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This month's Elijah Interfaith Institute Update contains two items:
 

* Rabbi Dr. Alon Goshen-Gottstein reports on his visit from India:
* Call for volunteers for our Digital Audio Conversion Project
----------------------------------------------------------------------
* Rabbi Dr. Alon Goshen-Gottstein reports on his visit from India:
 

I am happy to share with the Elijah community some news of my recent visit to India. I just returned from a three-week visit to India, undertaken at the invitation of Sri Sri Ravi Sankar. The India visit is one of the immediate outcomes of the recently held meeting of the Elijah Interfaith Academy's Board of World Religious Leaders. At that meeting Sri Sri suggested we hold our next meeting in Kashmir and that I visit India and take part in some activities organized by the Art of Living Foundation in order to get a better sense of working in India.
 

I was delighted to have this opportunity to visit India, after many years of studying about India and its religious life from afar. A trip focusing on religious leaders and religious communities provided me with a unique and uplifting perspective on India and its spiritual reality. The 10 days spent in Sri Sri's company taught me many lessons regarding hospitality, the theme of our Seville meeting. It would be hard to describe the care and attention that Sri Sri, as well as his many disciples, showed. It is also hard to describe the impact of mega religious events, like the 150,000 strong celebration in the cricket stadium of Amdavad, in honor of Sivaratri, presided over by Sri Sri. Clearly, religion in general, and Sri Sri in particular, have huge appeal in this country. The possibility of tapping into such appeal and into such personal connections, in the context of broadening and disseminating the work of Elijah, is a true gift.  On a practical level, several decisions were taken towards holding a meeting of our board of religious leaders. Advanced planning will have to await upcoming elections in India. Tentative planning suggests a meeting in the fall of 2005. If circumstances permit, we would like to hold the meeting in Kashmir, thereby employing the gathering of religious leaders as a symbol of collaboration and peace in a strife-torn area. The model of holding a major public event in a stadium will be followed for a public event that will be one component of the planned meeting. Most of the meeting will be devoted to presentation and development of educational materials, group discussion etc., following the precedent of the Seville meeting and showcasing work of the Elijah Academy between now and the end of next year. While Elijah will bear responsibility for the content of the meeting of religious leaders, it seems best for the meeting to be hosted by the Art of Living Foundation, that would also bear responsibility for a broad range of logistical concerns related to the meeting.
 

In addition to the learning and planning process towards the next meeting of our board of religious leaders, several other goals were achieved during the India visit. One of these was follow-up with some of the Hindu leaders who had attended the Seville meeting. In Bangalore I had fruitful meetings with Sri Sri Sugunendra Theertha Swami and with Rishi Prabhakar. These conversations are part of a broader follow-up process in which we are attempting to discern how Elijah can best serve religious leaders affiliated with it. One of the sentiments that was expressed in these conversations, and that I have also heard from other participants, concerns the need to establish ongoing contact between board members and to engage them on contemporary issues on an ongoing basis. There seems to be genuine interest in creating a forum that would respond to contemporary issues involving religion, based on a dialogue between religious leaders that could in turn result in common positions and public statements. Other avenues for sharing the work of Elijah in India were suggested as well.
 

An additional goal of the India visit was to broaden the range of Hindu leaders affiliated with Elijah. In this context I would like to report on meetings with three figures. The first is Karunamayi, a Bangalore based female religious leader (www.karunamayi.org). Karunamayi was extremely receptive to the ideas of Elijah and a warm meeting with her and with Swami Vijayeswarananda suggests our invitation will be received positively. We are awaiting her final response.
 

I have for some time been interested in the Swaminarayan form of Hinduism, which I first met through a visit to their London temple in Neasden and then read about in an excellent scholarly introduction by Raymond Williams (Introduction to Swaminarayan Hinduism, Oxford University Press, 2000).  Having come to Amdavad with Sri Sri, I used this opportunity to also learn more about this particular form of Hinduism, headquartered in this city.  For nearly a week I enjoyed Gujarati hospitality at its best at the headquarters of one branch of Swaminarayan religion (www.swaminarayan.org). As many of you will recall, one of Elijah's projects is to encourage the developments of theologies of other world religions, as these must be thought through anew in contemporary times, from the resources of each of our traditions. In this context, preliminary work has been done towards launching a project of developing a contemporary Jewish Theology of the Religious Other, in collaboration with Boston College. Many issues will have to be considered in the context of this project. As someone deeply involved in it, I cannot overestimate the significance of the week spent in Amdavad for allowing me to grapple with a variety of issues and challenges posed by this particular form of Hinduism, but relevant to a much broader range of Hindu religious life. The time spent there was not only a time of learning for me but also a time of dialogue. Dialogue sessions were held with the sadhus (translated by them as "saints") of the movement, obviously constituting for them, and for me, first of its kind type of conversations.  The interest and originality of issues that came up in our conversations led me to propose the formation of a long term Jewish-Hindu dialogue, with this particular religious group. I was able to make this proposal because my meeting was not limited to the sadhus only. I had the good fortune of being in Amdavad on the very days that Pramukh Swami, the spiritual head of the movement, was on a visit there. This allowed me to observe the religious community at its most vital and intense moments as well as to make personal contact with Pramukh Swami. I am given to understand that Pramukh Swami is one of the most dynamic and influential religious leaders in India, in charge of a major transnational religious movement. I was able to make two presentations to him, regarding the work of Elijah, my experiences in his community and the possibilities of collaboration and involvement of his movement with our activities. I am currently awaiting response to the twofold invitation - for Parmukh Swami to join Elijah's board of religious leaders and for the establishment of a continuing forum for Jewish-Hindu dialogue.
 

A third meeting took place with Swami Chidananda, president of the Divine Life Society, headquartered in the Sivananda Ashram in Rishikesh. Swami Chidananda has a decades long record of involvement in interreligious work (see www.dlshq.org). My meeting with him was one of the highlights of my visit to India. Despite his age (88 years) and frail health, he radiates as one of India's spiritual giants. Unfortunately, his age and health prevented him from being able to accept my invitation to become involved with Elijah, even if ongoing contact was delegated to a representative.
 

For both obvious and less obvious reasons, it seems this visit was a door opener to the spiritual reality of India and to Elijah's work there. As I await responses and follow-up to the visit, I entrust such future work to God and ask for your continuing prayers of support.
 

Alon Goshen-Gottstein
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* Call for volunteers for our Digital Audio Conversion Project
 

The Elijah Interfaith Institute is looking for volunteers to help us advance our digital audio conversion project.  The digital audio conversion project is an ongoing effort to make all lectures delivered at Elijah Institute events available to the broader public.
 

Interested volunteers will listen to, edit, and summarize lectures delivered at previous Elijah Institute events.  The work is a chance to listen to the analyses and critiques of prominent scholars and leaders of different religions on topics of contemporary relevance.  
 

All work can be done from home as long as you own a computer.  The minimum time commitment for volunteers is 30 hours over the next two months.
 

All those interested should contact David Kellen at admin@elijah.org.il 
 

David Kellen
Administrator
The Elijah Interfaith Institute
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