
On April 20, 1986, a historic meeting of two faiths was 
celebrated.  Conservative Rabbi Haim Kemelman and 
Roman Catholic Archbishop Joseph MacNeil prayed 
together at Beth Shalom synagogue.

Warm greetings were extended to the Archbishop upon 
his first official visit to Beth Shalom synagogue and to 
all who were present.  This meeting came one week after 
Pope John Paul II participated in a similar service in the 
main Jewish Synagogue in Rome.  The two visits were 
coincidental. However, the Rabbi and the Archbishop 
commented that this service was arranged before the Pope 
announced his plans to visit the synagogue in Rome.
Rabbi Haim Kemelman opened the service by chanting in Hebrew Psalm 100, “A Psalm of 
Thanksgiving.”  “Make a joyful noise to the Lord all the earth. Worship the Lord with gladness;
come into His presence with singing.”

He reminded the congregation that “we are custodians of a common ethic.”  He praised Pope John 
Paul II for his “one step in a giant leap of faith,” and said, “The two faiths should not be strangers or 
competitors in a pluralistic society.”

After leading the congregation in a responsive prayer, Archbishop MacNeil addressed the assembly.
He recalled Pope John Paul’s II’s visit to the Synagogue in Rome the previous Sunday where he said, 
“You are our dearly beloved brothers; you are our elder brothers.”  The Archbishop reminded everyone 
that this shows the important new steps being taken to deepen the relationship and dialogue between 
the Roman Catholic Church and the Jewish people. 

Archbishop MacNeil also spoke about Vatican II document “Nostra Aetate” (In Our Time) which 
expresses a new attitude of the Catholic Church to Jewish people and to Judaism. He said, “This 
document is significant not only for Roman Catholic Christians but also for Catholic – Jewish 
relations.  Even though we belong to two different and important religious traditions we are rooted in 
this common heritage.  We can see this in our common spiritual values and especially in the many links 
between the Christian Liturgy and the Jewish Liturgy.   These links are a powerful force that can bring 
us closer to each other as we come to understand our common roots.”

He concluded his presentation by saying, “We have begun a long and important journey together as 
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The events of September 11, 2001 have been indelibly etched in all our minds not only because 
of the tragic loss of life and property but also because of the resulting perceptions that, in many 
ways, lead to widening the chasm of misunderstanding about Muslims and their faith, Islam. 

In the immediate aftermath of the events of September 11, there were concerns of a potential 
backlash towards the Edmonton Muslims. Driven by the need to find ways to mitigate this 
potential for adverse reactions, the leadership of various Muslim groups held a series of meetings, 
led by former Alberta MLA and Cabinet Minister, Larry Shaben, and supported by the former 
Mayor of Edmonton, Bill Smith. Out of these meetings was born the Edmonton Council of 
Muslim Communities (ECMC).  

From its inception, the ECMC was conceived in a spirit of dialogue, friendship and harmony so 
that it could speak with one voice on behalf of the Muslims of Edmonton. Following a series of 
consultations, an agreement was reached by the Muslim leaders and community representatives 
to work together to create a vision and mission that would guide the collective efforts of the 
Muslim communities in our city. The resulting mission statement has since bound the ECMC, 
which is currently made up of representation from nine mosques and faith based organizations, to 
speak and act with fellow Edmontonians and Canadians in a manner that protects, promotes, and 
enhances the understanding of Islam and Muslims in matters of public policy, education, peace 
and interfaith dialogue.
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Garcia-Hoyt is easily able to relate numerous instances of interfaith cooperation between tenants. 
In fact, in most cases, one’s individual religious beliefs do not even come up in the specific 
situations. “A young single woman originally from Sudan lived with us for awhile and became 
very ill. She was placed on bed rest in a local hospital for almost three weeks. Another tenant, 
an Eritrean woman in her sixties learned of this tenant in the hospital through other tenants and 
she began to visit with her. She borrowed from us a thermos to take tea as well as sweet bread to 
the young woman. Neither of them spoke a common language to communicate, but both of them 
knew that they needed each other. So during the visits they drank the tea, held hands, and prayed, 
to make company together.” 

Even when language barriers exist, faith can be a unifying element between tenants. “A Moroccan 
woman found herself having to adjust to a new life in Canada while also learning how to be a new 
parent far from the practices and customs of her homeland,” Garcia-Hoyt tells. “A young single 
woman, originally from Somalia, decided that after school she would go to her place to assist 
her with the cleaning and cooking of the apartment. These young women found unity through 
common experiences and their Muslim faith even though neither can speak the same language. 
They looked beyond these differences to find common cause in looking after each other and 
enjoying each other’s company.”

Most of all, EMCN realizes and 
respects that faith is central in 
the lives of many of its tenants at 
Trinity Manor. “As EMCN staff we 
believe that the best vehicle for the 
transmission of faith is not to be 
found in printed reports or numbers 
of activities done in a year. Faith 
moves through the commitment of 
staff and tenants to community who 
together are the protagonists of this 
project,” Garcia-Hoyt explains.

She continues, “In all our programs 
at Trinity we try to take into account 
what came before in the life of every 
tenant, whether it is the life and death 
of a loved one or tenants’ memories of 
persecution in far away lands. And so every part of every program becomes an opportunity to breathe 
hope. We witness the tenants in new environments and contexts evolving with new thoughts and 
discovering and believing in the possibility of renewal. For many of the tenants such faith as this has 
been the only thing that has sustained them to live and carry on.” 

Edmonton’s Mennonite Centre for Newcomers
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In keeping with this mission and the Islamic ethic of consultation and consensus, the newly 
founded Edmonton Council of Muslim Communities further committed itself to promoting and 
upholding certain fundamental values, which include:

   • Humility, respect and steadfastness
   • Integrity and honesty
   • Openness in communication
   • Non-violence of thought, word and deed
   • Recognize, honour and value diversity 
     (racial, cultural, and linguistic, etc.)

From the outset of its formation in early 2002, the ECMC has recognized that in order to 
understand Islam, one needs to understand its rich heritage of multiplicity of ethnicities, 
languages and traditions which have been part of its history for over fourteen centuries. At 
the same time, one needs to deepen one’s understanding of other faiths as well as various 
interpretations within Islam, to enrich the society that we live in. Based on this recognition, the 
Council has successfully helped establish the first community-endowed Chair in Islamic Studies 
in Canada, at the University of Alberta, to provide various courses in Islam and its history - an 
accomplishment which all Albertans can be proud of. During this time, the Council has also 
partnered with Alberta Learning in shaping the Social Studies curriculum to include certain 
modules in Islamic Civilization.

Further, driven by the spirit of discussion and dialogue, the Council has either initiated or 
otherwise participated in numerous interfaith dialogues and interactions among the various faith 
groups in the city. The ECMC has supported local institutions such as the Edmonton Police 
Service through its Hate-Bias Crime Unit and the Chief’s Advisory Committee as a multilateral 
partner. The Council has also participated in and supported a dialogue with representatives of the 
Jewish community, which has since lead to the formation of the Phoenix Multi-Faith Society for 
Harmony within the city . 

The Edmonton Council of Muslim Communities represents a unique model of community 
alignment within the city-wide Islamic communities, just as the Phoenix Society represents a 
model for wider cooperation and collaboration among the tri-faith Christian, Jewish and Islamic 
communities within the city of Edmonton. The Council hopes that this will serve as a beacon for 
intra- and inter-faith community collaboration in other parts of Canada, and beyond. 

Formation of the ECMC continued...
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