Conducting an Interfaith Service 

Introduction
An interfaith service is a brief worship or meditation, specifically designed for Scouting events where there may be members of more than one faith group. The intention of an interfaith service (formerly known as a Scouts’ Own) is to provide a spiritual focus during a camping experience that does not reflect the views of a particular denomination or faith. An interfaith service can be defined as a gathering of Scouts held to contribute to the development of their spirituality and to promote a fuller understanding of the Scout Oath and Law, with emphasis on one’s Duty to God. Let’s take a look at what this definition means. 

An interfaith service is a gathering of Scouts consistent with the 12th point of the Scout Law. This can be in groups as small as two or as large as a world Scout jamboree, though groups of a few patrols work best. In smaller groups, Scouts are able to get involved, share their experiences, and learn that spirituality is something that affects everyone. 

An interfaith service is held for the development of the Scouts’ spirituality. Spirituality is that which is beyond the material, that which gives meaning and direction to one’s life. Scouting is primarily concerned with how people live out their beliefs in everyday life. 

Hence, an interfaith service should connect in some way to the Scout Law, the ethical code of Scouting. Usually, mentioning the Scout Law, making allusions to it, and/or including a recitation of the Law as part of an interfaith service provides this connection. An interfaith service may simply include ethical content that the Scouts themselves can connect to the Scout Law. 

Lord Baden-Powell, the founder of the Scouting movement, believed that a person’s religion is not in how he behaves; rather it is in what he believes. This is where the Scout Law intersects with spirituality. In developing character, Scouts may connect their spirituality to the Scout Law so that the living out of their religious faith is also an active expression of the Scout Law. 

As explained herein, the goal is to provide an uplifting and positive experience for all attendees. It is not necessary to attempt to account for the sensitivities of every conceivable religion on Earth; rather, seek to account for those religions whose members reasonably might be expected to be present. As promoters of the religious emblems program, unit leaders should have a good sense of the religions of those unit members present on a campout. For larger camping activities, such as camporees, all unit leaders could be asked about members’ religious preferences to ensure that reasonable care is given to inclusiveness.

In the event that an individual attendee becomes offended as an outcome of an interfaith service, an apology is in order in the spirit of “a Scout is friendly.” Similarly, though, in the spirit of “a Scout is friendly,” the individual offended should accept the apology graciously and explain how the service might have been conducted so as not to be offensive to him or her. The acts of seeking to make subtle theological distinctions or looking to be offended are grossly out of place at an interfaith service, particularly when the service is planned by youth members with adult mentoring and conducted by youth members.

Why include a Religious Ceremony in Scouting?

BSA Charter and Bylaws - ”The Boy Scouts of America maintains that no member can grow into the best kind of citizen without recognizing an obligation to God.”
BSA Boy Scout Handbook - ”A Scout is reverent towards God.  He is faithful in his religious duties.  He respects the beliefs of others.”
Definitions
Nondenominational - a service that is usually just for Protestants, although it can be developed so it is appropriate for all Christians - in which case it would also be ecumenical

Ecumenical - a service that is suitable for the whole Christian (Protestant and Catholic) church

Nonsectarian - a service that is not affiliated with any specific religion.  It usually uses inspirational passages instead of particular religious materials

Proselytize – attempt to recruit, or convert someone to a specific faith or cause

Advertising
Truth in advertising is one of the most important points in conducting and interfaith worship.  Accurately name and promote the service.  Nothing is more offensive than anticipating a service for everyone and then attending one that teaches the beliefs of one particular faith or religion.  Let everyone know ahead of time the nature of a service so that those anticipating an ideally multi-faith (interfaith) experience or a specific faith (Christian, Jewish, Muslin, Budist, etc.) service.  Clearly communicate that you are not going to attempt to fulfill all of the religious obligations of everyone present.

Practical Suggestions
Make Interfaith Worship at part of your camping program, plan it just like you plan for meals, duty roster, etc..  Elect a Chaplain Aide and have an adult mentor who is serving as the adult patrol’s Chaplain Aide.

Use Chaplain Aides.  It is not the Chaplain Aide’s responsibility to plan and conduct the service, but to see that is it planned and conducted.  Youth and adults should all participate.  It is a great opportunity for leadership, teaching and communication merit badge requirements to be met.

Be brief. "If a man cannot make his point to keen boys in ten minutes, he ought to be shot !" Sir Robert Baden-Powell  in Aids to Scoutmastership (1920)

If possible, tie the inspirational message to the events or surroundings of the weekend.

Canoe Trip Example:
Strong winds = peer pressure
Kept on paddling despite being tired = perseverance, goal in mind
Arrived at camp thankful for showers, meals, tents = thanks to parents, teachers, mentors for guidance, safety and care

Acorn Example:
Props:  Healthy Acorn, Rotten Acorn, Rocky Ground, Oak Sapling, Mature Oak Tree
Relate the options of an acorn growing in various soils, draw a parallel to positive and negative peer pressure, and guidance they receive at home, church, school scouting.     Use the sapling as and adults as mature trees (parents, pastors, teachers, scouters, etc.) shading and protecting the sapling from sun, heavy rain, hail  in the scouts lives. Then, depending on the makeup of the group, draw the parallel to the parable of the Sower in the Gospels of the New Testament.

Don’t try to undo what parents and spiritual leaders have been teaching the Scout.   Generally a  scout will not understand words like non-denominational, ecumenical, non-sectarian.  For example: Don’t tell them to pray a “generic prayer”.  Instead ask them, and tell everyone that they are “there will be a group prayer led by NAME in the manner on his/her faith.”

Be sensitive to other beliefs.  This means that you either have to do your homework or ask.  One of the most common mistakes is to ask everyone to “please remove you hats for the prayer”.   Some have a religious obligation to cover their heads while praying.  So instead the following is always acceptable “please prepare yourself for prayer”.

Known your Scouts.  Many scouts have strong spiritual supports, others may not have any and Scouting may be their only exposure to spiritual growth.  Don’t assume they are the same as your family.  Scoutmaster Conferences (formal and informal) are great opportunities to explore how the Scout feels about Interfaith Worship and a chance for adults to encourage participation. 

Singing?  Many Scouts (especially teenage boys) are not comfortable singing in public.  One approach is to use instruments, and recorded music if acceptable.  Another approach is to talk about the meaning and the words and use the songs for group reading.  Ask for their favorite songs, not the favorites of the adults.  Plan ahead and get the music and learn the songs.

Attendance is optional:  Encourage all the scouts to attend, but make it clear that if they are not attending they are to spend their time in camp studying or reading or some quiet activity that is not disruptive to those who are worshiping together.  Adults should set the example by attending and participating.

Sit in a circle.  Ask leading questions, by name.  Hold discussions, not monologues.  
Attendance at an Interfaith Service
Encourage Scouts and Scouters to participate, but make sure they know it is optional.  Even the opportunity to share the uniqueness of various faiths, beliefs, and philosophies with other members may be educational and meaningful.  

Participation at an interfaith service should be a voluntary, uplifting experience for Scouts and leaders. It should be a friendly, welcoming experience for all. There should never be coercion or criticism concerning participation or nonparticipation in an interfaith service.

Some religions do not support the participation of their members in Interfaith Services. Some religions obligate their members to participation in a specific religious service; consequently, participation in an interfaith service may not meet this obligation. Some individuals may choose to participate in the interfaith service and also in a service of their own faith.

Location of the Service
Any location separate from the noise and activity area is fine—a clearing in the woods, an empty campsite, the chapel area at a camp, a scenic overlook, an unused room in a building, the far corner of a gym.

Content of the Service
Distribute copies of the BSA adult registration form; read and briefly discuss the BSA “Statement of Religious Principle” to which all adult leaders subscribe. Highlight particularly the phrase stating that “its policy is that the home and organization or group to which the member is connected shall give definite attention to religious life.”

Explain that an interfaith service is an inspirational experience, usually built around a central theme, such as friendship, world peace, save the Earth, or appreciation of the world around us. Just about any topic is appropriate if it is consistent with the Statement of Religious Principle and program goals of Boy Scouts of America. Scouts should be part of the planning process so that they learn and grow spiritually. Active adult coaching, consistent with the training provided herein, is critical for success. 

The form of an interfaith service can range from lively to somber. While the content may take different forms, an interfaith service always should be conducted with reverence. Advance planning (and scripting) is critical because extemporaneous comments, while well-intentioned, may lead to discomfort on the part of members of some faith groups. 

To help ensure that nothing in an interfaith service would offend any participant, invite representatives of all faith groups with members present to participate in developing the service. Care must be used so that one person’s religious traditions are not imposed to offend another person. For example, one should not direct all attendees to remove their hats before prayer, as those of Jewish and Muslim faiths pray with heads covered. A more acceptable call to prayer would be: “Let us each prepare to pray according to his or her tradition.” Similarly, stating, “This we ask in Jesus’ name,” while making the prayer personal to the person leading it, could be troubling to people of other religions.
Planning an Interfaith Service
Planning is required to support and respect all the faiths represented in the group.   There are three basic options:

1. Conduct an interfaith, nonsectarian service that is suitable for most faiths to attend; this is highly recommended. 

2. Conduct multiple services for each faith represented; in most large groups, this is not very practical, but it could be practical at a Unit or Patrol level.

3. Conduct a specific faith service to allow Scout and Scouters to experience other’s belief systems. This is acceptable provided you advertise correctly, and it is highly recommended that you rotate through all faiths in the unit.

While the leader can be either a Scout or an adult, the content of an interfaith service needs to promote a meaningful and inclusive experience. 
Songs (hymns) are best when accompanied by an instrument, like a guitar or harmonica, to help the singers with the melody. The simpler the song, the easier it will be for Scouts to sing along. Songs like “America the Beautiful,” “God Bless America,” or other well-known melodies are the easiest to sing if no accompaniment is available. The leader (or song leader) may choose to hum the opening note to help get everyone started, or have the accompanist give the first chord or note. 

The planning sheet is useful in assigning and documenting various roles to the performed during the interfaith service.  Leaders should ensure that youth members are included in the planning and conduct of the interfaith service. It is important that those chosen to conduct the service gather ahead of time to plan the service, together with all the needed papers and material needed. Assign who will read what and who will provide accompaniment (ensuring that the songs are known or that musical scores are available), and determine where the service will be held. If time permits, those conducting the interfaith service should rehearse their parts as a group.

Conclusion
With a short lesson and planning session, unit leaders and members should feel sufficiently comfortable to plan and execute a simple but meaningful interfaith service, no matter where they are located. Attendance should not be mandatory at these services, but all should be made to feel comfortable while there. Choose your place to hold this service, be it a clearing in the woods, a wide spot on the trail, or a hill overlooking a nice scene or a quiet room. Remember, these are only guidelines for a generic service. If all members of the group are of the same religion, the canons of that religion may be followed. When present, participants from different religions should be considered and involved in the planning of these services.[image: image1.png]
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