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Local faith leaders talk about collaboration 
BY LINDSEY ESTES / FREE LANCE-STAR 

PHOTO / THE FREE LANCE–STAR 

Interfaith leaders from the Fredericksburg area gather to discuss how religious differences might be bridged. 
Pastor Aaron L. Dobynes, Sr., of Shiloh Baptist Church (Old Site) is third from the left. 

Stop me if you’ve heard this one already. 

A rabbi, a reverend, a nun, an imam and a rector are all sitting in a row talking about religion. 

But their conversation about religious differences is no joke, and their conclusion is anything but 
funny. 

Faith leaders from the Fredericksburg area came together Sunday at St. George’s Episcopal 
Church to talk in a panel about interfaith relations and how to bridge differences. 

http://www.fredericksburg.com/news/local/local-faith-leaders-talk-about-interfaith-collaboration/article_908ded85-e57b-5daf-87ae-b869e7175780.html
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Moderated by the Rev. Deacon Edward Jones of the Episcopal Diocese of Virginia, panelists 
included Sister Maureen Fiedler, creator and host of “Interfaith Voices” on public radio; the Rev. 
Dr. Aaron Dobynes, pastor at Shiloh Baptist Church (Old Site); Sheikh Rashid Lamptey, imam 
and director of the Islamic Center of Fredericksburg; Catherine Maresca, founder and director of 
The Center for Children and Theology in Washington, D.C.; Rabbi Jeremy Weisblatt of Beth 
Sholom Temple; and the Rev. Joseph Hensley, rector at St. George’s. 

While each acknowledged their differences, they came to the conclusion that the similarities 
between Abrahamic religions should bind the faithful together in a singular mission of peace and 
acceptance of all people. 

“It’s important to understand our differences and understand that differences are not bad,” 
Dobynes said.“Whatever water divides us is not as thick as the blood we have in common.” 

Lamptey pointed to one scripture all of the faiths represented have in common.“We all lay claim 
to the same scripture: Love your neighbor as you love yourself,” he said. 

Dobynes pointed to the teachings of Martin Luther King Jr. as a guide for interfaith relationships. 
He went to high school in Selma, Ala., and is pursuing a doctorate studying King. He reminded 
the roughly 100 attendees that King championed interfaith movement during the civil rights 
struggle. 

“I want to see that again,” he said about a concerted effort for people of different faith 
backgrounds getting together for a single cause. 

Combating Islamophobia and anti-Semitism are causes that everyone could get behind, the panel 
said. 

In regard to the Islamic State group, which has fueled the fire of anti-Muslim sentiment here and 
abroad, Lamptey said, “I don’t know why there is so much anger within them. This is not Islam, 
but they take on the garb of religion.” 

Fielder said that fear of other religions, such as Islam, is a failure of not talking to and teaching 
one another. 

“It is important to look at the world at large,” she said. “Religion doesn’t cause wars; it is used as 
an excuse to start them.” 

Another reason to foster interfaith relationships, said Hensley, is to understand more about one’s 
own religion.“It is a way for me to look and see face of Christ, and understand my own faith, in 
other people.” 
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Fielder advised people who want to grow those connections to find what they admire about other 
religions. 

For Henley, he finds the commitment to fasting admirable in Islamic and Jewish traditions. When 
attempting to fast during Christian celebrations, “I draw strength from knowing how faithfully 
they fast.” 

Another part of ensuring strong interfaith connections is educating children about other 
traditions, Maresca said. 

She urged those attending to get an early start teaching children about differences between 
religions and be prepared to answer their questions.“Don’t build walls where there don’t need to 
be any,” she said. 

Other solutions from the panel included coming together from different faith backgrounds on a 
common mission, such as helping the poor, and reaching out to people in everyday situations 
who are of a different religion. 

“Talk to woman in a hijab in the grocery store instead of walking away,” Fielder said. 

She said it is also important to reach out to people who aren’t coming to conversations such as 
theirs and who may be closed off to the idea of communicating with people of different faiths. 

At the end of the event, the Rev. Gay Rahm, associate rector at St. George’s, asked attendees to 
email their names and contact info to spiritual leaders and ask to be included in interfaith 
activities. 

Fielder was St. George’s guest for its 2015 Lenten Weekend celebration. She participated in events 
all weekend, focusing on interfaith cooperation. 

“I’m sensing an enlightened desire to have good interfaith relationships here in Fredericksburg,” 
she said. 

Fielder said she hopes people go out of their way to meet and have conversations with someone of 
a different faith after the event. 

Ruth Golmat, a lay leader at Beth Sholom Temple, attended the panel discussion and pointed out 
that many of the religious leaders involved being new in town. Weisblatt, Hensley, Dobynes and 
Lamptey have all come here is the last year. 
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“Especially with new leadership in town, this is a great way to start talking to one another and get 
a renewed excitement about these issues,” she said. 

Brian Vaughan, who attends St. George’s, also attended the discussion. “It encouraged me to speak 
out and speak on behalf of groups who are talked negatively about,” he said. “And the talk 
reminded me to treat others as I would have them treat me.”
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