Dear Friend of the Elijah School,

I am happy to share with you some of our recent news.  Vanessa Sasson, who recently completed her Ph.D. work at McGill’s Faculty of Religious Studies, reports on the success of the 2003 McGill University and Elijah School Summer Program.  We are working full-steam on the Meeting of World Religious Leaders scheduled to take place in less than a month in Seville, Spain.  Pray for its success.  As always, I look forward to hearing from you.

Alon Goshen-Gottstein

Director

The Elijah School

In July 2003, the Faculty of Religious Studies at McGill University continued its long-standing Inter-faith Studies program, inspired by the Elijah School in Jerusalem. For the past six years, McGill and Elijah have jointly sponsored programs in Jerusalem, and in 2002, also in Montreal. This past summer, the intensive twelve-hour-per-day, two-week course was devoted to Death, Dying and beyond. With ten students, five faculty members and one moderator, the program incorporated rigorous academic material with fruitful dialogue and a number of trips to local religious sites. Professor Barry Levy, dean of the Faculty of Religious Studies at McGill, presented Judaism; Debrah Weaver, Christianity; Dr. Bilal Kuspinar, professor of Islamic Studies at Concordia University presented Islam; Tanisha Ramachadran, a PhD student at Concordia, presented Hinduism; and Dr. Jinpa Thubten, an independent scholar, presented Buddhism. Vanessa Sasson, professor of Religious Studies at Marianopolis College, acted as moderator. 

The themes explored over the course of the program included preparations for dying, mourning rituals, concepts of afterlife, suicide, and communication with the dead. One day was devoted to the concept of self-willed death in Eastern religions, and another to martyrdom in Western religions. The group also participated in a number of fascinating field trips. A Sikh Gujarat in Montreal invited the group for a prayer session, dinner and discussion with the community, where the topic of death and dying was openly explored. They visited a Trappist monastery in Oka and were hosted by a scholar-monk, Dr. / Father John Doutre, who described his experiences with dying monks at the monastery and how he attended to them over the years. One full day was spent at a Vietnamese (Buddhist) Pure Land monastery in Saint-Sauveur, in which the group was introduced to the beautiful grounds, meditation and a talk on how the monks deal with the dying members of their community. Finally, the group also toured a Jewish funeral home and a secular funeral home. The contrast between the two provided for a fruitful and engaging discussion. All in all, this summer’s program was an exciting and successful program that will be repeated in June of 2004 on the theme of Sexuality, Textuality and Spirituality.

Vanessa Sasson

McGill University

