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Philosophical Confessions
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It is an honour and pleasure to be the Lil Faider
y Interfaith Scholar-in-Residence at Beth Tzedec this
r Ak ; year. Hopefully 1 can communicate to the

! MUMBH// congregation something about.Hind}Jism, as wgl! as
- 7. learn more, myself, about Jewish faith and tradition.
I think I am correct in saying that I am the first interfaith scholar in residence to
be an academic rather than a member of the clergy. This might give my
contributions a little different flavor than my illustrious predecessors, though I
hasten to add that I will try not to lecture too much — and I can promise that
there won’t be any exams. So perhaps I should try to introduce myself a bit more
in this context.

[ am currently an Associate Professor in the University of Calgary’s Department
of Classics and Religion, a position I have held for 15 years. Prior to that I
taught in the UK for five years, at the Universities of Liverpool and Hope
University College, and at the University of Cambridge where I did my PhD.
My work focusses on Hindu Philosophy, Interreligious Dialogue, and Theories
of Interpretation (Hermeneutics). I also used to be a scientist, so [ also keep one
foot in that world through teaching courses in Science and Religion, as well as
lecturing on Humanities in Healthcare at the Cumming School of Medicine.

While I have a bit of an eclectic background, I would consider my main training
to be that of a philosopher. Now before you recoil in horror, prepare to fall
asleep or try to find where you put that bottle of hemlock, let me assure you that
I don’t spend my time (or much of it) thinking ‘big thoughts’ nor, despite my
fondness for tweed, sitting in large armchairs pontificating about obscure topics
while waving a pipe around for dramatic effect. I am a philosopher in the same
way that all of us are: I like to ask questions to learn more about the nature of
whatever captures my interest. Actually we are all born philosophers — just
observe any child under the age of 10 to see a pure, inquisitive mind in action.

We all want to know more about what interests and concerns us, and being
‘trained as a philosopher’ just means subscribing to slightly more rules about
how we should ask these questions. I happen to think these rules are, by and
large, good ones - but your mileage may vary. Some of these rules are logical
and others are more practical, so philosophizing is really just a particular
practice of asking questions within these rules and conventions. This practice
sometimes goes by other names: critical thinking, conceptual analysis,
rationisation ... but it all boils down to asking lots of questions and seeing what
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kinds of responses they may elicit. Notice I said ‘responses’ rather than
‘answers’ because, as everyone knows, philosophy provides precious few
answers. So why do philosophy? Well, the questions are pretty interesting and
quite often revealing, and sometimes questions are far more important than
answers since they bid us to reconsider things we may have accepted too
blithely. Moreover, asking such questions helps to shape one’s character
toward being better able to distinguish good, helpful, honest, delightful and
useful beliefs and practices from the morass of nonsense and fluff (I could use
more earthy language here) in which they are often mired. Philosophizing
might also provide us some tools to better understand ourselves, our
environments and others. Finally, since all human beings are bom
philosophers, it gives us a potential connection to those who appear very
different from us, yet share common, human predicaments. We all want to
know more about what interests and concems us, and doing philosophy
together can build strong bridges between mquisitive minds, regardless of
where we come from or which religion we follow.

So philosophy is best done as a conversation (it is no coincidence that so many
philosophical works are written as dialogues), and what [ hope we can do this
year 1s to enter into several conversations. Firstly we might consider Hinduism
not so much as a religion (I will explain later why this is such a problematic
term for Hindus) but as a very long, ongoing, quite voluble at times,
meandering and delightful conversation. Hinduism commits its practitioners,
observers, texts, traditions, critics, authors and interpreters to a conversation-
already-in-progress. While this conversation can sound like an argumentative
cacophony at times, hopefully we will see that it can also yield Truth, Beauty
and Goodness as well. The second conversation is that between Hinduism and
other faith traditions: Judaism of course, but also others. No religion can be
understood in isolation since we always bring with us various contexts and
presuppositions. So by engaging in a conversation with Hinduism, (as well as
learning about its internal conversations) we will necessarily be comparative
and reflective: we will see how Hindu faith traditions are both the same as and
different from other traditions, as well as what they show us about our own
beliefs and practices.

So I invite you to philosophize with me this year. Together we can ask
questions, consider responses, and reflect on what both may teach us. In the
process we might understand Hindus and ourselves a little better, and at least
we can have some good conversations along the way.
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