A Vision Statement
“Muslim Studies at Emmanuel College”
Victoria University, in the University of Toronto

Introduction. History reveals clearly that the Christian Church has always existed in a context
filled with a wide diversity of religious expressions. Theological education seeks to create a
critical perspective about the relationship between faith and culture, too often affirmed or taken
for granted, and a thorough understanding of those things that constitute the nature of religious
identity in our contemporary world. Today, especially in the thriving international city of
Toronto where the evidence of a rich diversity of faith expressions is all around us, educational
centers need to work intentionally to create forums where persons representing diverse faiths can
engage one another, discover common concerns and interest, and learn to respect and appreciate
the differences that provide fullness to our experience of what it means to be human. Indeed, a
fundamental characteristic of Canada’s Charter of Rights is the acceptance of diversity in all its
aspects. With faculty members, students, and administrators who have long worked to connect
theology to both a dynamic understanding of pluralism and a passion for social justice,
Emmanuel College seeks now to develop more intentionally its own responsibilities for
interreligious engagement. For this reason, Emmanuel College proposes the creation of an
Muslim Studies Program.
The city of Toronto is ideal for such an undertaking. According to the 2001 Canadian census,
there were 579,000 Muslims living in Canada. This population is growing on a daily basis. The
numbers of Muslims living in Canada have risen faster than those associated with any other
religious population in the country. Estimates today would likely place the number at around
three-quarter of a million people. Muslims currently represent 2% of the total population in
Canada, and about 5% of the total population in Toronto, making them the second largest
religious group in the country. Toronto hosts the highest percentage of Muslims in North
America. In response to the growing socio-religious needs of the community, the number of
Muslim social and educational institutions and organizations has multiplied. For example, in the
Greater Toronto Area (GTA) alone, there are more than sixty mosques in which imams (Muslim
spiritual leaders) deliver Friday sermons, as well as provide educational and social services to
members. The diversity among Muslims living in Canada is itself considerably impressive.
Muslim immigrants include South Asians, West Indians, Arabs, Chinese, and Africans. And,
yet, there is a need to provide an appreciation of Muslim tradition, through its revealed texts and
other scholarly resources in the academic environment of Canada, where by default faith
communities interact with one another and are constantly in search of academic tools to better
convey the richness of their heritage to others.
Because most Muslim Canadians are relative newcomers, there is also the need to assist them in
appreciating the values inherent in Canadian society and their responsibilities as citizens.
The purpose of this document is to reflect upon the intercommunal vision associated with a
proposed program in Muslim Studies at Emmanuel College and to invite others to join the
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conversation, as well as to think about methods of application to improve upon a long heritage of
pluralistic impulses that have been present in all Abrahamic traditions in their relation with other
faiths.
I. Why Emmanuel College?
Why would Emmanuel College, founded by the United Church of Canada in 1928 in order to
educate persons for the Christian ministry, have interest in providing education for Muslims? I
would point specifically to three reasons that support the creation of this kind of program at
Emmanuel College. The first rationale rests in a theological commitment long important to
Christians who have historically identified with mainline denominations like the United Church
of Canada. The United Church of Canada has consistently sought ways to express its
commitment to interfaith dialogue, most recently in its document addressing Christian and
Muslim relations. That commitment rests in the Christian belief that “no single religious tradition
can speak with finality” about God, or define spiritual truth or ultimate truth in precise ways for
all others. As the book of Isaiah puts it (55:8), “. . . my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are
your ways my ways, says the Lord.” The New Testament emphasizes (I Corinthians 13:12) that
human beings are only able, in human life, to “see in a mirror dimly.” In the radical religious
pluralism found in today’s world, it is important for Christians to affirm their historic belief in
the freedom of God to speak to nations and peoples in whatever form God believes to be
appropriate. Members of the Emmanuel College community affirm that developing significant
connections to Muslims would enrich our own ability to understand more fully what it means to
be faithful to God as we seek greater fulfillment of peace, mercy, justice, and compassion in the
world. As Acts 14:17 indicates, God “has not left himself without witness” anywhere in the
world. We believe God is at work in Islam. Therefore, along with the United Church of Canada,
members of the Emmanuel College community see “Muslims as neighbors, as friends, and most
of all as people whom God has called to faithfulness.” 1 As the mission of Emmanuel expresses
it, we understand it is our responsibility “to participate with others . . . in the human search for
truth.” We believe working closely with Muslims in our classrooms will enable all of us,
Muslims and Christians alike, to create and sustain vital relationships that will enable new
partnerships and cooperative activities to emerge between our two religious communities. This
spirit actually helps to fulfill an historic recommendation made in 1966 by the United Church
Commission on World Mission (for which C. Douglas Jay, Emmanuel faculty member and later
Principal at Emmanuel, served as member and Secretary) which read: “Christians have much to
learn, as well as to contribute, through dialogue with people of other faiths. . . . We recommend
that our church actively pursue, both informally and formally, opportunities and occasions for
dialogue with representatives of other faiths." 2
Second, an initiative like the one proposed here is also in keeping with the history of scholarship
within the United Church of Canada. Wilfred Cantwell Smith (1916-2000), a well-known
scholar dealing with the history of religion and also a minister within the United Church of
Canada, spent his entire career, at both McGill and Harvard, dedicated to conversation between
1

See the “Preamble,” That We May Know Each Other: United Church-Muslim Relations Today (The United Church
of Canada, 2004).
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See “Report of the Commission on World Mission,” in Record of Proceedings [September 7‐16, 1966] (The
Executive of the General Council, The United Church of Canada, 1966), p. 436.
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Christians and Muslims. 3 He worked hard to help each student he encountered to be able to
understand different religious traditions on terms defined by the religious communities
themselves. He also helped students to become self-critical about their own religious histories in
order to enable genuine dialogue with others who hailed from different religious understandings.
Smith’s commitment to interfaith discussion grew from his own theological understanding that
big concepts like justice and goodness and love were larger than any one religious group could
fully define. Creating a strong Muslim Studies program at Emmanuel College would contribute
meaningfully to our own ability to contribute to the growing importance of interfaith dialogue
and discussion in our own time. Nothing is more important in religious and cultural circles in
our current century than the necessity of creating meaningful opportunities for dialogue and
understanding across religious traditions. A program like this one will enable students, both
Muslims and Christians, to engage in this kind of dialogue throughout their graduate education
as they prepare to serve in both religious and social-service kinds of settings.
Finally, the postmodern context surrounding us today naturally calls for these kinds of
adjustments within educational circles providing theological education. The term “postmodern”
is a difficult one to define precisely. Many things attach themselves to it. I would emphasize
that the postmodernist voice today claims that no human being can transcend the limitations
imposed by history, by language, by communities. As Richard Rorty puts it, neither
philosophers nor religious leaders can “escape from the finitude of one’s time and place,” despite
attempts to do so. 4 Attempts to define truth are always a human enterprise, created by, and
contained within, the confines of human language.
Does this mean that everything is relative? The relativist says that moral beliefs only apply to
one’s own community, and that all communities are equally justified in their own particular
moral beliefs. Jeffrey Stout, a professor at Princeton University, in his book Ethics After Babel,
conclusively rejects relativism. But he has also emphasized that no community in itself is likely
to represent universal morality or truth. Stout makes a distinction between justification and truth.
Justification is relative. Truth is not. This approach to postmodernism believes in the existence of
universal moral truths. But human beings, given human finitude, just can’t be absolutely sure
what they are, and they are prone to error when they believe they have absolutely identified
them. 5
To believe in the existence of moral truth is one thing. To believe that one has perfectly
described it is a different thing. When human beings describe a truth, they do so in the language
and traditions of their own human communities. When we do that, we are not describing the
truth; rather we are describing our beliefs about the truth. The important thing to recognize, as
Stout puts it, “is that doubts about explanations or criteria of moral truth are not necessarily
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doubts about moral truth.” 6 Conversations that are inclusive of various human communities
enable a fuller consideration of the nature of truth itself. Jeffrey Stout’s philosophical
ruminations are very important for religious people who are interested in bringing their religious
beliefs into conversation with other religious and non-religious communities about the problems
we face in our common life across the world today.
In May of 1990, just seven months or so before he died, Northrop Frye, the renowned literary
critic and member of the United Church of Canada, delivered lectures at Emmanuel College that
formed the basis of his last book. In The Double Vision, Frye spoke of how all human beings are
defined by social conditioning. “But,” he wrote, “while our conditioning defines us, it also
limits, even imprisons us, and awareness of the limitations built into being who and what we are
is one of the central elements in education, particularly religious education.” Frye described the
human tendency to see God through the lens of our own conditioned limits. He called it the
“single vision of God” where we define God through the reflections found in our own human
panic, our own contextual realities. When we define God in this way, we actually create a
situation “where devotion to God is replaced by the deifying of our own present understanding of
God.” 7 As he approached his conclusion, Frye offered an important question of his own: “The
question that concerns us at present is, Can a growing insight into our own conditioned limits
also be connected with a process of, so to speak, cleaning up the human picture of God?” 8 The
radically pluralistic and postmodern context found in a city like Toronto requires fresh thinking
and an innovative approach to theological education so that we might contribute to “cleaning up
the human picture of God.”
II. Interfaith Relationships in Islam
The three reasons briefly set forth above resonate well with emphases found within Islam. A
fundamental theological commitment within the Muslim faith stresses faith in God, and God
alone. The Qur’an emphasizes that Christians and Jews should, along with Muslims “come to
what is common between us and you, that we worship none but God, that we associate no
partners with Him, that we erect not, from among ourselves, Lords other than Allah” (Qur’an
2:113). Like Christians and Jews, at their best, Muslims are critical of those who confuse their
own religious truth for God’s truth. They believe in the importance of accepting other believers
and have always affirmed the legitimacy of both Judaism and Christianity as “religions of the
book.” Historically, Muslims have long defined Muhammad’s mission as one that seeks to
define universal peace under its legitimate political authority, which ensures security of both the
lives and property of non-Muslims under the Muslim legal system that protects religious
minorities within its broader faith community. This religious and legal recognition of diversity of
faiths where Muslims ruled and established their political orders reflects the Qur’anic guidance
on common humanity. This is the critical heritage for Muslims as well as for those who wish to
learn from their rich experience of building bridges of understanding among faith communities.
Although, originally, the tolerance and protection of religious minorities were offered to the
fellow monotheists like Christians and Jews who lived in Arabia, when Muslims conquered India
6
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they extended this legal protection to include people of other religious traditions, like Hindus,
Sikhs, and Zoroastrians.
The basis for peace and understanding between Christians and Muslims already exists. "It is part
of the very foundational principles of both faiths: love of the One God, and love of the
neighbour. These principles are found over and over again in the sacred texts of Islam and
Christianity. The Unity of God, the necessity of love for Him, and the necessity of love of the
neighbour is thus the common ground between Islam and Christianity.” 9
Of God’s Unity, God says in the Holy Qur’an: Say: He is God, the One! / God, the Self-Sufficient
Besought of all! (Al-Ikhlas, 112:1-2). Of the necessity of love for God, God says in the Holy
Qur’an: So invoke the Name of thy Lord and devote thyself to Him with a complete devotion (AlMuzzammil, 73:8). Of the necessity of love for the neighbour, the Prophet Muhammad said:
“None of you has faith until you love for your neighbour what you love for yourself.”
In several passages in the Quràn, God reminds Muslims that the revelations and beliefs of
Christians, Jews and others of faith are to be valued and respected.
Say: O People of the Scripture! Come to a common word between us and you:
that we shall worship none but God, and that we shall ascribe no partner unto
Him, and that none of us shall take others for lords beside God). (Aal ‘Imran
3:64)
Of the People of the Scripture there is a staunch community who recite the
revelations of God in the night season, falling prostrate (before Him). / They
believe in God and the Last Day, and enjoin right conduct and forbid indecency,
and vie one with another in good works. These are of the righteous. / And
whatever good they do, nothing will be rejected of them. God is Aware of those
who ward off (evil). (Aal-‘Imran, 3:113-115)
Say (O Muslims): We believe in God and that which is revealed unto us and that
which was revealed unto Abraham, and Ishmael, and Isaac, and Jacob, and the
tribes, and that which Moses and Jesus received, and that which the prophets
received from their Lord. We make no distinction between any of them, and unto
Him we have surrendered. (Al-Baqarah, 2:136)
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As emphasized in A Common Word Between Us and You, 10 “However, empathy and sympathy
for the neighbour and even formal prayers are not enough. They must be accompanied by
generosity and self-sacrifice. God says in the Holy Qur’an”:
It is not righteousness that ye turn your faces to the East and the West; but
righteous is he who believeth in God and the Last Day and the angels and the
Scripture and the prophets; and giveth wealth, for love of Him, to kinsfolk and to
orphans and the needy and the wayfarer and to those who ask, and to set slaves
free; and observeth proper worship and payeth the poor-due. And those who keep
their treaty when they make one, and the patient in tribulation and adversity and
time of stress. Such are they who are sincere. Such are the pious. (Al-Baqarah
2:177)
A program like the one proposed in this document provides one way Emmanuel College, in
cooperation with Muslims, can respond to this twenty-first century urban context in a manner
that takes seriously the importance of dialogue and discussion across the boundaries of differing
languages and religious traditions, while providing opportunities for Muslim Canadians to grow
and develop as active contributors to society.
III. Pertinent Background
This project emerged in a context of interfaith friendship and Christian hospitality. Nevin Reda
El-Tahry, currently the program’s coordinator, worked over the course of a year with Emmanuel
College and Victoria University to invite participation from a variety of Muslim persons and
organizations. Over time, the discussion included many people and spoke of a need within
Muslim communities: Muslim leadership can benefit from education examining common
commitments between Muslim values and the pluralistic context within Canada, and issues
treated by the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedom. Its primary aim is to help Muslim
leaders and members cultivate their skills better to meet the diverse needs of the growing Muslim
population, as well as the expectations of the larger society. As conversations developed, they
included a broad range of organizations and interested individuals. As the project progressed,
the general aim has been to widen the net to include the major Muslim groups within the greater
Toronto area. The goal is to have broad ownership and participation in the program. On the
University side, Emmanuel College has taken the lead in shepherding these conversations and in
moving to host a full-fledged Muslim Studies program.
In the post-September 11th, 2001 period, the leadership within Muslim communities in Canada
has undergone various challenges at the community, national and international levels. One of the
greatest challenges facing imams in Canada has been the need to accommodate diverse
perspectives within growing and pluralistic Canadian Muslim communities. In addition, imams
are in a unique position to lead Muslims toward greater participation in the multi-cultural context
represented by Canadian society. The Canadian environment itself creates challenges for
Muslim families that are not often faced in other parts of the world. Further, over the past few
years, numerous issues have arisen that at times have created polarization between Muslim
10
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communities, and at other times demonstrated the diversity of opinions among Canadian
Muslims. An Muslim Studies program at Emmanuel could engage these topics in important and
vital ways.
IV. Components of the Muslim Studies Program
The program we are proposing within Emmanuel College, at this stage of its evolution, contains
three features: (1) a continuing education component that attempts to meet the needs of imams,
Muslim leaders, and other potential leaders among Muslims as they seek to realize their own
potential as people of faith who have much to contribute to the larger Canadian society; (2) a
degree track providing Muslims with the opportunity to pursue a master’s degree to support
vocational goals related to social service involvements, chaplaincy, or the delivery of sermons in
a mosque (with appropriate communal approval of the imam’s training and education); and (3) a
professorship in Muslim Studies, so that a full-time Muslim presence within the academic
community at Emmanuel will serve to undergird and guide the further development of the
Muslim Studies program, including the potential development of a Centre for Muslim Studies.
The Canadian Certificate of Muslim Studies. This initiative, to begin in January 2010, has been
created following considerable consultation with Muslim constituencies and will be open to all
persons who possess an ability to complete the coursework. No academic degree is required for
admission. This continuing education program will operate on a semester basis, offering at least
two courses per semester in the evenings or on Saturday. The program is composed of nine
courses emphasizing such topics as Muslims in Canada, Islamic Law, Interfaith Relations,
Introductory Arabic, Professional Counseling, Woman/Gender in Islam, the Qur’an, and
Canadian Studies. In addition, opportunity for a field-based experience will enable students to
work a few hours per week in a supervised setting in a Muslim context. Faculty members for
this program will possess either the PhD in religious studies or related field or a standing of “all
but dissertation” in a PhD program. Upon completion of the program, Emmanuel College will
award a “Canadian Certificate of Muslim Studies.”
The Muslim Track within the Master of Pastoral Studies Program. In consultation with various
Muslim communities, Emmanuel College hopes to move quickly to create a Muslim track within
the Master of Pastoral Studies (MPS) program. This academic degree is a two year full-time
program involving twenty courses that can be shaped for a specialization in one of three areas,
social service orientation, counselling, or preaching. The Muslim track would likely involve
courses in the Qur’an, the history and theological tradition of Islam, Islamic law, Canadian
context, interfaith dialogue, and various courses dealing with either social ministry, counselling,
or preaching, depending upon a particular student’s specialization. This particular program will
allow for significant interaction between Muslim and Christian students. The academic program
will also enable Canadian Muslims with an interest in serving in community or mosque settings
with the opportunity to pursue graduate work in a setting tailored for their particular needs. The
program will seek to facilitate a practical engagement with the world for those who seek to
combine a vital Muslim religious identity with a critical appreciation for the contemporary
Canadian context surrounding their work.
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A Chair/Professorship in Muslim Studies. According to the study conducted by Karim H. Karim
on “changing perceptions of Islamic Authority,” an “increasing number of Muslim faithful living
in the West regard Muslim scholars with academic training in Islam, especially those who have
studied in both Western and traditional institutions, as being more authoritarian than traditional
imams.” 11 Most important for Muslims in the West is the issue of the cultural literacy of those to
whom they go to seek appropriate religious guidance. As Emmanuel College prepared to create
both continuing education programs and academic degree programs for Muslim students, it
became increasingly clear to us that the faculty of the College must contain at least one fulltime
Muslim scholar if we are going to be able to meet the needs presented by both potential Muslim
students and Muslims in general. Further, from the Christian perspective, a Muslim faculty
member, and Muslim students in the classroom, will assist Christian ministers-to-be and other
Christian students at Emmanuel as they seek to understand more fully the complex cultural and
religious issues facing Muslims in the West. The contemporary context of both “international
and domestic events involving Muslims,” as Karim has expressed it, “have made evident the case
for knowledgeable and coherent engagement with issues affecting the adherents of Islam.” He
has suggested that “this can be attained . . . through increased interaction between Muslims and
others in society.” 12 Christian students, such as those working in the classrooms of theological
education, need to be exposed to the complex issues affecting Muslims who are and will
continue to be their neighbors in the cities where they will live and work.
Emmanuel College has begun efforts to raise funds in order to create a teaching position for
Muslim Studies using a five-year full-time teaching contract beginning in the Fall of 2010 or
2011. The long-range goal, over the course of the next five years, would be to raise funds that
would enable us to create a permanent chair/professorship in Muslim studies that would
contribute long-term stability to the Muslim program moving forward. Muslim presence on the
Emmanuel faculty would provide considerable expertise in beginning work toward the creation
of a new Centre for Muslim Studies, housed in Emmanuel College with a goal of creating a
significant network for the study of Islam across the various faculties located within the
University of Toronto.
V. The Creation of An Advisory Committee
The three components described above have naturally evolved over the past year as a result of
conversations with representatives from the Canadian Council of Muslim Women, the Canadian
Council of Imams, and, more recently, the Canadian Dawn Foundation, as well as conversations
with others from Muslim communities in Toronto. These conversations have now evolved to the
point where the creation of a permanent advisory committee seems appropriate. Toward this
end, leadership at Emmanuel College and Victoria University will work with those Muslim
leaders who have served as ad-hoc committee members during this process to create a permanent
advisory committee for the Muslim Studies Program at Emmanuel College by the middle of
September.
VI. Current Statement of Goals for the Muslim Studies Program
11
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It is important to recognize that all aspects of this proposed program in Muslim Studies are “in
process,” meaning that this vision statement is a report of the “current state” of affairs rather than
a final description of all aspects of the program. The Advisory Committee will naturally work
with the Principal of Emmanuel College to shape the evolving nature of both vision and program
over the coming months and years. Therefore, the following description represents an initial
(rather than final) attempt to express goals that will eventually be used, through regular processes
of evaluation and assessment, to determine the success of the program and to assist in developing
strategies for its improvement.
¾ Create opportunities for significant interfaith dialogue, interaction, and relationships
between Muslim and Christian communities through common educational experiences
shared between them in the classrooms of Emmanuel College – explore ways of
developing and improving Christian-Muslim relations and interfaith relations in general
¾ Assist in familiarizing students with the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms,
Canadian family and other law and Canadian social values, such as multiculturalism,
pluralism, human rights, and equality
¾ Familiarize students with the main ethical, legal, clinical and professional issues related
to Muslim chaplaincy and assist them in achieving the highest academic standards in the
chaplaincy, Muslim studies, leadership, and other program components
¾ Foster a love of inquiry, critical thinking and research skills
¾ Represent fully the values (analytical reflection, gender and racial-ethnic equality, open
and critical dialogue and classroom engagement, etc.) found within the University
context while, at the same time, respecting Muslim and Christian faith heritage and
traditions
¾ Develop a Muslim presence on the faculty of Emmanuel College
¾ Examine the role of tradition, scriptural texts, religious knowledge, and religious
authority in ways that also take seriously their contemporary context
¾ Develop leaders who are sensitive to the specific needs and the diversity of perspectives
within both Muslim and Christian communities, and who have the vision and necessary
skills to engage the specific needs and multiple perspectives found in Canada
¾ Assist students in becoming leaders capable of inspiring youth and leading them to
become constructive members within the larger Canadian context
¾ Provide academic and continuing education programs for Canadian Muslims that take
seriously the forces working on Muslim populations: immigration and migration, cultural
literacy, problems associated with modernity and postmodernity, educational and
technological advances, and globalization
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¾ Provide continuing education classes and workshops for already employed chaplains,
spiritual care workers, Imams and other community leaders.
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