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Christian hospitality and pastoral 
practices in a multifaith society 
BY STEPHEN R. GRAHAM

to facilitate interreligious dialogue and theo-
logical reflections on interactions among 
world faiths, ATS chose to focus on pastoral 
practices.

Throughout its history, ATS has valued the different theo-

logical traditions across its membership and nurtured col-

legial relationships among them. Pastoral practices repre-

sented a common area of ministry instruction that was a 

concern of all schools, but that was approached from dif-

ferent theological and ecclesial perspectives. 

The Christian Hospitality and Pastoral Practices in a Mul-

tifaith Society (CHAPP) project  sought both to capture 

the wisdom of many schools already at work in this area 

and also to nudge schools to prepare their graduates to 

serve faithfully and effectively in contexts increasingly 

shaped by multiple faith traditions. The project would 

also develop resources that could be adapted and used by 

schools across the ecclesial spectrum. schools across the ecclesial spectrum. 

Rapidly shifting religious landscape   

It is appropriate to review that project now, because the 

need for religious leaders to provide guidance in the 

midst of ongoing, perhaps heightened, tensions among 

religious groups is vitally important. The steadily increas- 

ing multifaith realities both within ATS schools and the 

contexts within which they and their graduates serve 

demand such wise leadership.

The percentages of people with world faiths other The percentages of people with world faiths other 

than Christian continue their slow growth within  the 

US and Canada. In 2008, for example, while about 80 

percent of Americans self-identified as Christian, 

roughly two percent of the population self-identified 

as Jewish. Muslims, Buddhists, and Hindus together 

accounted for another two percent. By 2023–24, the 

percentage of those self-identifying as Jewish repercentage of those self-identifying as Jewish re-

mained at two percent, and Muslims, Buddhists, and 

Hindus were each about one percent of the popula-

tion. 

In Canada, over the past two decades, the change was 

more dramatic. Between 2001 and 2021, the  propor-

tion of Canada’s population who reported being 

Muslim, Hindu, or Sikh has more than doubled—from 

two to nearly five percent for Muslims, from one to 

nearly two and a half percent for Hindus, and from just 

under one percent to just over two percent for Sikhs. 

In both countries, however, the most significant chang-

es have been decreases in the population self-identi-

fied as Christian (in the US from 80 percent in 2011 to
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62 percent in 2023; and in Canada from more than 

two-thirds in 2011 to just over half in 2021) and the 

growth of those reporting no religious affiliation (in 

the US from 17 percent to 29 percent between 2008 

and 2023, and in Canada from 17 percent to 35 per-

cent between 2001 and 2021).1 

Interestingly, it may be the case that many of the find-

ings from the CHAPP study name and address chal-

lenges and opportunities for pastoral practices in the 

environment of this growing non-affiliated population, 

as well as the contexts of multiple faiths. 

Number of non-Christian students and faculty

Similar to patterns in US and Canadian populations, 

there have been increases in the numbers of students 

attending ATS schools who represent faiths other than 

Christian. While the overall student headcount across 

ATS has increased by about five percent from 2009 to 

2024, during that same period the number of students 

representing Jewish, Muslim, and Buddhist faiths has 

increased increased by nearly 250 percent. As is the case with 

the overall population, the student numbers are rela-

tively small, representing less than one percent of the 

student headcount in ATS schools. Yet, their presence 

offers the schools both the opportunities and chal-

lenges named in the CHAPP project.

The religious affiliation data for ATS full-time faculty 

also involves small numbers, but the changes are sig-

nificant. No Buddhist full-time faculty member was 

employed in 2010, but in 2024, there were six. The 

number of full-time Muslim faculty has also increased 

significantly, from eight in 2010 to 14 in 2024. Mean-

while, the number of Jewish full-time faculty has de-

clined from 28 in 2009 to 21 in 2024.3

Phase one: a learning process

Beginning in April 2010, the CHAPP project’s initial 

phase convened scholars from ATS schools to identify 

key issues and gather wisdom from current practices, 

to engage expert practitioners of world faiths, and to 

hear from chaplains from a variety of institutions. The 

first consultation included brief reports distributed 

ahead of time and presentations by participants from
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https://auburnseminary.org/
https://auburnseminary.org/
https://aarweb.org/
https://aarweb.org/
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/2013-theological-education-v47-n2.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/religious-landscape-study/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religious-landscape-study/
https://www.statcan.gc.ca/en/census/census-engagement/community-supporter/ethnocultural-and-religious-diversity
https://www.statcan.gc.ca/en/census/census-engagement/community-supporter/ethnocultural-and-religious-diversity
https://www.ats.edu/Annual-Data-Tables
mailto:graham@ats.edu
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Access the individual CHAPP reports 

https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/associated-mennonite.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/andover-newton.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/ashland-theological-seminary.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/bethany-theological-seminary.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/boston-university.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/brite-divinity-school.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/ecumenical-theological-seminary.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/hartford-theological-seminary.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/iliff-school-of-theology.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/luther-seminary.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/lutheran-theological-seminary-philadelphia.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/multnomah-biblical-seminary.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/new-brunswick-theological-seminary.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/north-park-theological-seminary.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/pentecostal-theological-seminary.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/st-johns-university-school-of-theology.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/united-theological-seminary.pdf
https://www.ats.edu/files/galleries/wake-forest-university-school-of-divinity.pdf
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