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Short report on the ESITIS 2024 conference 
Methodologies and Ideologies in Interreligious Engagement Building Bridges in a Multipolar World  
University of Tartu, Estonia 8-11 May 2024 
 
Conference description 

The 2024 ESITIS Conference explored the radical pluralities at the heart of contemporary interreligious engagement. Its geographical and methodological pluralities provide new generative possibilities for understanding, as voices from the majority world contribute perspectives that reflect local historical trajectories, and as disciplines within the political sciences furnish conceptual tools that complement a focus on texts and rituals in theology and religious studies and the sociology and anthropology of religion. Understanding the role of religion vis à vis governmental and international relations provides new resources for understanding the forces that shape religious life within and between traditions and provides new opportunities to build peaceful relations. 

The possibilities furnished by new pluralities are accompanied by challenges. The relatively recent norms for academic research, arguably established in the new German universities of the early nineteenth century, impose limits on interreligious inquiry that often force traditions to articulate their practices and beliefs in forms that are alien to them. The range of permissible participants in dialogue is sometimes constrained by expectations about the acceptable range of intellectual positions and the language and protocols for inquiry that are permitted. Access to publication is often constrained by practices of review that simultaneously affirm innovation yet favour the reproduction of existing dominant approaches. Access to funding, especially that provided by bodies answerable to governmental departments and inter-governmental bodies, is often restricted to projects which explicitly align with interests such as social cohesion, political harmony, and solutions to the problem of extremist religious expression. Religions are often cast in political terms as conflictual, as a source of social problems that require solutions. Projects that seek to understand forms of religious life that do not obviously align with such interests, or challenge them, often struggle to access financial resources, and fruitful projects censor themselves in order to be eligible for funding. The 2024 ESITIS Conference has the ambitious aim of exploring the interrelations not only between religious traditions, but between multiple pluralities: approaches, methods, and university disciplines in which the study of religion is now located, alongside forms of scholarly activism whose purpose is not only to understand but to transform such relations. 

Keynotes, short paper sessions and workshops 

The six keynote lectures addressed the changing pluralities of approach, the significance of conflict as a guiding framework for interreligious research, the challenges of conformity to intellectual models that are alien to indigenous researchers, the effects of funding restricted to projects that conform to governmental and funder interests, the contribution of folklorist approaches, and the significance of activism for scholarly engagement with relations between traditions.  
 
Keynote 1: The dominance of conflict as a guiding category 
Nicholas Adams (University of Birmingham): Funding and Beards: challenges to interreligious engagement. Moderator: Yaser Ellethy  

Keynote 2: The challenges of conformity to Western intellectual models  
       Robert Vosloo (Stellenbosch University): Religious Traditions, Intellectual Postures, and  
       Incompleteness: In Search of a Responsible Hermeneutic of Tradition for Interreligious   
       Engagement. Moderators: Gé Speelman, Matthew Robinson 

Keynote 3: The challenges of borrowing and appropriations 
Elizabeth Bucar (Northeastern University): Is Appropriation a Useful Category for Religious Studies? Moderator: Nicholas Adams 

Keynote 4: The promise of vernacular and lived religions approaches 
Ülo Valk (University of Tartu, Estonia): Vernacular Perspective in Folkloristics and Personal Experience Narratives of the Supernatural. Moderator: Anne Kull 

Keynote 5: The challenges of funding restrictions and conformity to donor interests 
Anne Hege Grung (University of Oslo, Norway): The Geopolitics of Interreligious Dialogue. Moderator: Henry Jansen  

Keynote 6: Scholar-activism and relations between traditions  
Paul Hedges (Nanyang Technological University): The Scholar-Activist as Educator Amidst Religious and Non-Religious Diversity. Moderator: Julianne Funk. 

As well as plenary lectures, the conference featured 28 short paper sessions devoted to the conference themes, ESITIS hosted two workshops on strategies for publishing in academic journals and for writing effective proposals to access funding for projects that reflect new approaches to interreligious engagement. Keynotes and some of the papers presented at the conference will be printed in forthcoming volume and journals (e.g., ESITIS journal: Interreligious Studies and Intercultural Theology). 
 

Yaser Ellethy 

President ESITIS (www.esitis.org) 
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‘There are no have nots, we all have experiences and knowledge’ on the two day workshop ‘co-creating knowledges’, funded by CLUE+ 
 
On the 23rd and 24th of May 2024 PhD candidates Merel Talbi, Charlotte Rulkens, Nora Kindermann and Iris Lechner hosted the two-day workshop ‘co-creating knowledge[s]’.  The central theme of the workshop was to explore the connections between co-creation theory, co-creation practice, philosophy and epistemology, from a wide variety of perspectives. The organizers thoroughly enjoyed hosting all wonderful speakers, engaging in interactive and creative sessions and getting to know all amazing participants at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam.  

During the workshop we learned a lot by sharing, listening and engaging in such a fun way! We listened to talks from co-design expert Pieter Jan Stappers, the importance of street corner epistemology, as outlined by Katherine Furman, how co-creation is used in academic research, what insights we can take away from philosophy and epistemology and the use of co-creation in urban planning, museums and neighborhoods (including more philosophical reflections!). The artist collective the Sunflower Soup hosted a fun workshop through repurposing dismissed books into co-creative works, and we joined an interactive tour of the exhibition ‘Let’s Work!’ at the VU Art Science Gallery. 

Key insights: 

1. Co-creation allows people to express their expertise, and through a wide variety of often ‘messy looking’ creative sets, people are invited to make it their own, and find a way in which they are in their strength  à an ‘aesthetic of invitation’ 
2. Even though we came from many different backgrounds, we are all struggling with the same questions: Who owns co-creation products? How do you ensure genuine participation and co-creation? How do you avoid tokenism? And how can we avoid harm when doing co-creation research? 
3. Creating trust is key. Through ‘doing something else’ while engaging in conversation, allows to let the conversation flow more freely, and engage in deeper conversation covering more controversial or sensitive topics.  
4. Epistemic concepts can be useful when reflecting on and doing co-creation. Street corner epistemology taught us about the value of informal interactions, and epistemic self-trust is required to allow people to open up and express themselves.  
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A new chapter is opening in the story of the pipe organ: 21st century technology liberates it from its machine-like aspect. It is as if the instrument finally unveils its true nature – dynamic, lively, colorful, arousing curiosity.  
ORGAN IN SITU welcomes graduate and post-graduate organ musicians, inviting and training them to explore the horizons opened by this development, and create music beyond anything heard before. ORGAN IN SITU is an initiative of and organized by the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, Faculty of Humanities, Chair Organ Studies. It is an intensive fulltime artistic research week. 

To ORGAN IN SITU, doing artistic research is finding answers to core questions by being active artistically. As sharing artistic insights can't do without sharing words, ORGAN IN SITU also includes training in academic research: as soon as we speak, we are thinking and reasoning, i.e. including the realm of the academic. ORGAN IN SITU is led by Tutor Organ Studies dr. Jakob Lkk, also known as Jacob Lekkerkerker (in charge of all artistic and artistic research activities), and by prof.dr. Hans Fidom (responsible for the academic aspects).

In order to lower application thresholds, as the future of the pipe organ is rather insecure as yet, ORGAN IN SITU is free of charge. ORGAN IN SITU encourages students to attend more than just one edition, and thus create a strong international network. Its main venue is the Orgelpark, the internationally acclaimed organ music venue annex research institute related to VU’s Organ Studies chair, also in Amsterdam. 

ORGAN IN SITU’s third edition took place on Sunday 9 until Friday 14 June 2024. Thanks to the support of CLUE+, the Vrije Universiteit's Interfaculty Research Institute for Culture, Cognition, History and Heritage, it was possible to welcome indeed new next to rejoining students, as it allowed opening a second venue next to the Orgelpark: the Thomaskerk, located in proximity to the VU's main building and boasting a comparable brutalist architecture. 

The group SOUND REBELLION, formed by the students of the first ORGAN IN SITU week (2022), not only taught the new students but also used the Thomaskerk to create an impressive Sound Event (SR doesn't do concerts), presented on Friday 14 June. The members of SOUND REBELLION are electronic musicker Michele del Prête, and organists Adrian Foster, Elisabeth  Hubmann, and Giulio Tosti. The new students happened to break new grounds as well: the Montreal based Sapphonix Collective, for example, creates highly successful queer art events, aiming to 'recontextualize the pipe organ within the 21st century’. 

ORGAN IN SITU is part of an international network of artists and academics cooperating to reframe the pipe organ as an instrument of the 21st century; as an instrument that invites to listen together onsite instead of solo online, to be inclusive by interrelating the instrument’s traditions and the secular, and to create new and safe spaces for young musicians of any provenance to discover what it is to be able to work with the most versatile non-loudspeaker sound sources available.  

Hans Fidom / July 5th, 2024
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On the way to a high impact international conference thanks to CLUE+ funding
As a PhD candidate, it is important to both communicate about our work and to create working connections with other researchers. I have been working as a PhD for four years now in the field of archaeology, and one of the biggest conference I cannot miss is the LAC – acronym for Landscape Archaeology Conference – a biannual conference on many subjects related to landscape archaeology. This year, the LAC 2024 reunited more than 300 presenters – a record – benefiting from a dynamic recovery after the online editions that took place during the COVID years. However, such an event is not free, but rather expensive, including both the registration fees and all the other costs related to transportation and accommodation. Most often, PhD candidate have enough funding to attend some events such as the LAC, but what happen when you don’t have any money left from your research contract, like it happened to me this year?

Well, CLUE+ happened.

The CLUE+ research institute proposes several grants per year to students and PhD candidates in order to help them succeed in their research project. I applied to a call for grant proposals earlier this spring in the hope of getting the funding that I needed to attend the LAC 2024. This call sounded very interesting, as CLUE+ does have some expectations, such as interdisciplinary research, scientific relevance, and the relation between the proposal and the CLUE+ programs. Getting the grant was very important to me, because this conference was the last I would attend as a PhD candidate. I planned to communicate about the final founding of my PhD research during the conference – with no less than two presentations – but also to be the main organizer and the chair of one session specifically on the subject of bridging landscape archaeology and landscape ecology.

In the end, I am very grateful to CLUE+ for having given me the chance to built such a great experience. Besides the scientific outreach and networking that comes with every conference, the CLUE+ provided me with a rare opportunity for a PhD candidate; to learn to be more than a student by experiencing grant writing and by organizing and chairing at an international conference. I am certain that both will be of use in my future life as an academic.

[image: ]Alexandre Martinez
Faculty of Humanities





LAC 2024 at the University of Alcala, Spain.
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Introduction
The "Future of Hindu Spiritual Care Symposium," held on July 5th, 2024, at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (VU), marked a significant milestone for the students of the Integrative Spiritual Care program 2022–2024 at the Hindu Seminary of VU. Generously funded by CLUE+ and the Chair of Hindu Spirituality at VU, this event celebrated the completion of the students' studies and explored the evolving landscape of Hindu spiritual care in the Netherlands.

Venue and Ambiance
The symposium unfolded in the elegant Kerkzaal of Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (VU). As attendees entered the hall, they were immediately enveloped in a sensory experience that seamlessly blended the rich cultural heritage of Hindu traditions with the esteemed academic environment of VU.
This fusion of cultural and academic elements was more than just aesthetic; it
set a profound tone for the symposium. The decorations and atmosphere symbolized the intersection of scholarly inquiry and spiritual tradition, reinforcing the event’s purpose of exploring the future of [image: ]Hindu spiritual care. The setting was meticulously designed to foster an environment where intellectual rigor and spiritual insight could coexist harmoniously.
Attendees were immersed in a space that was both reflective and inspiring. The traditional Hindu motifs and warm, welcoming ambiance provided a backdrop that enhanced the depth of discussions and presentations. This thoughtful integration of cultural elements with the academic setting not only honored the heritage of the Hindu community but also enriched the symposium’s overall impact, making it a memorable and engaging experience for all involved.
[image: ]

Welcome and Opening Ceremony
Prof. Dr. Sharda S. Nandram opened the symposium with a warm welcome on behalf of Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (VU) and the Faculty of Religion and Theology, setting a gracious and inclusive tone for the event. She extended invitations to representatives from the youth, the Hindu Council of the Netherlands (Hindoe Raad Nederland), the broader Hindu community, and interfaith spiritual care groups to participate in the lighting of the lamp ceremony. This ritual, rich in symbolism, represented the light of knowledge and wisdom, underscoring the symposium's commitment to both intellectual pursuit and spiritual enrichment. By including diverse groups in this significant tradition, Prof. Dr. Nandram highlighted the symposium's inclusive nature and its dedication to fostering a collaborative and enlightened community.
[image: ]
[image: ]
Drs. R. Datadin, the former chairman of the Hindu Council (Hindoe Raad Nederland), served as the moderator of the symposium. She set the tone for unity, commitment and a shared purpose to learn from each other in the field of spiritual care. This was a fitting start to a day devoted to exploring and advancing Hindu spiritual care in the Netherlands.
Keynote Adresses and Speeches
[image: ]Chairman of the Hindu Council, Drs. D. Ramlall
The Chairman of the Hindu Council, Drs. D. Ramlall, expressed gratitude to VU’s Chair of Hindu Spirituality for their dedication in creating courses that meet the community's evolving needs. He highlighted the importance of integrating spiritual and cultural heritage into contemporary life and emphasized the role of spiritual care as part of the Hindu concept of Seva (service). Ramlall suggested viewing Seva as a privilege rather than a duty, stressing the unique needs of the Hindu community and the significance of family values in contributing to broader society.
He opened his address with heartfelt appreciation: “I extend my deepest gratitude to the VU Chair of Hindu Spirituality and Society and their dedicated team for their invaluable efforts in developing courses that address the evolving needs of our Hindu community. These courses reflect a profound understanding of the changing times and equip us with the tools necessary to integrate our spiritual and cultural heritage into contemporary life. Your contributions have empowered our graduates with the knowledge and skills required to provide integrative spiritual care, thereby enhancing the well-being of our community and fostering a deeper appreciation of our rich cultural heritage.”
He continued, addressing the participants who had completed the two-year Postgraduate Integrative Spiritual Care Program: “Today, we celebrate the dedication, hard work, and commitment each of you has demonstrated in your pursuit of integrating spiritual care within our diverse Hindu community here in the Netherlands.”
Drs. Ramlall emphasized the crucial role of spiritual care within the Hindu concept of Seva (service), urging that Seva be viewed not merely as a duty but as a privilege. He elaborated: “Our community takes great pride in nurturing family values, which form a robust foundation for our contributions to the broader society. The needs of our community are distinctive, encompassing aspects such as well-being, organization, leadership, and spiritual care. By honoring our cohesive cultural identity and rituals at various stages of life, we continue to weave our rich heritage into Dutch society.”
Drs. Ramlall's address underscored the significance of integrating spiritual care into the framework of Hindu values and community practices, reinforcing the importance of preserving and advancing our cultural heritage while adapting to contemporary societal needs.
Prof. Dr. Sharda S. Nandram[image: ]
In her keynote speech, Prof. Dr. Sharda Nandram emphasized the critical importance of a family-oriented worldview in Hindu spiritual care. She underscored that the visible aspects of spiritual care, such as the activities and caregivers we see, represent only a small part of a broader, deeply rooted system. The true strength of Hindu spiritual care lies in the unseen, implicit aspects, particularly in how families and communities are organized and aligned.
Prof. Dr. Nandram articulated that this comprehensive view of spiritual care is essential for addressing the existential and social challenges of our time. She stated, “We believe that this broader view of spiritual care will ultimately have an impact both nationally and internationally. This is urgently needed in the face of the existential crisis and social erosion we are currently experiencing. The universe is so interconnected, and this applies to the concepts of spiritual care as well, that if even one element collapses, the entire system that has been built breaks down. Therefore, we need everyone; there is room for everyone: formal caregivers, spiritual organizations, pandits, or the family. This uniqueness is the source of our greatest strength.”
By emphasizing this family-oriented perspective, Prof. Dr. Nandram called for a collective effort that includes formal caregivers, spiritual organizations, pandits, and families. This collaborative approach is necessary for harnessing the full potential of Hindu spiritual care and ensuring its effectiveness in a rapidly changing world.

Dr. Puneet Bindlish
Dr. Puneet Bindlish, Assistant Professor at the Faculty of Religion and Theology (FRT) at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (VU), addressed the intersection of technology and spirituality, offering a nuanced exploration of how these realms intersect and impact one another. His discussion centered on the evolving role of the family in the digital age and highlighted the crucial need to integrate technological advancements with spiritual care practices.
[image: ]He emphasized that as technology rapidly transforms our lives, it is essential to align these advancements with the principles of spiritual care to ensure their effectiveness and relevance. By doing so, we can enhance the impact of spiritual care, making it more responsive to contemporary needs and accessible within the digital landscape. 








Graduation Ceremony and Discussions
Following the keynote addresses, the graduation ceremony honored the students of the Postgraduate Integrative Spiritual Care Program.
[image: ][image: ]
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The graduates, alongside the core team of the Hindu Seminary, were celebrated for their dedication and commitment to integrating spiritual care within the diverse Hindu community in the Netherlands.
[image: ]
This ceremony was a momentous occasion, recognizing the hard work and perseverance of the graduates who have successfully completed their rigorous training. The graduates were joined by the core team of the Hindu Seminary, which played a pivotal role in their education and preparation. The event highlighted the significant strides made in the field of spiritual care and underscored the graduates' readiness to contribute meaningfully to their communities.
The celebration was marked by a sense of achievement and anticipation for the future. The graduates, now equipped with advanced knowledge and skills, are poised to make substantial impacts in the realm of spiritual care, continuing the tradition of integrating their spiritual and cultural heritage into contemporary practices within the Hindu community in the Netherlands.

Dialogue with Hindu Youth
Hindu Spiritual Caregiver Vinay Narain led an insightful dialogue with Hindu youth to explore their spiritual needs and discuss the enhancement of understanding and accessibility of Hindu spiritual caregivers. This session aimed to bridge the gap between the youth's spiritual requirements and the support available from spiritual care professionals.
[image: ]
Vinay facilitated a series of discussions focusing on the specific issues and concerns the youth might seek help for. By addressing various case studies, he was able to provide valuable insights into how spiritual caregivers can better meet the needs of younger generations. The dialogue not only sought to improve the understanding of the profession among the youth but also aimed to identify effective strategies for increasing the availability and relevance of Hindu spiritual caregivers.
The engaging conversations revealed critical perspectives on the types of issues for which youth would seek spiritual care, emphasizing the need for tailored approaches to support them. The dialogue underscored the importance of adapting spiritual care practices to the evolving needs of the younger demographic, ensuring that the profession remains responsive and accessible.

Lunch Break and Networking
[image: ]
During the lunch break, attendees were treated to a delightful performance of devotional songs accompanied by traditional musical instruments. This musical interlude fostered a sense of community and spiritual reflection, enhancing the overall ambiance of the event.
[image: ]
The break also provided a valuable opportunity for networking and informal discussions among participants, allowing them to connect and share insights in a relaxed and engaging setting.
[image: ][image: ]



Afternoon Sessions and Activities
Quiz on Spiritual Care and Hinduism
Following the lunch break, the symposium continued with an engaging quiz focused on spiritual care and Hinduism. This interactive session was designed to reinforce participants' knowledge and deepen their understanding of these vital topics. The quiz not only provided an enjoyable break from formal presentations but also stimulated thoughtful discussion and reflection among attendees. By incorporating elements of competition and collaboration, the quiz effectively bridged the gap between theoretical concepts and practical application, ensuring that the insights gained throughout the symposium were both memorable and impactful.
[image: ]
Speeches by Spiritual Caregivers
[image: ]The afternoon continued with a series of insightful speeches delivered by Hindu spiritual caregivers from various esteemed institutions, including MC West in Den Haag, the Ministry of Defense, and the Ministry of Justice.
The primary aim of these speeches was to highlight the practical applications of Hindu spiritual care across different contexts. The speakers discussed real-world scenarios and challenges encountered in their fields, illustrating how Hindu spiritual care can be effectively integrated into institutional and community settings.
They emphasized the adaptability and relevance of Hindu spiritual practices in addressing the unique
needs of individuals at various stages of life and in diverse environments.

After these three speeches there was a dialogue among themselves and the audience. These caregivers shared valuable lessons and experiences gained from their diverse roles in settings such as prisons, military environments, and hospitals.
[image: ]
Through these discussions, the symposium provided a comprehensive overview of the current landscape of spiritual care. The rich exchange of knowledge offered both academic insights and practical experiences, broadening participants' perspectives on how spiritual care can be applied and adapted to various professional and personal contexts. This part of the symposium was instrumental in demonstrating the flexibility and impact of Hindu spiritual care in addressing the multifaceted needs of contemporary society.
GVthuis and Female Hindu Spiritual Caregiver Experiences
[image: ]The symposium also included a discussion focused on the work of GVthuis and the experiences of a female Hindu spiritual caregiver. Spiritual Caregiver Arlette Dewnarain spoke about her work in the prison context and the relevance of yoga and the spiritual breathing program which she learned at the VU program during the postgraduate integrative spiritual care program.







[image: ]Spiritual caregiver Ellen, shared her experiences at the Center for Life Questions (Centrum voor levensvragen) and developments at Spiritual Care in Homes (GVThuis).
This session captivated the audience, offering a glimpse into the unique challenges and opportunities faced by spiritual caregivers in various settings. The discussion was further enriched by insights from Ellen as a humanistic spiritual caregiver, broadening the conversation to include diverse perspectives within the field.





The audience showed a strong interest in finding ways to engage more youth in spiritual care, with particular focus on leveraging social media for outreach. The discussions underscored the necessity of enhancing the visibility and accessibility of spiritual care services, especially for younger generations.

[image: ]
The afternoon sessions provided a rich exchange of knowledge, offering practical insights and deepening the understanding of Hindu spiritual care's role in various professional and personal contexts. The diverse range of speakers and topics ensured that participants gained a comprehensive view of how spiritual care can be applied and adapted across different environments.
[image: ]


Conclusion and Future Directions
The "Future of Hindu Spiritual Care Symposium" successfully brought together diverse experiences, insights, and inspirations from various fields where Hindu spiritual caregivers are actively engaged. The event underscored the critical importance of creating awareness and providing comprehensive information to enhance the visibility and support for Hindu spiritual care.
In her closing address, Prof. Dr. Sharda S. Nandram reflected on the significant achievements of the Chair of Hindu Spirituality and Society over the past five years. She emphasized the need for masterclasses on spiritual care for Hindu pandits and highlighted the importance of ongoing research to further define Hindu spiritual care. Prof. Nandram also stressed the necessity of interdisciplinary dialogues, noting that such conversations are vital for advancing the field. She expressed profound gratitude to the graduates, participants, moderator, and all those who contributed to organizing the event. A special acknowledgement was given to CLUE+ for their invaluable support.
The symposium effectively showcased the broad spectrum of Hindu spiritual care. It highlighted the need for increased visibility through primary care, various platforms, and mandirs to provide the essential support and guidance for spiritual care.
The symposium's valuable sessions and discussions demonstrated the necessity for further targeted meetings to explore specific issues and groups. Participants were inspired to continue the dialogue on spiritual care beyond their immediate fields and expressed a willingness to delve into interdisciplinary contexts, such as those involving the military and prison systems.
Prof. Dr. Sharda S. Nandram concluded by reaffirming the significance of the Chair's work in advancing spiritual care and the ongoing efforts to develop masterclasses and research initiatives. The event reaffirmed the commitment to expanding the reach and impact of Hindu spiritual care, ensuring that its principles and practices continue to resonate and provide support across various sectors and communities.
This symposium was not only a celebration of academic and professional achievements but also a crucial step towards enhancing research and practice and understanding of Hindu spiritual care in the Netherlands.

[image: ]Acknowledgements
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