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The first thing we have to bear in mind before we make up any religious service in the Boy Scouts of America is official policy of the BSA:
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The Boy Scouts of America does not define what constitutes belief in God or the practice of religion.

This is very important, because it means that as an inclusive Boy Scout unit, we cannot restrict ourselves to any one particular denomination or any one particular religion. Of course, if all the Scouts in a unit decide that they want a service in a particular denomination and religion (for example, if all the members of the unit belong to the same church), they may certainly have their own service. But they cannot impose this service on anyone not a member of the church. Nor can they exclude a fellow Scout just because he is not a member of that church.
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The goal of an interfaith service is to be both diverse and inclusive, which is not always an easy task. Diverse means that we allow Scouts of different faiths in our services. Inclusive means that we make them feel as welcomed guests. The two concepts together mean that each Scout feels that his belief in God and his practice of religion is honored by all the rest and that there is no pressure to conform to beliefs and practices that the Scout is not comfortable with.
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It all boils down to the Golden Rule. All religions have a requirement that their members treat others well. Traditionally it is expressed, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,” or in the negative as “Do not unto others as you would not have them do unto you.”
Here are some examples of this Golden rule in twenty of the world’s religions:
<image 5>

Baha’i: And if thine eyes be turned towards justice, choose thou for thy neighbour that which thou choosest for thyself.
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Buddhism: Hurt not others in ways that you yourself would find hurtful.
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Christianity: And as ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to them likewise.
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Confucianism: Do not do to others what you do not want them to do to you.
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Egyptian: Do for one who may do for you, that you may cause him thus to do.
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Hinduism (Brahmanism): This is the sum of Dharma [duty]: Do naught unto others which would cause you pain if done to you.
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Humanism: Don’t do things you wouldn’t want to have done to you.
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Islam: None of you [truly] believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes for himself.
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Jainism: A man should wander about treating all creatures as he himself would be treated.
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Judaism: What is hateful to you, do not to your fellow man. This is the law: all the rest is commentary.
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Native American: All things are our relatives; what we do to everything, we do to ourselves. All is really One.
<image 16>

Neoplatonism: May I do to others as I would that they should do to me. 
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Shinto: Be charitable to all beings, love is the representative of God.
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Sikhism: No one is my enemy, none a stranger and everyone is my friend.
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Stoicism: What you would avoid suffering yourself, seek not to impose on others.
<image 20>

Sufism: The basis of Sufism is consideration of the hearts and feelings of others. If you haven’t the will to gladden someone’s heart, then at least beware lest you hurt someone’s heart, for on our path, no sin exists but this.
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Taoism: Regard your neighbor’s gain as your own gain, and your neighbor’s loss as your own loss.
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Wicca: An it harm none, do what thou wilt [do what ever you will, as long as it harms nobody, including yourself]
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Yoruba (Nigeria): 
One going to take a pointed stick to pinch a baby bird should first try it on himself to feel how it hurts.
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Zoroastrianism: Whatever is disagreeable to yourself do not do unto others.
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DISCUSS: What does the Golden Rule mean to you? Does it make any difference if the “other” is of a different faith?
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To put the Golden Rule into practice, let us ask the Golden Question, “How would I feel if others treated me as I am treating them?”
Of course, most of the Boy Scouts in America are Christians. And most religious services tend to follow the Christian model. Let’s say that at the end of a prayer, the leader throws in the words, “In Jesus’ name we pray?” What’s wrong with that?
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Well, what if you as a Christian were in what you thought was an interfaith service and a Moslem leader treated you in the same way by ending the prayer with the words, “In Mohammed’s name we pray?” How would you feel?
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First of all, you would notice the word WE – “in his name WE pray.”
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This means that WE must recognize the preeminence of the Prophet Mohammed, that it’s in his words and his name that we achieve communion with God. Are we comfortable with that? If everyone around us is repeating the words loudly and with conviction, we probably feel alone and perhaps even threatened.
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If that’s how we feel, then that’s exactly how the Moslem, the Jew, the Buddhist, the Hindu, the Neoplatonist, the Wiccan, and all the rest felt when we ended our prayer in the name of Jesus.
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This even extends to Christians themselves. What if we were to recite the modernized ecumenical Lord’s Prayer instead of the familiar one based on the King James Version? There would certainly be Scouts in the service who would balk at this and consider it not to be the “proper prayer.” Without some introduction to the prayer, the Scout could feel blindsided, and the uplifting service could abruptly change to an alien, or even a threatening ordeal.
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DISCUSS: How would you feel if you were expected to offer a prayer to the Hindu Goddess Kali? How does that change your attitude toward making a Hindu Scout recite a prayer to the Hebrew God Yahweh?
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As we saw before in the Lord’s Prayer, the belief in God and the practice of religion differ greatly not only from religion to religion, but even from denomination to denomination within a particular religion. Before we expect others to pray with us according to our beliefs and practices, we should really be aware of just a few of these differences (and aware that there are many, many more).
For example, in the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer and in some Eastern Orthodox rites, we find prayers directed to “Christ our God.” To the Moslem who also believes in the Hebrew God, this is blasphemy.
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“There is only one God,” he would assert, “and Mohammed is his Prophet.” Of course, Christian theologians will tell you that the Christ is not a different God in himself, but a different “persona” (or role) of the one God. But the Moslem Scout who is required to buy into the prayer by stating “OUR God” will probably feel isolated and perhaps even threatened. Indeed, there are many Christians who would balk at this prayer as well.
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The Neoplatonist philosophical religion has had a great influence on the three religions “of the Book” – Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Nonetheless, there are some rather important differences that show up in prayer. Most Neoplatonist prayer is done “alone with the Alone” in quiet contemplation, but there are some traditional prayers. Perhaps the most famous is the prayer of Eusebius:
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Now, there have been Christians who have mistaken Eusebius the Platonist for a prominent Church Father of the same name (actually, a rather common name among Greeks in the Roman Empire). If we look up the prayer in its original context, however, there is no doubt at all that it is not Christian. If we contrast this with the most famous Christian prayer – the Lord’s Prayer – then one of the differences becomes clear:
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The Lord’s Prayer is entirely directed to God and the person praying is completely dependent upon the Grace of God to allow his kingdom to come and his will to be done, to provide sustenance, to forgive us our sins. The only action the person takes responsibility for is to forgive others in conjunction with God’s forgiveness.

The Prayer of Eusebius, on the other hand, is completely directed inward: “May I … May I … May I …” Neoplatonism recognizes personal responsibility, not the grace of a deity, because it considers the person to be a manifestation of a hierarchy of the Soul, the Intellect (or Spirit), and ultimately of the One or the Good. Thus, much as in Buddhism and other Eastern religions, the Neoplatonist prays to the God within.

To the Christian this inwardly directed prayer is just as much a blasphemy as the Episcopal prayer is to the Moslem, for the Christian prays to a God outside of the person. Indeed, we can understand the Christian (and Jewish and Moslem) outrage to Cicero’s dictum:
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“Know, then, that you are a god.” Cicero, it should be noted, is merely referring to the animating power and the immortality of the soul.
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DISCUSS: What if you had been born in another part of the world and had been brought up in another religion? Would you feel that the religious beliefs of this society were wrong and had to be changed?
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We must do two things if we are to have real interfaith services. First of all, we must recognize that each religion is to be respected. Second, we must increase the understanding of all participants so that they can achieve this level of respect for others.
How do we do this? We know that we cannot force one person’s religion on another or make any Scout feel excluded or threatened. Yet, we will have to introduce religious beliefs that will be alien or even blasphemous to another.

The solution to this problem is to identify what comes from what religion. For example, instead of saying, “Let us all recite the Lord’s Prayer,” we could explain, “The primary prayer in the Christian religion is known as the Lord’s Prayer. Please look at this prayer in the leaflet and join in it aloud or silently if you wish.” This allows Scouts to be included without being forced into praying in a way that would be at odds with their own religion. And if they don’t join in, they’re not made to feel guilty or excluded.
To be an interfaith service, each service must include elements of different religions. Even if every Scout in the service is Christian, including elements of other religions will help teach the Scout about the beliefs of others and will also make him more aware of his own beliefs and how they relate to these other beliefs. We may even give a short explanation such as, “The Prayer of Eusebius is typical of Neoplatonic prayers in that it directs the person praying to look within himself and to bring his own soul into harmony with the One, the Supreme God. Please look it over and join in it aloud or silently if you wish.”

Of course, the Scout leading the particular element of the service cannot refuse to read the prayer himself. It would hardly foster understanding and appreciation among religions if a prayer were announced and then met with stony silence.

Perhaps the best way to introduce many faiths in an interfaith service is through a responsive reading that connects the Scout Oath, the Scout Law, or other Scout beliefs with readings from various religions. Responsive readings of this kind are common in Scout services, but they usually take their readings from the scriptures of only one religion. For example, consider the following from a source on the internet:
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The Scout Law: A Responsive Reading (1-3)

Leader: The Scout Law is a guiding light to millions of boys and men throughout the world today, but the principles of the law have been brought to us from ancient days. 

Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbors. (Exodus 20:13)
Scouts: A Scout is Trustworthy.
Leader: He that is faithful in that which is least, is faithful also in much; and he that is unjust in the least, is also unjust in much. (Luke 16:10)
Scouts: A Scout is Loyal.
Leader: Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. (Leviticus 19:18) Thou shalt surely open thy hand unto thy poor and needy brother in thy land. (Deuteronomy 15:11)
Scouts: A Scout is Helpful. 
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The Scout Law: A Responsive Reading (4-6)
Leader: Be kindly affectioned one to another with brotherly love, in honor preferring one another. (Romans 12:10) Behold how good and how pleasant it is for brothers to dwell together in unity. (Psalms 133:1)
Scouts: A Scout is Friendly.
Leader: Let no bad word pass your lips, but only such speech as is good for edification. As occasion may require, use words that are gracious and a means of grace to those that hear them. (Ephesians 4:29)
Scouts: A Scout is Courteous.
Leader: A righteous man regardeth the life of his beast. (Proverbs 12:10)
Scouts: A Scout is Kind. 
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The Scout Law: A Responsive Reading (7-9)
Leader: Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. Honor thy father and thy mother, which is the first commandment with promise; that is may be well with thee and thou mayest live long on the earth. (Ephesians 6:1-3)

Scouts: A Scout is Obedient.
Leader: A glad heart makes a cheerful face, but a sad heart breaks the spirit. For the hapless, every day is hard, but a cheerful heart is an unending feast. (Proverbs 15:13)

Scouts: A Scout is Cheerful.
Leader: Go to the ant, thou sluggard, consider her ways and be wise; which, having no chief, overseer or ruler, provides her bread in the summer and gathers her food in the harvest. (Proverbs 6:6)
Scouts: A Scout is Thrifty. 
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The Scout Law: A Responsive Reading (10-12)
Leader: Be strong, be brave, fear not, be not terrified of them, for it is the eternal, your God, who goes with you. He will never fail nor forsake you. (Deuteronomy 31:6)

Scouts: A Scout is Brave.
Leader: Who shall ascend unto the mountain of the Lord, and who shall stand in His holy place? He that hath clean hands and a pure heart, who hath not lifted up his soul unto vanity nor sworn deceitfully. He shall receive the blessing from the Lord and righteousness from the God of his salvation. (Psalms 24:3)

Scouts: A Scout is Clean.
Leader: And thou shalt love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your mind and with all your strength; this is the first commandment. (Mark 12:30)

Scouts: A Scout is Reverent. He is reverent toward God. He is faithful in his religious duties and respects the convictions of others. 

How would this make a non-Christian Scout feel? Perhaps, he would feel that he’s not a good Scout, because his adherence to the Scout Law is not based upon Christian beliefs. Wouldn’t it be better to use the following?
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Leader: Be loyal and true to your every word, serious and careful in all you do and you will get on well enough even though you find yourself among barbarians. But if you are disloyal and untrustworthy in your speech, frivolous and careless in your acts, even though you are among your own neighbors, how can you hope to get on well? Confucianism.
Scouts: A Scout is Trustworthy 
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Leader: Lack of respect to the constituted authority is the source of most conflict in the world. Yoruba.
Scouts: A Scout is Loyal 
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Leader: In five ways, young householder, should a clansman minister to his friends and associates as the North: (1) by liberality, (2) by courteous speech, (3) by being helpful, (4) by being impartial, (5) by sincerity. Buddhism.
Scouts: A Scout is Helpful 
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Leader: Only two virtues are enough; why should the good stand in need of many? Anger lived like a lightning flash and friendship enduring like a line inscribed in a rock. Jainism,

Scouts: A Scout is Friendly 
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Leader: Let no bad word pass your lips, but only such speech as is good for edification. As occasion may require, use words that are gracious and means of grace to those that hear them. Christianity.
Scouts: A Scout is Courteous 
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Leader: What sort of religion can it be without compassion? You need to show compassion to all living beings. Compassion is the root of all religious faiths. Hinduism.
Scouts: A Scout is Kind 
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Leader: In this world may obedience triumph over disobedience, nay peace triumph over discord, may generosity triumph over stinginess, may love triumph over contempt, may the true-spoken word triumph over the false-spoken word, may truth triumph over falsehood. Zoroastrianism.
Scouts: A Scout is Obedient 
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Leader: Accept all that happens, even that which is unpleasant, because everything is a part of the health of the universe and the wealth of God. Stoicism.
Scouts: A Scout is Cheerful 
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Leader: Go to the ant, thou sluggard, consider her ways and be wise; which, having no chief, overseer or ruler, provides her bread in the summer and gathers her food in the harvest. Judaism.
Scouts: A Scout is Thrifty 
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Leader: Worship the Gods, abstain from evil, be brave. Druidism.
Scouts: A Scout is Brave 
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Leader: For God loves those who turn to Him constantly and He loves those who keep themselves pure and clean. Islam.
Scouts: A Scout is Clean 
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Leader: The Divine itself is without needs, and the worship is paid for our own benefit. Neoplatonism.
Scouts: A Scout is Reverent 
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Here is something for everyone. But it is more than this. It’s just like the Golden Rule in teaching Scouts that there is a host of different religions that will support Scouting, and every Scout should be aware of them and respect those fellow Scouts who adhere to them. So even if all of the Scouts at a particular outing are of the same faith, an interfaith service will teach them that the faiths of others are in some ways similar, in same ways different, but always to be respected and treated with reverence.
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Scouting is, after all, international and interfaith.
Included in this packet you will find a sheet of general instructions for making up a service and a sample service leaflet.
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