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and Serve America.     www.inspiredtoserve.org 

What is interfaith engagement? 

Interfaith engagement involves engaging diverse faith communities (Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, Jewish, 
Muslim, and others) in developing mutual understanding and respect while also deepening their own 
religious identity and commitments. It goes beyond mere tolerance of diversity and requires building 
positive relationships and work with one another. It . . . 

¥ Does not teach that all religions are essentially the same; 
¥ Does not dilute or destroy religious convictions; or 
¥ Does not provide an opportunity for religious groups to proselytize or impose their beliefs on others. 

Why is interfaith engagement important? 

Interfaith engagement involves moving . . . 

From . . . Toward . . . 

¥ Isolation and 

stereotypes 
¥ Connection and 

understanding 

¥ Mutual suspicion ¥ Trust/support 

¥ Independent work ¥ Collaborative work 

¥ Being unknown and 

invisible in the 

community 

¥ Being known and 

visible in the 

community 

When done well, interfaith engagement . . . 

¥ Cultivates in young people a deeper sense of 
their own religious identity while also building 
relationships with people who are diff erent. 

¥ Equips young people with skills to navigate in a 
religiously and culturally diverse world. 

¥ Helps young people become more articulate 
about their own worldviews, beliefs, and values. 

¥ Develops a sense of mutual trust, respect, and 
understanding across religious traditions, thus 
reducing religiously motivated violence, 
stereotyping, bigotry, or hatred. 

¥ Allowing religion to 

have a negative 

reputation 

¥ Building a positive 

reputation of faith’s 

role in civic life 

¥ Unites people across faith and ideological lines with a shared commitment to young people. 

What makes interfaith engagement effective? 

Authentic interfaith engagement is characterized by . . . 

¥ Young people from different religious backgrounds coming together to listen to and serve their 
community, and also to share stories from their own faith teachings and life experience. Regardless of 
the specifi c activity, cultivating strong, mutual relationships is foundational. 

¥ Intentional efforts to establish clear ground rules of mutual interest, understanding, and respect. Clear 
expectations must be communicated to and shared by participating young people, leaders, parents, 
and other stakeholders to create a safe context for dialogue, growth, learning, and relationships. 

¥ A focus on deeply held, widely shared values as a starting point for dialogue and forming 
relationships. As trust, confidence, and patterns of constructive dialogue are established, it becomes 
more constructive to explore areas of diff erence, but always with the deepening realization that, in the 
midst of strong diff erences, we can make the choice to work together on issues of common good. 



How do I get started? 

¥ Clarify the purpose and expectationsÑ Why do you want to engage multiple faith traditions in 
interfaith youth service-learning? How does it benefit the participating young people, their 
congregations, and the broader community? Develop guiding values and expectations that speak to 
the networkÕs philosophy and concerns that arise. These shared expectations help to socialize faith 
communities and leaders who participate as well as providing touch points if confl icts emerge. 

¥ Tap existing relationships and networksÑ People are much more likely to participate if they are 
invited by someone they already know or trust. Encourage people to invite a friend or family member 
to participate or to pass along material. You may also need to make some Òcold callsÓ to some groups 
whose friendship networks may not overlap easily with others in the community. 

¥ Develop inclusive leadership systemsÑ Create systems in which a wide range of youth and adults 
have authentic and meaningful roles in decision making and leadership. This broad leadership will go 
a long way in ensuring that the networkÕs efforts are appropriate and respectful across the religious 
diversity of your community. 

¥ Be careful about religious content and languageÑ Avoid hosting activities that would be 
uncomfortable or off limits for someoneÕs religious tradition. For example, some young people 
cannot participate in prayer, meditations, religious music, or other rituals with people from other 
traditions. In addition, refrain from speaking of another tradition in your religionÕs terms. When 
possible, use the specifi c terms within a tradition. 

¥ Address logistical issues that can interfere with full participationÑ Although logistical issues may 
seem small (and most are easy to address), they can make a signifi cant difference in people feeling 
valued, welcomed, and able to participate. These can include holidays, scheduling of events, dietary 
restrictions, gender issues, religious practices, and behavioral guidelines and expectations. 

¥ Engage in action and reflection togetherÑ DonÕt think you have to sort out all the issues before you 
can do anything together. The strength of interfaith engagement comes as young people from diverse 
religious traditions work side by side in service to the community, then dialogue face to face about 
their own beliefs, values, and narratives that motivate them to serve others.  

What other resources can help me? 

Print and Video Resources 

¥ Building the Interfaith Youth Movement: Beyond Dialogue to Action (Rowman & Littlefield)Ñ
Describes the growing numbers of young people from all faith backgrounds who are committed to 
interfaith understanding and cooperation and the practical models for engaging them effectively. 

¥ Days of I nterfaith Youth Service: OrganizerÕs Toolkit (Interfaith Youth Core)Ñ Provides step-by-
step information for engaging religious communities in a Interfaith Youth Service Day. (Available for 
downloading at at www.ifyc.org/ndiys_resources.php.) 

Web Sites 

¥ Interfaith Youth Core (www.ifyc.org)Ñ This partner in the Inspired to Serve project provides tools, 
training, events, and public advocacy to encourage interfaith engagement with young people. The 
Web site includes tools, stories, and examples of interfaith action. 

¥ Tanenbaum Center for Interreligious Understanding (www.tanenbaum.org)Ñ This secular 
organization provides tools and resources to teach young people and others how to practice respect 
for one another across religious differences. It offers a variety of tools that highlight common ground 
across religious perspectives. 
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