
Studenting Season 2 – Interfaith Episode (transcript) 

  

Guests:  Khadija Ahmed, Mary Zhang, Nancy Kaul, and Carlene Gardner. 

Host: Margaret 

  

MARGARET: Perfect, so welcome everyone to the faith and interfaith community episode of 

Studenting. I have so many guests here with me today, and we're really, really excited to chat 

with all of you. So just working around, why don't we start with Khadija? Would you mind 

introducing yourself? 

  

KHADIJA: Sure. My name is Khadija Ahmed, and I am a third-year law student at McGill's 

Faculty of Law. I'm also the president of the Muslim Law Student Association this year. 

  

MARGARET: Awesome, we're really happy to have you here with us. Thank you for joining. 

Mary? 

  

MARY: Hi, I’m Mary. I am a final year BCom student here at McGill Desautels, and I am the 

president and co-founder of Secular Student Alliance in Montreal Chapter, and I am also a 

volunteer with MORSL for the secular humanist tradition. 

  

MARGARET: Awesome, thanks so much for joining. Nancy? 

  

NANCY: Hi, my name's Nancy Kaul. I'm the co-president for McGill Dharma Society. I'm 

currently in my third year studying anatomy and cell biology at McGill as well. 

  

MARGARET: And last but not least, Carlene, please. 

  



    We also serve to combat prejudice and aims to create a more inclusive and integrated society, 

both within the faculty and beyond. So, we are seeking to remove legal barriers to justice within 

our local Muslim communities. In Quebec, for instance, [we] provide support and guidance to 

Muslims entering the legal profession, challenge the ever evasive ideology of Islamophobia, and 

some recent initiatives that I hope we'll get into by the MLS have been including core 

organizing, anti-Bill 21 initiatives, panels on the Uyghur crisis and participation in interfaith 

dialogs with fellow Christian and Jewish law student groups, and of course, social events for 

MLC members and law school community. 

 

MARGARET: That's amazing and so lovely to have you here. Mary, would you mind telling us 

about the secular student group that you're a part of? 

 

MARY: Yeah, of course. So, the Secular Student Alliance in Montreal is a chapter under the 

national U. S. based Secular Student Alliance organization – I'm involved with the national 





found a chapter in my high school, which unfortunately, due to external factors, was unable to 

happen. 

   And when I came to McGill in my first year, I was able to build some networks, get 

a sense of the campus. I was really interested in starting this organization again, because I 

noticed that there wasn't a space for secular students on campus, and in the process of trying to 

gauge interest for the organization and trying to found this organization at the end of my first yea 

— this would have been 2019 — I had a lot of conversations and dialogs. 

   And one of the concerns that I received often was the implication of the term secular in 

Quebec, specifically its association with secular legislation, secular law, such as Bill 21 — which 

is coming up over and over in this in this discussion by pure coincidence — and how just how 

much this term has caught on a very negative connotation. And this was something that I was 

having dialogs with other people, having conversations with myself over, of if we should go 

forward with this name for our organization and basically how to reconcile that.  

    And in 2020, when this organization was officially founded, my co-founder actually reached 

out to me over LinkedIn when I posted something about me speaking at a national event for 

secularism. And we came together, and we chatted over coffee, and we decided that this — well, 

chatted over coffee over Zoom, because it was 2020 — and we decided that this was something 

that we were going to do.  

    And a major part of it was that we wanted to reclaim the term secularism and secular for 

students who actually are secular, for people who actually are secular. I thought it was wildly 

unfair that a term that a lot of us identify as part of our personal and religious and faith identity 

has been essentially taken and appropriated by a group of mostly white, mostly religious 

legislators, who are not involved in our community, who use our name as a cover for their own 

ulterior agendas. And we wanted a space where students could see positive secularism modeled 

and reclaim that term for themselves and have a community for advocacy and just for belonging. 

So that's our little back story there. 

  

MARGARET: Well, congratulations on establishing a chapter, especially here at McGill, what 

an awesome way to sort of build community and find a network. And Nancy, could you please 

tell us about the Dharma Society? 

 

NANCY: Sure. So McGill Dharma Society is actually like a really new club; we were actually 

just founded last year in the winter semester by my Co-President Shreya Mahasenan, and we had 

tried before — like I hadn’t tried, or Shreya hadn’t tried, but I know another group of people had 

tried a few years prior, but it didn't go through, because there was already the Indian Student 

Association. So, then we had tried again, because obviously your religious identity and your 

country of origin isn't the same thing.  

   We wanted to fill that gap because we didn't have any Hindu representation on campus. So, we 

were really happy when we finally got approved, and we just recently got full status as well. 

We're really happy to have been able to bridge that gap. 



 

MARGARET: That's awesome. And congratulations, congratulations are in order for the recent 

full status as a campus group. We're really excited to sort of include you in this conversation, and 

hopefully more people will also get to know about — I mean, not only the Dharma society, but 

also all of these campus groups, and if they speak to them as a student or as a secular or faith-

interested person, hopefully they can interact with your groups, your clubs, your community.  

   And then Carlene, MORSL. So, it is a part of the administration, but how long? How long has 

MORSL been around, do you know? 

  

CARLENE: That's a really good question, Margaret, I know that McGill has had some kind of a 

campus chaplaincy since the 1960s, primarily with a Christian focus in those days. But I would 

say that around the 1990s, it became much more diverse and much more actually multi-faith. 

And it's been integrated into Student Services as a service for all students, for, I'd say, well over 

30 years now. And we did change the name from the chaplaincy service to the Office of 

Religious and Spiritual Life about ten years ago. So that's more of an inclusive naming of the of 

the office because, you know, chaplaincy can often be seen as just a Christian term. 

 

MARGARET: It's awesome that the office has sort of recognized the needs and the 

demographics of those students on campus and sort of reflecting back on itself and adopted to 

suit those needs.  

   So that's all really interesting stuff about sort of your start points. I mean, two of the groups, 

the secular group and the Dharma group, both of you guys are pretty new, pretty fresh on 

campus. So, we're excited to have sort of both old and new here today.  

   Just a question about the communities you're trying to establish, connect, develop. What kind 

of events or activities are your groups currently leading under the pandemic? Or if you were 

having those events before the pandemic, what did that life look like? So how do you — how do 

you foster community through events and outreach community? Would you mind telling us 

about how the MLSA does community? 

  

KHADIJA:  For sure. Yeah. So, during the pandemic, I would actually say it was a lot easier 

logistically to coordinate and bring people together. I'm thinking about the numerous panels 

we've held in the past two years now, and we've had some really cool panels, I'd say. For 

instance, we hosted a panel on the Uyghur crisis last fall, so fall 2020, and we were able to get 

two out of the three panelists that were not in Montréal. And I think it's really difficult to actually 

get people to speak on this crisis and who have authority in doing so and can.  

    And so we had a member of Parliament, Garett Genius, who has been really outspoken on this 

crisis, and we also had a Uyghur activist, Rukiye Turdush, and so it was really cool to be able to 

bring together people that are directly affected or contributing to such an important cause that 

matters so much to our community because what in the happening in the region of Xinjiang is 



genocide and has been declared that, so that the gravity of that and having created the first space 

within the Faculty of Law virtually, to be able to talk about that has been great. 

    And we've been also able to collaborate with the Christian Legal Fellowship and the Jewish 

Law Student Associations, and we've been able to primary timely topics such as women, women 





incoming or even returning student get involved with your group, for example, the MLSA? How 

would you get in touch with the MLSA, Khadija? 

  

KHADIJA: For sure. It's been a little harder to reach students who've joined the Faculty of Law 

during the pandemic and this year, just because there's just less opportunity to socialize in larger 

groups. And I think that's kind of how, organically, you hear about so and so, who's really 

interested in X or Y, and then that kind of — you know you go for coffee and then, you know, 

that's how collaborations kind of are organically born, and it's hard in a virtual world, but with 

events, it's been it's been helpful.  

   



Western “secular society” is seen as almost unprofessional or even taboo, and it can be very 

powerful to just put yourself out there and put your religiosity or non-religiosity, your faith 

identity, out there in a way that is positive and inviting.  

    





    Because I really believe that it's powerful when we can focus on something we do have, which 

is to care for our community, our care for each other, or enthusiasm for our identities and 



know, I'm consistently hearing that people really do want to connect around something that is 

going to provide them a deeper sense of grounding in this very uncertain time that we've been 

going through. 

    So, I have seen an increased interest. We have a lot of people coming to MORSL who are in 

that kind of questioning or exploration mode and interested in meeting students of like mind or 

who are also questioning and who are also exploring and not wanting to be alone in that “I don't 

know” space. 

    So, like I said, that's another form of community. It's another way of feeling like not just 

intellectually knowing that other students don't always have everything figured out, but actually 

walking a path alongside somebody being accompanied by somebody who's in that “I don't 

know” space. I think that can be really powerful. There are a couple of interfaith projects that 

MORSL does that have actually received more attention recently… In the fall, we took a group 

of students — when I say took, it was a virtual conference — but we took them to a virtual 







how incredibly diverse it is and how many opportunities there are to be in community with 

people who are entirely different from yourself.  

     I know when I was a student, I took it for granted, being surrounded by all these brilliant 

people from all sorts of backgrounds. I assume that life would always be like that, that I would 

have a constant flow of interesting people. Yet the reality is that as time goes by, we tend to 

settle into smaller social circles. Most people don't change jobs every three months like students 

have the opportunity to meet new classmates every semester. So, I think what I'd like people to 

know is, kind of like what Mary said, to share a hope and an invitation to take advantage of this 

time to really connect with people who are not at all like yourself and to make this kind of 

connection a lifelong practice. And I think that's something that will go a long way towards 

building a more harmonious society in general. 

  

KHADIJA: A piece of advice that I'd love to share is reach out and reach out early. I think you 

never know where a connection, a conversation, may lead you. Don't overthink reaching out to 

student groups, and people who are exploring religiosity and spirituality, because you don't 

necessarily have to commit to an administrative role or for hosting a panel or even attending a 

panel. You just really don't know where a conversation will lead you, and having the opportunity 


