Interfaith Dialogue and Sacred Spaces

Globalization, socioreligious changes, and the increasing religious pluralism in most parts of the world created the conditions for the expanding interest in interreligious spaces as places of shared spirituality, encounter, and dialogue across different religions and as a place of mediation in religious conflicts. 
To better understand interfaith or interreligious spaces and their implications, it is worth first looking at how “sacred space” is defined.
 Generally speaking, sacred space can be defined as a place in the landscape, which is especially revered by people, culture, or cultural group as a focus of spiritual belief and practice or religious observance. There are different typologies of sacred spaces according to different religions and different traditions.  The discussion on what can be defined as a sacred place is still a current issue amongst researchers.  
The concept of "sacredness" is often paired with the term "profane", implying that both are in opposition to each other. The way we use the terms sacred/profane will reflect how religion is seen to extend into the field of everyday reality, how both religion and everyday life relate to each other. 

Suggested readings:
Durkheim, Émile (1915): The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. New York: The Free Press
Eliade, Mircea (1957): The Sacred and the Profane. The Nature of Religion. Florida: Harcourt Books
Two classical scholars reflecting on the concepts of sacred and profane spaces were Emile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade. Their conclusions are quite opposite and still a topic for debate. 
-How do the concepts of profane and sacred differ between Durkheim and Eliade? What are the potential implications of the two approaches regarding interfaith dialogue? 

Despite disagreements about the nature of sacred spaces, the need to ground religious and spiritual experiences in a sacred space seems to be an anthropological constant. All major religious traditions stress the need to create and indwell sacred spaces, where they are unconditionally welcomed. This commonality arises from the important role sacred spaces play in human attempts to structure and understand religious (spiritual) experiences. Across different religions, there are different categories of sacred spaces:
- cosmos
- the human body
- states of consciousness
- local ritual sites
- houses of worship, i.e. churches, mosques, synagogues, temples

A practical and pertinent aspect of sacred space is "multifaith spaces" and their role in interfaith dialogue. In a globalized world, multifaith spaces (MFS) are becoming almost ubiquitous and can be found in many public areas such as airports, hospitals, and universities. However, their design raises several challenges and questions that need to be addressed. MFS must be acceptable as a place of worship for many different religious groups without at the same time fevering or discriminating against other faiths. An example of such a challenge is the geographical orientation, a relevant issue for Islam, Judaism, and Orthodox Christianity.
According to Diez de Velasco, Multifaith spaces face the following challenges:
- shared space for a diversity of users (including non-believers)
- gender separation
- issue of orientation
- conflicting times
- positioning during worship
-neutral design


Suggested reading:
- Diez de Velasco, Francisco (2014): Multi- belief/Multi-faith Spaces: Theoretical Proposals for a Neutral and Operational Design. In: Recode Working Papers Series
In his article, Diez de Velasco analyses the different challenges of the design of public interfaith spaces. 
- How would you design an interfaith space and what would be the most important feature of such a space?

Sacred spaces can turn into places of conflict and territorial tensions especially when they possess a shared sacrality for different groups, claiming their authority and control over it. Such conflicts usually extend beyond the religious question to entail political and cultural strife. Like any other place, sacred sites also have a memory on their own which has the potential to evocate past traumas and to fuel further conflicts. To eradicate or heal such wounds, it is important to include unpleasant topics and their corresponding scenes into the interfaith dialogue.

Suggested reading:
Abu Nimer, Mohammed (2004): Religion, Dialogue, and Non-Violent Actions in Palestinian- Israeli conflicts. In: International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society, 17:491-511

Mohammed Abu Nimer examines the potentially constructive role that religious peacebuilders can play in contributing to Palestinian-Israeli reconciliation and peace using the tools of interfaith dialogue.
-What are the possible interfaith dialogue activities and possibilities that can be deployed to foster peace between religious groups in places of conflict?


Further questions: 
- What are the differences between created spaces and natural spaces?
- What are non-physical shared spaces and how can they be approached?
- What are good examples of shared sacred spaces? And how are they relevant for interfaith dialogue?
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