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Bien que la chrétienté soit encore
au Canada la tradition religieuse pré-
dominante, 'auteure remarque que la
mosaique religieuse canadienne est en
pleine transformation: par le seul fait
de leur nombre, les religions nou-
velles remettent en cause I'hégémonie
de la chrétienté. C'est pour cette rai-
son que le dialogue entre religions
devient important: il ne pourra ce-
pendant pas étre réalisé si ne dis-
paraissent pas les idées pré-congues
et les murs élevés par les religions
pour se protéger. Les attitudes des
femmes envers la religion varient
tellement que ce dialogue est difficile
pour elles: de nombreuses traditions
religieuses ont en effet rendu leur role
marginal, et beaucoup ont choisi de
rejeter completement la religion. Et
pourtant notre expérience commune
de femmes nous donne un terrain
d'entente et un avantage certain. En
participant a ce dialogue, les femmes
assument un role actif dans I'évolu-
tion des traditions religieuses.

In Canada and throughout the
world, religion is an all-pervasive
force. It both forms and is formed
by culture; it both supports and
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challenges society's norms and in-
stitutions. With its potential for re-
pression and liberation, religion in-
fluences every aspect of our pri-
vate and public lives. As individu-
als, even those of us who have re-
jected the religious tradition in
which we were raised cannot es-
cape its effects. In times of crisis,
we may turn to that religious tradi-
tion for comfort; or, if we have
chosen to follow a different reli-
gious path, we may find ourselves
describing our new faith in juxta-
position with the old. As well,
Canada’'s dominant religion is
Christianity, and the forces that
control our public lives reflect this
fact. Abortion remains part of the
Criminal Code, an Ontario Conser-
vative government demands the
recitation of the "Lord's Prayer'’ in
public schools to encourage moral
development, and the nuclear
family persists as the normative
lifestyle.

At this time in Canada's history,
the religious mosaic is undergoing
a radical transformation as new re-
ligions by their very numbers chal-
lenge Christianity’'s hegemony.
Now, interaction between people
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of different faiths no longer occurs
only on a global scale and in the
news. It is happening in our neigh-
bourhoods and in our workplaces.
Muslims outnumber Presbyterians
in Toronto, and the number of
people who give their faith as Bud-
dhism has increased by 450 per
cent since the last Canadian cen-
sus. Japanese Buddhist churches,
Korean United churches, and
Chinese Catholic churches are a
common sight and will remain so,
for these national churches play an
important role in sustaining reli-
gious and cultural identity.

As different ways of being and
doing in the world increasingly be-
come part of our everyday experi-
ence, we cannot attempt to under-
stand them using parochial pre-
sumptions. We must not assume
that we all govern our actions us-
ing the same normative criteria.
For example, while socialization
and dating among young people
are acceptable activities for some,
for many Muslims the mixing of
the sexes is unacceptable behavi-
our. Likewise, we must be aware
that those who share our values
may do so for reasons different
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from our own. This means that
while most people take it for grant-
ed that Judaism and Christianity
have a great deal in common, this
assumption must be carefully ex-
amined. Christianity and Judaism
do share in part a common reli-
gious literary heritage. Misconcep-
tions arise when it is presumed
that the Hebrew Bible and the Old
Testament carry the same message
for Jews and Christians.

Most of us harbour many false
assumptions about people and
their faiths. It is in the attempts to
go beyond these that the challenge
and potential of dialogue exist.

To proceed, we are required to
acknowledge and to break down
the walls of religious exclusiveness
which religions have built to pro-
tect themselves. For Christians,
this means a re-evaluation of
Christology and the missionary ag-
gressiveness of their tradition. For
immigrants, the situation is more
complex. They must juggle the
need to preserve their religious tra-
ditions in an alien Canadian envi-
ronment with the desire to be a
part of a multireligious reality.

It is obstacles such as these that
render interfaith dialogue among
women so difficult. Moreover, on a
personal level, many women's atti-
tudes toward religion vary marked-
ly. For some, it is one of unques-
tioning acceptance. For others,
acknowledging the oppressive na-
ture of the tradition results in at-
tempts to bring about its transfor-
mation. Many have found that the
religion of their childhood has lost
all meaning. So they struggle either
to create a life where institutiona-
lized religion has no part or to find
an alternative religious tradition
which will nourish them. Still
other women search for the God-
dess.

Indeed, many religious tradi-
tions, if not all, marginalize wo-
men with articles of faith which
are so blatantly misogynistic that
many women have chosen to reject
religion altogether. However, since
Canadian society is so heterogen-
eous, the culture and non-theologi-
cal basis for many of those old
norms and values, which allow
misogynist views to thrive, now
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lack majority support. This is part
of the broader changes brought
about in the wake of women con-
tinuing to question their status and
role in society at large.

It is this process which currently
gives women the creative advant-
age in interfaith dialogue. When
women with different faith experi-
ences gathered in Copenhagen for
the Mid-Decade Conference on
Women and at the recent World
Council of Churches meeting in
Vancouver, they realized once
again that while theologies and
ideologies, culture and class con-
tinue to divide them, their experi-
ences as women in the world gave
them a common ground on which
to stand. When religious walls that
divide us seem impenetrable, this
shared reality opens the possibili-
ties of communication for us in a
way not available to men.

This does not mean that there is
no place for authentic religious
witness in dialogue. On the con-
trary, when done without dogma-
tism and apologetics, it is an essen-
tial part of the process. Only
through witness can we begin to
develop an understanding of an-
other person's faith from the out-
side which agrees with her under-
standing from within. For this kind
of deep and meaningful dialogue to
occur, however, a space must be
created in which we feel that we

can be open enough to offer our
most intimate experiences. Espe-
cially among women, we expect to
be truly heard. But we also expect
to be challenged and our attitudes
transformed.

Perhaps the most intriguing as-
pect of interfaith dialogue among
women lies in its virtual spontan-
eity. Part of this spontaneity arises
from the unrestricted format in
which many encounters occur on a
daily basis. At this level of interac-
tion neither dogmatic constraints
nor misleading pretensions jeopar-
dize the exchange of ideas. And it
is this very exchange of ideas
which constitutes dialogue.

Most acknowledge that women
have long performed a significant
role in preserving the continuity of
religious tradition. It must now be
recognized that we are also assum-
ing an active role in its evolution.
In order to meet the responsibility
incumbent with this new chal-
lenge, we must explore to the ful-
lest the potential found in dia-
logue.
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——

TOWER

Tarfagon
Theatre

1983-84 Season

£ = Anew play by
- the author of
- Clay

the author of
The Crackwalker,

COUSINS
by Steve Petch
A new play by
_ the author of

Sight Unseen and
Victoria

by Lawrence Jeffery .

THE FAREWELL

HEART

" by Charles Tidler

A new play by

he author of

Straight Ahead/ Blind Dancers

Phone
536-5018

CANADIAN WOMAN STUDIES/LES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME




