  existing	  work	  to	  bring	  it	  together	  as	  a	  field	  since	  this	  
would	  explicitly	  acknowledge	  and	  promote	  its	  interreligious	  content	  and	  help	  scholars	  find	  
each	  other	  and	  collaborate.	  	  

	  
Someone	  might	  ask:	  but	  why	  strengthen	  this	  work,	  why	  now?	  	  Because,	  to	  expand	  

on	  Eboo’s	  thoughts	  above,	  religious	  difference	  is	  hitting	  the	  world	  hard	  now,	  from	  Syria	  
and	  France	  to	  New	  York	  and	  Toledo	  (we	  had	  a	  mosque	  set	  on	  fire	  in	  2012).	  The	  role	  of	  
religion	  in	  these	  events	  is	  complicated,	  and	  the	  role	  of	  interreligion	  even	  more	  so.	  But	  if	  we	  
use	  the	  gifts	  of	  our	  research	  time	  to	  plumb	  these	  realities	  and	  our	  classroom	  time	  to	  teach	  

                                                
2	  Eboo	  Patel,	  “Toward	  a	  Field	  of	  Interfaith	  Studies,”	  Liberal	  Education,	  9,	  no.	  4	  (2013).	  Accessed	  March	  3,	  
2015.	  Available	  online	  at	  http://www.aacu.org/liberaleducation/2013/fall/patel.	  	  
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what	  we	  learn,	  maybe,	  just	  maybe,	  we	  and	  our	  students	  can	  become	  part	  of	  the	  solution	  to	  
handling	  religious	  difference	  in	  our	  world	  more	  carefully	  and	  calmly.	  It’s	  worth	  building	  a	  
field	  to	  increase	  our	  chances.	  

	  
Jennifer	  Peace	  

Taking	  up	  Eboo	  Patel’s	  first	  pair	  of	  questions:	  “What	  are	  the	  transformational	  
moments	  in	  your	  own	  life/work	  that	  got	  you	  thinking	  about	  interfaith	  studies?	  What	  does	  
your	  interfaith	  studies	  work	  look	  like	  now?”	  brings	  to	  mind	  three	  vignettes.	  The	  first	  is	  set	  
in	  1988	  at	  a	  house	  in	  the	  English	  countryside	  where	  I	  went	  for	  a	  Christian	  youth	  retreat.	  
Though	  I	  had	  been	  raised	  in	  a	  Christian	  family,	  the	  brush	  with	  the	  Divine	  that	  I	  experienced	  
on	  this	  retreat	  shaped	  my	  adult	  commitment	  to	  Christianity,	  setting	  me	  on	  a	  path	  to	  
seminary	  and	  ultimately	  to	  my	  current	  position	  at	  Andover	  Newton	  Theological	  School.3	  So	  
the	  first	  point	  to	  make	  is	  that	  I	  come	  to	  interfaith	  studies	  as	  a	  Christian	  educator	  in	  the	  
context	  of	  a	  Christian	  seminary.	  Equally	  significant	  for	  my	  orientation	  to	  interfaith	  studies	  
is	  the	  fact	  that	  my	  numinous	  encounter	  took	  place	  against	  the	  backdrop	  of	  a	  diverse,	  
cosmopolitan	  setting.	  I	  was	  living	  in	  London	  and	  studying	  at	  the	  School	  of	  Oriental	  and	  
African	  Studies.	  SOAS	  in	  the	  80’s	  boasted	  a	  student	  body	  of	  500	  with	  over	  80	  nationalities	  
and	  every	  possible	  religious	  identity	  represented.	  My	  deepening	  identification	  with	  my	  
“religious	  self”	  was	  intimately	  tied	  up	  with	  my	  growing	  understanding	  of	  “religious	  others.”	  	  

	  
The	  second	  vignette	  comes	  from	  my	  time	  as	  a	  PhD	  candidate	  at	  the	  Graduate	  

Theological	  Union	  in	  Berkley,	  CA.	  Having	  just	  finished	  seminary,	  where	  I	  had	  been	  steeped	  
in	  the	  stories	  of	  my	  own	  tradition,	  I	  was	  eager	  to	  learn	  more	  about	  the	  religious	  worlds	  of	  
others	  through	  a	  degree	  in	  “historical	  and	  cultural	  study	  of	  religions.”	  I	  considered	  
comparative	  theology	  but	  I	  was	  less	  interested	  in	  learning	  what	  each	  tradition	  said	  about	  
issues	  of	  ultimate	  concern	  and	  more	  interested	  in	  learning	  about	  the	  day-‐to-‐day	  
experiences	  and	  practices	  of	  people.	  I	  was	  particularly	  interested	  in	  questions	  of	  communal	  
life	  and	  civil	  society	  –	  how	  well	  or	  poorly	  were	  we	  doing	  vis-‐a-‐vis	  our	  relations	  across	  
religious	  lines,	  and	  what	  strategies	  or	  models	  existed	  to	  help	  strengthen	  and	  support	  
positive	  relations?	  The	  missing	  discipline	  I	  was	  looking	  for	  then	  is	  what	  I	  would	  now	  call	  
Interfaith	  Studies	  –	  where	  the	  focus	  of	  study	  is	  on	  the	  interactions	  themselves	  –	  the	  
historical,	  theological,	  and	  actual	  encounters	  between	  individuals	  who	  hold	  diverse	  
religious	  and	  ethical	  commitments.	  	  

	  
The	  third	  vignette	  is	  also	  set	  during	  my	  time	  at	  the	  GTU	  where	  I	  spent	  two	  years	  as	  

the	  curriculum	  coordinator	  at	  the	  Center	  for	  Women	  and	  Religions	  (CWR).	  My	  own	  feminist	  
consciousness	  emerged	  and	  developed	  alongside	  my	  interreligious	  understanding.	  While	  
working	  at	  CWR	  I	  gained	  a	  deeper	  understanding	  of	  the	  interconnection	  between	  various	  
forms	  of	  bigotry	  and	  oppression	  as	  well	  as	  an	  appreciation	  for	  education	  as	  an	  essential	  
ingredient	  in	  dismantling	  stereotypes	  and	  prejudice.	  As	  a	  result,	  I	  am	  convinced	  that	  this	  

                                                
3	  I	  write	  about	  this	  experience	  in,	  “God	  is	  Greater,”	  My	  Neighbor’s	  Faith:	  Stories	  of	  Interreligious	  Encounter,	  
Growth	  and	  Transformation,	  Jennifer	  Howe	  Peace,	  Or	  Rose	  and	  Gregory	  Mobley,	  eds.	  (Orbis:	  2012).	  
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emerging	  field	  (like	  Feminist	  Studies)	  involves	  consciousness-‐raising	  work	  –	  requiring	  both	  
educators	  and	  students	  to	  examine	  their	  own	  biases	  and	  blind	  spots.	  	  

	  
Interfaith	  Studies	  is	  more	  than	  an	  academic	  enterprise.	  Religiously-‐motivated	  

violence,	  religious	  bigotry	  and	  ignorance	  about	  the	  “religious	  other”	  abound	  and	  have	  
horrific	  implications	  daily	  as	  they	  play	  out	  in	  communities	  across	  the	  globe.	  Another	  
consequence	  of	  my	  time	  at	  CWR	  is	  a	  commitment	  to	  scholarship	  that	  is	  accountable	  to	  
community.	  Interfaith	  Studies	  asks	  questions	  about	  the	  impact	  and	  relevance	  of	  
scholarship	  for	  wider	  communities	  -‐	  communities	  to	  which	  my	  students	  will	  eventually	  be	  
accountable.	  	  

	  
My	  orientation	  to	  interfaith	  work	  is	  deeply	  rooted	  in	  formative	  moments	  like	  the	  

three	  vignettes	  sketched	  here.	  I	  would	  end	  with	  a	  final	  observation	  about	  the	  current	  state	  
of	  the	  field.	  During	  conversations	  prompted	  by	  our	  panel,	  scholar	  Diana	  Eck	  speculated	  that	  
Interfaith	  Studies	  might	  have	  a	  methodology	  (dialogue	  and	  active	  learning	  vs.	  lectures)	  as	  
well	  as	  a	  focus	  of	  study.	  I	  see	  this	  as	  a	  fruitful	  direction	  for	  further	  reflection.	  My	  time	  at	  
CWR	  underscored	  the	  importance	  of	  designing	  pedagogies	  consonant	  with	  the	  subject	  
matter.	  So	  for	  example,	  we	  followed	  a	  shared	  learning	  community-‐model	  rooted	  in	  feminist	  
pedagogy	  that	  still	  deeply	  influences	  my	  approach	  to	  teaching	  today.	  When	  it	  comes	  to	  
teaching	  Interfaith	  Studies,	  I	  would	  argue	  that	  a	  pedagogy	  of	  co-‐formation4	  –	  which	  
privileges	  learning	  with	  the	  religious	  other	  rather	  than	  about	  the	  religious	  other5	  and	  
includes	  an	  emphasis	  on	  sustained	  interfaith	  engagement,	  co-‐learning,	  and	  relationship	  
building	  –	  is	  a	  powerful	  and	  promising	  approach.	  

	  
Creating	  a	  platform	  for	  these	  conversations	  was	  my	  primary	  motivation	  for	  

founding	  (with	  co-‐chair	  Homayra	  Ziad	  and	  fellow	  steering	  committee	  members)	  the	  
Interreligious	  and	  Interfaith	  Studies	  group	  at	  the	  American	  Academy	  of	  Religions	  in	  2013.	  I	  
look	  forward	  additional	  snapshots	  of	  this	  emerging	  field	  as	  we	  continue	  to	  collectively	  
deepen	  the	  conversations.	  

	  
Colleen	  Windham-‐Hughes	  

“I’m	  pretty	  sure	  I’m	  going	  to	  get	  fired	  for	  what	  I	  did	  today.”	  These	  have	  often	  been	  
the	  first	  words	  out	  of	  my	  mouth	  when	  I	  arrive	  home	  since	  I	  began	  work	  in	  interfaith	  on	  my	  
campus.	  Though	  I	  had	  participated	  in	  interfaith	  dialogue	  retreats	  as	  a	  graduate	  student,	  I	  
considered	  my	  interests	  personal	  and	  not	  professional.	  I	  had	  no	  particular	  training	  for	  
interfaith	  work	  and	  doubts	  about	  the	  scholarly	  appeal	  of	  the	  work	  beyond	  dedicated	  
religionists.	  My	  department	  chair	  assigned	  me	  to	  be	  point-‐person	  for	  conversations	  related	  

                                                
4	  See	  Jennifer	  Peace,	  “Co-‐Formation	  through	  Interreligious	  Learning.”	  Colloquy,	  the	  magazine	  of	  the	  
Association	  of	  Theological	  Schools,	  Fall	  2011.	  
5	  To	  learn	  more	  about	  the	  power	  of	  “learning	  with”	  the	  religious	  other,	  see:	  Boys,	  Mary	  C.	  &	  Sara	  S.	  Lee,	  
Christians	  &	  Jews	  in	  Dialogue:	  Learning	  in	  the	  Presence	  of	  the	  Other	  (Woodstock,	  Vermont:	  Skylight	  Paths,	  
2006).	  
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to	  interfaith	  as	  a	  new	  faculty	  person.	  To	  me	  this	  indicated	  confidence	  in	  my	  experience	  and	  
passion	  and	  signaled	  openness	  to	  a	  new	  thing	  at	  the	  institution.	  	  

	  
The	  interfaith	  movement	  at	  California	  Lutheran	  University	  began	  in	  traditionally	  co-‐

curricular	  spaces,	  with	  dialogue	  dinners,	  service	  events,	  and	  awareness-‐raising	  campaigns.	  
Our	  first	  crop	  of	  passionate	  and	  engaged	  students	  was	  drawn	  from	  positions	  of	  leadership	  
and	  influence	  across	  the	  student	  body	  and	  wider	  campus.	  With	  each	  new	  experience	  and	  
each	  new	  training	  tool	  we	  paused	  to	  ask	  the	  question,	  “What	  does	  this	  mean	  on	  our	  
campus?”	  We	  sought	  to	  combine	  new	  skills	  we	  were	  gaining	  from	  the	  interfaith	  movement	  
with	  new	  articulation	  of	  the	  Lutheran	  tradition	  of	  higher	  education.	  We	  grew	  an	  early	  
identity	  as	  connectors	  across	  different	  groups	  and	  concerns.	  Our	  reputation	  for	  facilitating	  
dialogue	  grew	  quickly,	  and	  we	  found	  ourselves	  being	  invited	  to	  partner	  with	  other	  events	  
to	  lead	  discussion	  across	  differences	  about	  values.	  Because	  of	  this	  we	  partnered	  with	  
Feminism	  Is,	  the	  Community	  Service	  Center,	  and	  Resident	  Assistant	  training.	  We	  resisted	  
the	  pressure	  to	  become	  a	  student	  club	  and	  cultivated	  a	  movement	  mentality	  among	  
students,	  staff,	  and	  faculty.	  	  

	  
But	  our	  students	  were	  hungry.	  Their	  experiences	  in	  service	  and	  dialogue	  made	  them	  

want	  to	  know	  more.	  They	  initiated	  research	  projects	  and	  signed	  up	  for	  independent	  
studies.	  They	  wanted	  to	  know	  more—both	  the	  what	  of	  different	  religious	  traditions	  and	  the	  
how	  of	  engagement	  across	  differences.	  Lilly	  came	  to	  Cal	  Lutheran	  because	  she	  wanted	  her	  
faith	  life	  to	  be	  intertwined	  with	  study	  for	  her	  Bachelor’s	  degree.	  She	  encountered	  a	  
Christianity	  very	  different	  from	  the	  one	  in	  which	  she	  had	  come	  to	  faith	  and	  she	  retreated	  
into	  an	  isolationist	  position.	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  she	  was	  drawn	  into	  cooperation	  with	  the	  
interfaith	  movement	  on	  campus	  because	  of	  the	  emphasis	  on	  service	  and	  found	  herself	  
joyfully	  serving	  alongside	  students,	  staff,	  and	  faculty	  of	  different	  religious	  traditions	  and	  
none.	  She	  presented	  her	  desire	  to	  do	  a	  directed	  study	  in	  order	  to	  develop	  an	  exclusivist	  
ethic	  of	  religious	  pluralism.	  In	  other	  words,	  she	  wanted	  to	  continue	  to	  serve	  and	  justify	  
serving	  while	  maintaining	  singular	  claim	  to	  truth.	  She	  worked	  diligently	  through	  every	  step	  
and	  articulated	  a	  principled	  position.	  And	  this	  would	  have	  been	  enough.	  The	  next	  year	  
exclusion	  and	  isolation	  dropped	  away,	  but	  instead	  of	  losing	  her	  Christianity,	  she	  plunged	  
even	  deeper	  into	  it,	  acquainting	  herself	  more	  fully	  with	  the	  full	  range	  of	  the	  tradition	  and	  
learning	  the	  love	  languages	  for	  God	  spoken	  by	  mystics.	  Following	  graduation	  she	  signed	  up	  
for	  a	  year	  of	  urban	  service	  rooted	  in	  an	  inner	  city	  congregation.	  	  

	  
Accompanying	  Lilly	  challenged	  me	  personally.	  It	  was	  impossible	  to	  separate	  her	  

faith	  questions	  from	  her	  academic	  questions.	  I	  found	  that	  her	  desire	  to	  combine	  them	  was	  
exactly	  right,	  and	  I	  had	  to	  learn	  how	  to	  be	  her	  teacher	  in	  that	  process.	  Listening	  to	  students’	  
questions	  has	  required	  me	  to	  share	  more	  of	  myself	  than	  I	  ever	  thought	  I	  would	  as	  a	  college	  
professor.	  Alongside	  my	  students,	  I,	  too,	  have	  benefited	  greatly	  from	  the	  storytelling	  
training	  of	  Interfaith	  Youth	  Core,	  which	  encourages	  both	  personal	  reflection	  and	  careful	  
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honing	  of	  stories	  to	  share	  in	  public,	  civic	  space.6	  The	  training	  exposes	  and	  encourages	  
honesty	  about	  one’s	  convictions	  and	  questions.	  One’s	  own	  selfhood,	  including	  and	  
especially	  one’s	  religious	  identity,	  is	  clarified	  and	  strengthened	  in	  serving	  and	  talking	  with	  
others.	  Religious	  values	  are	  taken	  seriously	  and	  religious	  people	  are	  held	  accountable.	  In	  
interfaith	  experiences	  it	  is	  simply	  not	  possible	  to	  be	  isolated,	  casual,	  or	  consumeristic	  about	  
faith.	  	  

	  
Together	  with	  a	  colleague	  we	  started	  addressing	  civic	  and	  personal	  concerns	  in	  our	  

classrooms.	  We	  combined	  classes	  for	  “summits”	  that	  would	  be	  based	  around	  real-‐world	  
examples	  of	  faith	  in	  the	  public	  square,	  and	  we	  offered	  opportunities	  to	  write	  academic	  
papers	  that	  incorporated	  reflection	  on	  co-‐curricular	  events.	  On	  the	  strength	  of	  those	  early	  
experiences	  teaching	  about	  interfaith	  in	  upper	  division	  classes,	  we	  are	  now	  incorporating	  
some	  dimensions	  of	  interfaith	  into	  introductory	  classes.	  In	  a	  climate	  of	  student	  outcomes	  
the	  move	  to	  include	  interfaith	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  college	  education	  has	  helped	  us	  clarify	  
basic	  competencies.	  We	  use	  Diana	  Eck’s	  distinction	  between	  diversity	  as	  a	  fact	  of	  difference	  
and	  plurality	  as	  engagement	  of	  those	  differences	  in	  shared	  civic	  space.	  These	  fundamental	  
competencies—to	  think	  about	  religion	  and	  engage	  differences	  in	  shared	  space—are	  not	  
like	  training	  in	  Excel	  or	  Photoshop.	  One	  cannot	  demonstrate	  mastery.	  Interfaith	  Studies	  
approaches	  students	  as	  citizens	  who	  have	  to	  negotiate	  complex	  lives	  and	  a	  diversity	  of	  
neighbors.	  It	  is	  distinguished	  by	  outcomes	  of	  citizenship	  (relational	  competencies)7—
which	  are	  shaped	  by	  normative	  claims	  that	  require	  different	  pedagogies.	  It	  wades	  into	  the	  
brackish	  water	  where	  personal	  commitments,	  public	  discourse,	  and	  currents	  of	  scholarship	  
meet.	  Here	  the	  competencies	  are	  practiced	  over	  and	  over	  again—as	  habits	  of	  heart	  and	  
mind.	  	  
	  
Jeanine	  Diller	  is	  an	  assistant	  professor	  in	  the	  Department	  of	  Philosophy	  and	  Program	  on	  Religious	  Studies	  
and	  Director	  of	  the	  Center	  for	  Religious	  Understanding	  at	  the	  University	  of	  Toledo,	  with	  a	  PhD	  in	  philosophy	  
of	  religion	  from	  the	  University	  of	  Michigan.	  She	  teaches	  and	  researches	  in	  philosophy	  of	  religion	  and	  religious	  
studies,	  concentrating	  especially	  on	  the	  nature	  of	  ultimate	  reality,	  the	  diversity	  of	  traditional	  and	  secular	  
views	  of	  religion,	  and	  the	  power	  of	  religion	  to	  change	  the	  world	  for	  ill	  and	  for	  good.	  She	  co-‐edited	  Models	  of	  
God	  and	  Other	  Alternative	  Ultimate	  Realities	  	  (Springer	  2013),	  authored	  several	  articles,	  and	  served	  as	  a	  
Fellow	  in	  the	  American	  Academy/Luce	  Seminar	  on	  Comparative	  Theology	  and	  Theologies	  of	  Religious	  
Pluralism.	  She	  has	  also	  engaged	  in	  poverty	  reduction	  work	  in	  the	  federal	  legislative,	  state	  executive,	  and	  local	  
non-‐profit	  sectors.	  She	  lives	  in	  Ann	  Arbor	  with	  her	  husband	  and	  two	  sons.	  
	  
Eboo	  Patel,	  of	  Interfaith	  Youth	  Core,	  maintains	  the	  core belief	  that	  religion	  is	  a	  bridge	  of	  cooperation	  rather	  
than	  a	  barrier	  of	  division.	  He’s	  inspired	  to	  build	  this	  bridge	  by	  his	  faith	  as	  a	  Muslim,	  his	  Indian	  heritage,	  and	  
his	  American	  citizenship.	  He	  has	  spoken	  about	  this	  vision	  at	  places	  like	  the	  TED	  conference,	  the	  Clinton	  Global	  
Initiative,	  and	  the	  Nobel	  Peace	  Prize	  Forum,	  as	  well	  as	  college	  and	  university	  campuses	  across	  the	  country.	  He	  
has	  written	  two	  books	  about	  interfaith	  cooperation,	  Acts	  of	  Faith	  and	  Sacred	  Ground.	  

                                                
6	  “From	  Diversity	  to	  Pluralism,”	  The	  Pluralism	  Project,	  http://www.pluralism.org/encounter/challenges,	  
accessed	  March	  12,	  2015.	  
7	  See	  “Relational	  and	  Procedural	  Literacies,”	  in	  Civility,	  Religious	  Pluralism	  and	  Education,	  Vincent	  Biondo	  and	  
Andrew	  Fiala,	  eds.	  London:	  Routledge,	  2014.	  
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Jennifer	  Peace	  is	  Assistant	  Professor	  of	  Interfaith	  Studies	  at	  Andover	  Newton	  Theological	  School	  in	  Newton,	  
MA,	  where	  she	  co-‐directs	  the	  Center	  for	  Interreligious	  and	  Communal	  Leadership	  Education	  (CIRCLE)	  a	  joint	  
program	  between	  ANTS	  and	  the	  Rabbinical	  School	  at	  Hebrew	  College.	  	  

Colleen	  Windham-‐Hughes	  is	  Assistant	  Professor	  of	  Religion	  at	  California	  Lutheran	  University,	  which	  is	  an	  
institution	  lifting	  up	  Lutheran	  identity	  and	  interfaith	  cooperation	  simultaneously.	  Windham-‐Hughes	  works	  in	  
both	  areas,	  teaching	  courses	  in	  religion	  and	  public	  life,	  practical	  theology,	  and	  vocation	  and	  leadership.	  
	   	  


