
Report on the Regional Interfaith Forum, 
Hamilton Gardens, Hamilton, 7 June 2013

In lieu of a 2013 National Interfaith Forum, the Waikato Interfaith Council offered to host a smaller 
regional gathering, as the next National Forum will be hosted by Dunedin the weekend of 27-28 June 
2014.  This follows on from discussions at the 2012 National Interfaith Forum in Hamilton that 
preferred to follow a model of National Forums every second year, with smaller regional gatherings 
held in the intervening years.  The first Regional Interfaith Forum in Hamilton attracted delegates 
from around the North Island (Whangaparoa, Takapuna, Auckland, Hamilton, Tauranga, Raglan, 
Ohaupo, Rotorua and Wellington) and included a delegate from Christchurch.  In total, the Forum 
attracted seventy registered delegates representing the diversity of faith and belief traditions 
throughout New Zealand.  

The Human Rights Commission was also well-represented at the Forum.  The organising committee 
was especially pleased to be able to welcome the recently-appointed Race Relations Commissioner, 
Dame Susan Devoy, and to introduce her to the increasing role and importance of religious diversity 
to the human rights agenda.  Throughout the day, she attended and participated in the sessions, met 
informally with many Forum delegates, and briefly addressed all present in a plenary session.  
Accompanying Dame Susan from the Human Rights Commission were Commissioner Richard 
Tankersley and Rohan Jaduram.  Also, attending for part of the day were Hamilton MPs David 
Bennett and Tim Macindoe.  MP Sue Moroney was unable to attend due to prior engagements.  
Hamilton City Councillor Daphne Bell had also stopped in to listen to topics discussed in the 
sessions.  

The theme for the Forum was “Strengthening Interfaith Relations” and a focus of the day was spent 
on networking and building solid personal relationships with individuals and groups supporting 
religious diversity and others involved in interfaith activities.  Ample time was provided throughout 
the day for informal discussions between Forum delegates.  Following a karakia from Wiremu Puke, 
Ngati Wairere, WIFCO President, Louis Paulussen, led a session in which delegates introduced 
themselves.  Regional Reports were given by the Auckland, Hamilton, Tauranga and Wellington 
interfaith groups.  A special highlight of the day was listening to the 2013 National Race Unity Speech 
Award winner, Naomi Kumar, from Hillcrest High School, give her speech entitled “My Dream for 
Aotearoa.”  

There were three main sessions throughout the day, each introduced with a brief presentation in a 
plenary session designed to get the ball rolling, followed by smaller break-out sessions in which 
delegates discussed the introduced themes, and ending with a brief report back to the full group on 
the ideas generated by the smaller group discussions.  Pushpa Wood (Wellington) introduced the first 
main session entitled “Moving beyond tolerance: working within our own belief communities.”  The 
second main session on “Raising awareness of religious diversity in the wider community,” was 
introduced by Todd Nachowitz (Waikato).  Jocelyn Armstrong (Auckland) introduced the final main 
session on “The future of the interfaith movement in New Zealand.”  

Dr Paul Morris, Victoria University, gave a progress update on the Semarang Action Plan, from the 
6th Asia-Pacific Regional Interfaith Dialogue, in Semarang, Indonesia, held in March 2012, and also 
gave a brief report back from the June 2013 Muslim-Jewish dialogue held in Washington, DC.  The 
day ended with a wrap-up session, facilitated by WIFCO President Louis Paulussen, highlighting the 
key points and potential actions coming out of the discussion held at the Forum.  The Organising 
Committee wishes to thank Anjum Rahman for a splendid job of MCing the day’s proceedings and 
keeping us on schedule, those that baked goods for morning and afternoon teas, and to Su Ellis and 
the Bahá’í Community for providing such a fantastic lunch.  Special thank you’s to all those attending 
the forum, and to those that helped with moderating the break-out discussions.  
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1. Key points emerging from the main discussions are listed below:
• Regularly engaging with Interfaith, whether through national or regional forums, is important for 

strengthening the ties between individuals and groups working on interfaith issues, networking, 
and engaging in personal encounters with members of other faith traditions.  Regular national 
and regional meetings should continue to support these aims into the future.  

• Empowering young people from diverse religious communities should remain a priority for the 
interfaith movement.  We need to keep youth engaged, and be more aware of their particular 
forms of dialogue.  Youth initiatives need to be encouraged, supported and appropriately 
resourced, and this may involve some nurturing from existing interfaith councils, or engaging 
with city- or faith-based youth councils that are already active.  Music and art programmes are an 
appropriate way to engage youth, as are social justice ‘issues,’ rather than organised religious 
activities.  

• The interfaith activities that we organise need to provide a sense of comfort and security to those 
not familiar with the interfaith movement.  Care should be taken to create safe environments in 
which people can explore other faiths, yet not feel threatened.  

• Interfaith, being a positive movement, must continue to focus on the positive issues that bring us 
together, rather than those that divide.

• The appropriate teaching about other religions, rather than the teaching of other faiths, needs to be 
more a part of the usual school curriculum at early ages.  Discussions in the final session 
included how local interfaith groups might help support schools in their teaching about 
religion.  Interfaith councils might be able to provide much-needed resources, including 
speakers, to local schools.  The involvement of school administrators, teachers, students and 
parents should be included in the discussions.  Given the difficulties involved in changing or 
supplementing existing school curricula, and the problems of fitting new educational materials 
into already packed teaching schedules, it would be best to proceed carefully, taking advice 
from interfaith workers already involved in the teaching of religious diversity.  

• More engagement with tangata whenua in interfaith activities would be most welcome. 
• Other belief-based groups (e.g. Humanists, Rationalists, Atheists, Agnostics) need to be more 

included in interfaith activities. 
• Interfaith events should be open to the public and widely publicised, wherever possible.  Local 

MPs and City Councillors should all receive invitations to attend and participate in key events.  
• The Human Rights Commission is doing a fine job of helping to raise the profile of interfaith 

activity throughout New Zealand, and of the importance of religious diversity to the human 
rights agenda.  Proactive government agencies that support religious diversity in civic affairs 
generally help improve social cohesion rather than increase social tension.  Still, both public 
interfaith councils and other faith-based organisations need to do more to raise the level of 
inter-religious dialogue at local, national, and international levels. 

2. Working within our own faith communities in order to share the importance of interfaith issues 
continues to provide challenges at all levels.  Forum delegates recognised that:
• Promoting interfaith activity and interfaith acceptance within our own faith communities is 

especially difficult;
• Our faith leaders and fellow congregants need to be more accepting and supportive of interfaith 

activities, and of the intrinsic value of other belief systems not our own;
• As individuals in our respective faith or belief groups, we have the responsibility to help raise 

interfaith awareness within our own communities; 
• As such, we should stress that Interfaith does not seek to proselytise, but rather challenge us to be 

more inclusive and accepting of the diversity that already exists within our wider community.
• Some specific actions discussed for achieving these aims are:  

• Engage our religious leaders on the importance of interfaith and interfaith issues. 
• Reach out to members of our own faith communities and discuss why knowing about other 

religions is important; that knowledge of other traditions can help strengthen, fortify or 
deepen our own beliefs.  
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• Visit another denomination’s or religion’s houses of worship with a friend from your own 
particular belief tradition.  

3. Raising awareness of Interfaith in the wider community is equally important.  The key points 
raised in this discussion are:
• The Interfaith movement needs to be more actively engaged in the activities of the wider 

community;
• We need to more formally involve our community leaders and elected officials in the importance 

of recognising our increasing religious diversity;
• We need to help turn mere tolerance (or outright bigotry and hostility) towards people of other 

faith and belief systems into one of hospitality, sharing and welcome.  
• Specific actions discussed for achieving these are:  

• Hold regular monthly meetings or public events, wherever possible.
• Interfaith groups should hold annual multifaith services, if they aren’t already.
• Hold special multifaith services that involve, or are led by, youth.
• Bring young people of faith along with you when you attend an interfaith event. 
• Organise trips to visit other houses of worship.  
• Involve cultural celebrities (e.g. sports, music, TV, film) to be involved with interfaith events.
• Involve music and song in interfaith activities. 
• Hold interfaith sporting events. 
• Engage local schools in the teaching about other religions, perhaps helping to provide a 

number of speakers that could be available for school visits. 
• Engage more with social media. 
• Work with local Multicultural Councils and hold joint interfaith/multicultural events. 
• The Human Rights Commission sends out a Religious Diversity Network newsletter each 

month.  This should be shared with members of each local interfaith group and also with 
faith leaders in your area.  

• Make better use of the NZ Interfaith web site and Calendar, at <www.interfaith.org.nz>. 
• Take friends of other faiths to your own place of worship, and visit the places of worship of 

faiths other than your own.
• Organise public talks on topical issues with multiple perspectives to help improve our 

religious literacy of other faiths. 

4. The discussion on “The future of the Interfaith Movement” centered around positive actions in our 
communities that we can be working towards.  Some of the bigger ideas that came out of these 
discussions were:

• Organise a Week of Prayer for World Peace event: <www.weekofprayerforworldpeace.com/
prayers.html> and involve the wider community.  

• Organise community bus tours to visit a variety of houses of worship in your area. 
• Organise an interfaith tree planting, or other environmental event.
• Hold an Interfaith Film Festival, showcasing documentaries that educate about diversity and 

the perspectives of others.
• Following Hamilton’s model, get local City Councils to begin their meetings with a non-

denominational or more inclusive prayer, or rotate faith/belief groups so that each can begin 
a meeting with a non-denominational prayer.  Include other belief groups, e.g. Humanists/
Rationalists, and traditional Māori karakia, in the rotation.  

• The document Religious Diversity in the Workplace, prepared by the Human Rights Commission, 
could be more widely distributed.  Those involved in interfaith activities should forward it to 
both employers and employees.  The document can be found at: <www.hrc.co.nz/2012/
religious-diversity-in-the-workplace>.

• Work towards creating a Compassionate City.  See <compassionateaction.org/cities> for more 
information. 

• Take up Hamilton’s “Buddy Day” initiative as a possible interfaith event: <buddyday.org.nz>.
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• Hold a Faith Leaders dinner or event and invite important community leaders to attend, 
participate, and speak.

• Create an Interfaith Cook Book (“Feeding the Spirit”?), not just regarding food preparation, but 
including the different practices and traditions involving food.

• Hold an “Interfaith Masterchef” event. 
• Establish an Interfaith House, if possible. 

5. In the final plenary session, delegates agreed that work should begin on hosting a ‘National 
Interfaith Day’ (or alternatively, a ‘National Interfaith Unity Day’ or a ‘National Celebrating 
Religious Diversity Day’), to be held sometime in 2014.  There was considerable discussion about 
when such an event should take place, but the majority thought that sometime in the Spring 
would be best, to reinforce themes of renewal and rebirth, possibly using kowhai as a symbol.  
Possible suggested dates were:  

- 21st March (Race Relations Day)
- 21st September (UN Day)
- 2nd October (Gandhi-ji’s birthday)
- 5th November (Parihaka Day)
- 10th December (Human Rights Day)

No firm date was set, and delegates agreed that it would be best to carry on the discussion via 
email.  Forum organisers suggest that the best medium for carrying on this discussion should be 
through the existing National Interfaith Network email list (the NIFNANZ group) that was set up 
after the Wellington National Interfaith Gathering in 2011, to better facilitate communications 
between the various interfaith groups.  Forum organisers also suggest that interfaith group 
members that may be attending the Human Right’s Commission’s annual New Zealand Diversity 
Forum in Wellington on 26 August, get together to further discuss the possibilities of having a 
National Interfaith celebration and when that might be.  Those attending the Regional Interfaith 
Forum in Hamilton last month, as well as any others that are interested in participating in this 
discussion, are encouraged to submit ideas for the event, and possible dates, to either their local 
interfaith council’s secretary for forwarding on to the NIFNANZ list, or they may forward their 
ideas directly to the Waikato Interfaith Council at <wifconz@gmail.com>.  These will be 
summarised and shared out again before reaching any decision.  

A copy of the Regional Interfaith Forum programme is attached.  

We look forward to seeing many of you at the 2014 National Interfaith Forum in Dunedin.

In peace,

Todd Nachowitz, Secretary
Waikato Interfaith Council
29 July 2013  

WIFCO is a participant in the Human Rights Commission’s Diversity Action Programme
WIFCO is a recipient of the Human Rights Commission’s 2012 Diversity Award

web: <http://wifco.wikispaces.com>,  email: <wifconz@gmail.com>,  facebook: <www.facebook.com/WIFCO>
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Regional Interfaith Forum
Sunday 9 June 2013, Hamilton Gardens, Hamilton

Theme: Strengthening Interfaith Relations

Time: Session No. Session Name Facilitator/Speaker

9:00-9:30am Registration tea/coffee, mix and mingle

9:30-9:45am Welcome Karakia
Welcome, opening remarks, housekeeping

Wiremu Puke, Ngati Wairere
Anjum Rahman, WIFCO

9:45-10:15am Session 1 Who are we?  Mihimihi, introductions and sharing.  Louis Paulussen, WIFCO

10:15-11:00am Session 2 Regional Reports (7 mins. each): Auckland, Hamilton, Tauranga and Wellington. 
National Race Unity Speech Award winner: “My Dream for Aotearoa”

Anjum Rahman
Naomi Kumar, Hamilton Youth Council

11:00-11:30am break tea, coffee and networking

11:30-11:45pm

Session 3

Intro: “Moving beyond tolerance of other faith traditions within our own communities” Dr Pushpa Wood, Wellington

11:45-12:15pm

Session 3

“Moving beyond tolerance: working within our own belief communities” 
A moderated ‘break-out’ discussion:
Objective: To discuss how best to share interfaith values with those within our own 

faith communities.
Action: Come up with ideas and a concrete plan of action.

Group moderators:
1: Andrea Haines
2: Alan Leadley
3: Gayl de Boer
4: Sister Catherine Jones

12:15-12:30pm

Session 3

Report back from break-out groups (5 mins each), and plenary discussion Dr Pushpa Wood

12:30-1:30pm Food! Lunch graciously provided by Gayl de Boer, Su Ellis, and the Bahá’í Community

1:30-1:45pm

Session 4

Intro: “Engaging the non-engaged: raising awareness of diversity in the wider community” Todd Nachowitz, WIFCO

1:45-2:15pm

Session 4

“Raising interfaith awareness in the wider community” 
A moderated ‘break-out’ discussion: 
Objective: To discuss how best to raise awareness of interfaith activities in the wider 

community and to plan new interfaith events and activities.
Action: Regional groups to set concrete dates for future interfaith activities and events.

Group moderators:
1: Sister Catherine Jones
2: Su Ellis
3: Sylvie Rabinovitch-Bolstad
4: Jocelyn Armstrong

2:15-2:45pm

Session 4

Report back from break-out groups (5 mins each), and plenary discussion Anjum Rahman



Time: Session No. Session Name Facilitator/Speaker

2:45-3:15pm break tea, coffee and networking

3:15-3:30pm

Session 5

Progress update on the Semarang Action Plan, 6th Asia-Pacific Regional Interfaith 
Dialogue, Semarang, Indonesia (March 2012) Dr Paul Morris, Victoria University

3:15-3:30pm

Session 5

Report back from last weeks’s June 2013 Muslim-Jewish dialogue in Washington DC

Dr Paul Morris, Victoria University

3:30-3:45pm

Session 6

Intro: “Where to from here? The future of the interfaith movement” Jocelyn Armstrong

3:45-4:15pm
Session 6

“The future of the interfaith movement in New Zealand” 
A moderated plenary discussion: 
Objective: To discuss where we would like to take the interfaith movement and what 

we wish to accomplish. 
Action: Draft concrete ideas and goals to accomplish before 28-30 June 2014 NIFF.

Jocelyn Armstrong, United Religions 
Initiative Auckland Education Circle

4:15-4:30pm Session 7 Closing session: wrap-up, review Action Plan, closing karakia/prayer Louis Paulussen, WIFCO

4:30-5:00pm tea, coffee and networking


