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UNF Division of Student Affairs Presents: 

“The i-Pilgrimage” 
An International, Interfaith, Intercultural, Co-Curricular, Student Immersion Experience 

A Pilot Program of the UNF Interfaith Center, Developed by Tarah Trueblood, Director 

 

CASE STATEMENT 
 

Religion can be a bridge of cooperation rather than a barrier of division. 
     -- Dr. Eboo Patel (Founder/President Interfaith Youth Core) 

 

1. THE i-PILGRIMAGE (“TiP”) 
 
The i-Pilgrimage (“TiP”) is an international, interfaith, intercultural, co-curricular student 
immersion experience provided for UNF students through the Division of Student Affairs. TiP is 
specifically designed as a 21st century pilgrimage for the transformation of students from 
diverse backgrounds. Whereas a journey is something that is unending in nature, a pilgrimage 
involves a venturing out as well as a returning home.1 In Common Fire, the authors note: “A 
good life involves a balance of home and pilgrimage”.2  
 
Good pilgrimages lead to discovery and transformation, but no true pilgrimage is complete until 
the pilgrims return home and tell their stories. Home is where others (parents, friends, 
professors, financial contributors to the trip) hear and care about these stories and help the 
pilgrims sort out what they saw, heard, and did.3  
 

A. Goals. The three main goals of TiP are:  
1. To provide a high-quality, co-curricular, student immersion experience that 

delivers on key learning outcomes; 
2. To advance UNF’s commitment to diversity in recruitment and retention; and 
3. To build up global interfaith relationships and networks to address some of the 

grand challenges facing humanity. 
 

While student participants are likely to change from year to year, TiP’s overall 
effectiveness will be measured in terms of its success in achieving the three main goals 
in the level of student interest/demand, and in terms of UNF’s ability to establish TiP’s 
sustainability following the five-year pilot. 

 
B. Venturing Out. TiP involves international travel to five different countries (i.e., religious 

cultures and/or frameworks) over a five-year period. Each year student “pilgrims” are 
immersed in a dominant religious culture (or cultures) and embedded in the context of a 
community where they provide meaningful community service. Different students will 
be involved in TiP over the five-year pilot. However, some may choose to do more than 
one pilgrimage, and possibly take a leadership role in a subsequent year.  

                                                        
1 Parks, Sharon Daloz, Big Questions, Worthy Dream: Mentoring Emerging Adults in Their Search for Meaning, Purpose, and Faith 
(Jossey-Bass; 2011) p. 38. 
2 Daloz, Laurent A. Parks; Cheryl H. Keen; James P. Keen; Sharon Daloz Parks; Common Fire: Leading Lives of Commitment in a 
Complex World (Beacon Press; 1996). 
3 Parks, supra. 
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While on pilgrimage, trained student and professional UNF staff members will facilitate 
daily reflection and dialogue exercises to help pilgrims process their experiences and 
learn from one another. As pilgrims journey home UNF staff members will help them 
prepare for integration back into American culture. They will also coach pilgrims in 
telling the stories of their experience back at home. Attached is a sample of a TiP 
itinerary. [Sample itinerary to be attached.] 
 

C. Returning Home. Within a month of returning from a pilgrimage, pilgrims will complete 
a short photo PowerPoint or YouTube video as well as a poster highlighting their “ah-
ha” moments—the ways they have been transformed and/or challenged to learn and 
grow as individuals, as a team, and and as members of a diverse global community. 
Pilgrims will schedule 2 to 3 community “report backs” where they share their stories of 
transformation and their challenges throughout the trip using their photos/video and 
poster. Student storytelling will be preserved by the Interfaith Center through social 
media and on video for use in promoting future TiP trips. 

 
D. Pilgrim Selection. Each year 12 to 15 student pilgrims will be selected from a pool of 

applicants. In order to be accepted as a TiP pilgrim, students must meet the following 
application qualifications:  

1. Completion of at least 24 credits at UNF;  
2. A minimum GPA of 3.0;  
3. Active participation in UNF Interfaith Center programs and events over the prior 

academic year including at least two local interfaith immersion field trips 
(known as “Campus 4 Community” events);  

4. Submission of a letter of recommendation from a faculty member in the 
department/college of the student’s major; and  

5. Commitment to TiP guidelines including the agreement to prepare and tell their 
TiP story back at home.  

 
Priority will be given to students from diverse religious and cultural backgrounds and to 
students who have taken a leadership role in the Better Together @ UNF registered 
student organization (the student group advised by the Interfaith Center director) 
during the prior academic year . 

 
E. Destinations & Length of Stay. Each TiP experience will last from 7 to 14 days and will 

occur during winter, spring, or summer breaks. Proposed pilgrimage destinations (and 
their dominant religious framework/s) include:  

1. Turkey (Islam) 
2. Israel (Judaism) 
3. Nepal (Hinduism, Buddhism) or India (Hinduism, Islam) 
4. Kenya, Zimbabwe, or South Africa (Post-Colonial Protestant Christianity, 

Indigenous African) 
5. France (Catholic Christianity) or Dominican Republic (Post-Colonial Catholic 

Christianity) 
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F. TiP Sponsorship: TiP is a 5-year pilot program requiring sponsorship in the amount of 
$100,000 (i.e., $20,000 annually for 5 years). Over the course of the five-year pilot, the 
Division of Student Affairs will work to establish TiP’s long-term sustainability with a 
view toward creating a new UNF co-curricular tradition. TiP’s pilot sponsorship funds 
(Sponsorship Funds) will be used exclusively to subsidize direct trip expenses. 

 
G. TiP Financing. Each TiP experience will be financed through a combination of student 

contribution, student fundraising, sponsorship, and UNF support. Each year a TiP trip 
budget will be prepared and circulated to TiP sponsors and prospective student pilgrims. 
Trip budgets will include amounts for all direct and indirect expenses and costs. 
 
Each of the five TiP trips will be financed as follows: 

1. Individual Students: Pilgrims will be responsible for their own international 
airfare, passport, travel vaccines, food while traveling, and any personal items 
and/or souvenirs; 

2. Pilgrim Fundraising: The Pilgrims will work together as a team to raise funds for 
two purposes: 

a. Small gifts for individuals hosting the Pilgrims while away; and 
b. Financial donation to the local community service project where 

pilgrims will volunteer while away. 
3. Sponsors: Sponsorship Funds will be used exclusively to subsidize direct trip 

expenses such as food and lodging, ground transportation (at home and 
abroad), direct fees (such as those charged by UNF’s international trip partner), 
travel insurance, international airfare for two UNF staff members, other direct 
expenses (including an amount for contingencies), and, to the extent available, 
to fund partial scholarships to cover the international airfare of students who 
demonstrate a financial hardship; 

4. UNF: UNF will be responsible for administrative costs, including Interfaith 
Center staff salaries, overhead, and other indirect costs.  

 
The Interfaith Center will assist TiP pilgrims in individual and group fundraising efforts. 
Pilgrims may also apply for the Student Affairs International Learning Scholarship 
(SAILS). To the extent Sponsorship Funds are available, pilgrims who are able to 
demonstrate financial hardship may apply for a scholarship to offset a portion of their 
international airfare. 

 
2. WHAT IS AT STAKE? 
 
Making the connection between knowledge development and the questions of meaning, 
purpose, values, and ethics is difficult and urgent in our increasingly complex and diverse 
society.4 Today, the United States is one of the most religiously diverse countries in the world 
(and perhaps in history).5 Never before have college students encountered such diversity of 
religious and secular identities. 
 

                                                        
4 Id, supra, at p. 18. 
5 Eck, Diana L., On Common Ground: World Religions in America (Columbia University Press; 2006); from 
http://www.pluralism.org/pages/pluralism/essays/from_diversity_to_pluralism 

http://www.pluralism.org/pages/pluralism/essays/from_diversity_to_pluralism
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A. Religious Diversity and the “Ultimate Concerns.” According to a 2012 PEW survey, 34% 
of the U.S. citizens under the age of thirty identify as atheist, agnostic, or unaffiliated.6 
Similarly, a 2008 UNF Religious Climate Survey revealed that 33% of UNF’s students also 
identify as atheist, agnostic, or unaffiliated.  
 
Research also shows that college students do not expect a university to play the role of 
“church” (synagogue, mosque, temple, etc.). They do, however, expect their college 
experience to help them think more clearly, feel more deeply, and to responsibly 
consider the “Ultimate Concerns” of life 7 (i.e., “How to make sense of the world,” 
“What to hope for,” “Who to care about,” “How to discern one’s values and sculpt one’s 
life,” “How to live and work with integrity,” and “Where to find a sense of meaning, 
fulfillment, and purpose ”).  

 
The push to talk about religion, spirituality and the Ultimate Concerns in the context of 
higher education is coming from the students themselves—it is a “bottom-up” not a 
“top-down” movement.8 Attention on religion in Higher Education is not about imposing 
faith or morality. Rather the role of the college or university is to engage students 
intelligently around the Ultimate Concerns, create safe spaces for students to dialogue 
across diversity of ideological framework (religious/secular), and help students discover 
common values that make it possible for them to work together for the common good.9 

 
B. Religious Diversity v. Pluralism. Dr. Diana Eck, Professor of Religion and Executive 

Director of The Pluralism Project at Harvard University, distinguishes “diversity” from 
“pluralism” using the following four points:10 

1. Pluralism is not diversity alone, but the energetic engagement with diversity. 
Today, religious diversity is a given, but pluralism is not a given; pluralism is an 
achievement. Mere diversity without real encounter and relationship will yield 
increasing tensions in our societies. 

2. Pluralism is not just tolerance, but the active seeking of understanding across 
lines of difference. Tolerance is a necessary public virtue, but it does not require 
Christians and Muslims, Hindus, Jews, and ardent secularists to know anything 
about one another.  

3. Pluralism is not relativism, but the encounter of commitments. The new 
paradigm of pluralism does not require us to leave our identities and our 
commitments behind, for pluralism is the encounter of commitments. It means 
holding our deepest differences, even our religious differences, not in isolation, 
but in relationship to one another. 

4. Pluralism is based on dialogue. The language of pluralism is that of dialogue and 
encounter, give and take, criticism and self-criticism. Dialogue means both 
speaking and listening, and that process reveals both common understandings 
and real differences.  

 

                                                        
6 The PEW Forum on Religious and Public Life; http://www.pewforum.org/Unaffiliated/nones-on-the-rise.aspx 
7 Jacobsen, Douglas; Jacobsen, Rhonda Hustead; No Longer Visible: Religion in University Education (Oxford; 2012) 
8 Jacobsen, supra.  
9 Jacobsen, supra. 
10 Id. 
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C. A National Student Movement. Most of us here in the U.S. are Americans whether we 
identify as religious or non-religious. Through TiP, UNF students will be empowered to 
make substantial contributions to the growing, national student movement—standing 
up against religious intolerance and creating a climate of religious pluralism. Like never 
before, students are forming a national network and creating momentum to break 
down perceived barriers, to build up relationships across difference of ideology, and to 
work together for the common good. Throughout American history, students have been 
at the forefront of some of the most important social advancements: The Civil Rights 
Movement; The Women’s Movement; The Anti-War Movement; The Environmental 
Movement; and, now, The Pluralism Movement. 

 
Since his inauguration in 2008, President Barack Obama has emphasized interfaith 
cooperation and community service as the focus of diversity and community action 
initiatives. In 2010 the White House launched the President’s Interfaith and Community 
Service Campus Challenge (through the U.S. Office of Faith-Based and Neighborhood 
Partnerships). The “President’s Challenge” invites institutions of higher education to 
commit to one renewable year of interfaith and community service programming on 
campus.11 Over 350 campuses are involved. 

 
The Interfaith Youth Core (IFYC), a nonprofit organization founded by Dr. Eboo Patel in 
2002, serves as advisor to the White House on the President’s Challenge. Dr. Patel's 
core belief is that religion can be a bridge of cooperation rather than a barrier of 
division. IFYC has trained thousands of college students in the principles of interfaith 
leadership (and reaches millions through social media). In addition to advising the White 
House, IFYC has worked with the Tony Blair Faith Foundation and the Office of Her 
Majesty Queen Rania of Jordan. Currently, IFYC works on five continents with over 200 
college and university campuses. 

 
According to both IFYC and the U.S. Office of Faith-Based and Neighborhood 
Partnerships, colleges and universities by their very nature offer a key proving ground 
for interfaith cooperation and thus the means to significantly shift the way people from 
diverse backgrounds interact in America—and around the world.12 
 
In 2012, under the leadership of President John Delaney, UNF joined the President’s 
Challenge. In addition, members of the student and professional staff of UNF’s Interfaith 
Center received leadership training in interfaith and community service through IFYC’s 
Interfaith Leadership Institute.  

 
 
3. INTERFAITH CENTER STRENGTHS 
 
The Interfaith Center is a department within the Division of Student Affairs at University of 
North Florida. In 2013 the UNF Interfaith Center was identified by IFYC as having the “Best 
Practices” in leading interfaith dialogue, cooperation, and community service on a public 
university campus in the United States. In March of 2013, IFYC sent a film crew to UNF to 

                                                        
11 President’s Interfaith and Community Service Campus Challenge: Advancing Interfaith Cooperation and Community Service in 
Higher Education; http://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/ofbnp/interfaithservice 
12 Patel, supra. 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/ofbnp/interfaithservice
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document the work of the Interfaith Center for use in training other public universities. 
 

A. Proven Track Record. The Interfaith Center has already established similar immersion 
experiences at the local level through a program called “Campus 4 Community.” Each 
semester the Center sponsors field trips to different religious and cultural centers in 
Jacksonville where students are invited to participate and/or observe a service or 
celebration and engage in dialogue across difference of religious and non-religious 
identity. Upon returning to the UNF campus, the Center’s staff engages student 
participants in reflection on their experience. Reflection questions are designed to help 
students harvest the learning from the experience. 

 
Recent Campus 4 Community immersion field trips featuring interfaith dialogue include: 

1. GlobalJax: International Delegation from West Africa (Islam, the Baha’ faith, 
Christianity); 

2. Islamic Center of Northeast Florida (Islam); 
3. The Temple, Congregation Ahavath Chesed (Judaism); 
4. Sikh Society of Northeast Florida (Sikh); and 
5. Hindu Society of Northeast Florida (Hindu). 

 
B. Student Testimonies. Following Campus 4 Community immersion field trips, students 

offered the following reflections and insight into their “ah ha” moments: 
 

 Jericha Russell (Junior, Anthropology, Muslim): I believe that people across all 
borders, cultures, and religions can and should learn from each other. I doubt that 
philosophy can be exemplified more than it was in this (interfaith dialogue) event. I 
learned so much about the lives and homes of the delegates as well as about myself, 
but most importantly, I learned that humanity is capable of so much good if we take 
the time to listen to one another. 
 

 Stephen Aaron Eaves (Senior, Psychology, Mystic): Though fully immersed in our 
corresponding value-systems, we nevertheless found ourselves ultimately deferring 
to the common humanity shared between us. 
 

 Nicole Hilton (Junior, Public Relations, Unitarian Universalist): I gained a much-
needed change of perspective. As a Public Relations major, I will likely encounter. . . 
people of varying backgrounds and nationalities. . . It astounded me just how little I 
knew about our own country’s history and the potential problems it could face based 
on the very things that build its foundation. . . 
 

 Hana Ashchi (Junior, Public Relations, Baha’i): I want everyone to understand that it 
is perfectly fine to talk to someone who is not of the same faith as you. They are just 
as open-minded as you and are willing to talk to you about topics that could be a 
little nerve-wrecking for others. Some of the kindest and most inspiring people I have 
ever met. 

 
C. International Partners. The Interfaith Center is working with several potential 

international partners that have extensive experience in coordinating international 
group travel and immersion experiences. These potential partners have networks of 
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local businesses, government offices, non-profit organizations, and faith communities 
on the ground in the proposed destination countries. Such networks provide support in 
logistics and provide access to key interfaith dialogue and community service 
opportunities. 
 

D. The Interfaith Center Staff. The Director of the Interfaith Center, Tarah Trueblood, has 
extensive experience leading international and domestic interfaith immersion and 
community-based service-learning experiences. She is also a Community Scholar with 
the UNF Center for Community Based Learning. In addition, she has a strong educational 
background including a Juris Doctor, Master of Divinity, and Master of Arts with a focus 
on community building across diverse religious and cultural backgrounds. She has 
completed numerous diversity training programs and has provided diversity training at 
the college level. 

 
While serving the campus at University of California at Berkeley, Trueblood led domestic 
and international interfaith immersion and community service projects involving 
homelessness (San Francisco and Berkeley, CA), coastal restoration (San Francisco, CA), 
sustainable agriculture (Zimbabwe, Africa), HIV/Aids orphans (Zimbabwe, Africa), Darfur 
genocide awareness (Berkeley, CA), Habitat for Humanity (Santa Cruz, CA), PICO inter-
faith voter registration (Denver, CO), Eco-Justice (Davis, CA), and urban plunges 
(Berkeley, CA). 
 
The Event Coordinator of the Interfaith Center, Rachael McNeal, joined the Interfaith 
Center in 2012. She is a recent graduate of Princeton Theological Seminary where she 
received her Master of Divinity. McNeal is also a graduate of Flagler College where she 
studied Religion/Philosophy and Youth Ministry. She is an alum of the Interfaith Youth 
Core having completed a seminary course with Dr. Eboo Patel. McNeal has written for 
IFYC’s blog13 and is on IFYC's alumni speakers bureau. She has taught Hebrew Bible/Old 
Testament at Flagler College.  
 
McNeal has been passionate about building peace between people of different religious 
and non-religious identities since her time as an undergraduate. In January of 2012 she 
participated in an Interfaith Trip to Israel and the Palestinian Territories where she was 
involved in interfaith dialogue. The trip inspired the article she co-wrote with Orthodox 
Jewish interfaith activist Rori Picker Neiss entitled "Jesus, Judaism, and Seeing the 
Other" which appeared in the Hanukkah Issue of the Jewish Post.14 Recently McNeal 
wrote a piece for the Huffington Post’s “Common Good Series” and Sojourner’s 
“Common Good Forum” entitled, “Creating a Culture of Unity through Interfaith 
Cooperation.” McNeal is inspired by the theology of Jacques Dupuis, Thomas Merton 
and Amos Yong and their understandings about the importance of interreligious 
dialogue. 
 

4. TiP’S POTENTIAL IMPACTS 
 
As mentioned above, the three main goals of TiP are: to provide a high-quality, co-curricular, 

                                                        
13 www.ifyc.org/stay-informed 
14 http://www.jewishpost.com/news/jesus-judaism-and-seeing-the-other.html 

http://www.ifyc.org/stay-informed
http://www.jewishpost.com/news/jesus-judaism-and-seeing-the-other.html
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student experience that delivers on key learning outcomes; to advance UNF’s commitment to 
diversity in recruitment and retention; and to build up global interfaith relationships and 
networks that advance the common good. 
 

A. Student Learning Outcomes. The first goal involves delivering on key student learning 
outcomes. The three key outcomes established for TiP are: 

i. Demonstrable cognitive, affective and behavioral skills and characteristics that 
support effective and appropriate interaction in a variety of cultural contexts;15 

ii. Demonstrable understanding and appreciation of civic responsibility;16 and 
iii. Demonstrable willingness to scrutinize personal beliefs and values.17 

 
Learning outcomes will be measured through: (1) Recorded, facilitated group reflection 
and dialog before, during, and after each TiP trip; (2) Daily blog posts made by student 
pilgrims during the pilgrimage; (3) pre- and post-experience assessments; and (4) 
Student report-back presentations using posters, photos, and videos.  

 
Critical reflection is a powerful pedagogical tool that helps students not only identify 
underlying values, beliefs, and assumptions but also to discover how they can change a 
situation by changing the way they frame and act on it.  

 
Doing meaningful service in collaboration with community members at TiP destinations 
will provide pilgrims with community co-instructors from different backgrounds. These 
relationships will help break down barriers, build up communities, and open minds and 
hearts to collaboration and the discovery of creative solutions to community challenges.  

 
B. Commitment to Diversity. The second goal of TiP is to advance UNF’s mission to attract 

and retain students from diverse backgrounds. Through TiP student pilgrims will acquire 
appreciable experience in resolving some of the challenges to interfaith cooperation. 
They will bring that experience back to campus to help make UNF a more hospitable 
place for all students regardless of their religious and non-religious identity. 

 
Moreover, once students graduate from UNF their TiP experience will considerably 
enhance their ability to advance the diversity initiatives of their employers. 

 
C. Development of Global Interfaith Relationships. The third goal of TiP is to build up global 

interfaith relationships and networks that advance the common good. Recent 
scholarship shows that bringing people together from diverse backgrounds can actually 
prevent conflict.18 Through TiP, sponsors have the opportunity to make a contribution to 
the Pluralism Movement—to join the effort to prevent national and international 
conflict—to help dismantle of fear and build bridges to understanding and cooperation.  
 
Once several TiP trips have been completed, the Interfaith Center will share the TiP 

                                                        
15 Developed by the UNF Center for Community Based Learning. 
16 Developed by the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (“CAS”) for humanitarianism and civic 
engagement. 
17 Developed by the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (“CAS”) for religious and spiritual programs. 
18 Journal of College & Character, v. 12, No. 1, 2/2012, The Civic Relevance of Interfaith Cooperation for Colleges and Universities; 
Eboo Patel and Cassie Meyer. 
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model, along with its successes and challenges, with other colleges and universities 
through published papers, workshops, and presentations. The TiP model can make a 
mark on the national Pluralism Movement and serve to create a more peaceful and 
inclusive democracy. 

 
5. URGENCY OF “The i-Pilgrimage” 
 
With or without TiP, UNF will continue to graduate nearly 4,000 students each year. Without TiP 
religious polarization may continue indefinitely in the United States. Without TiP, there will be 
fewer opportunities for students to have the transformational experiences that alter their lives 
and put them on paths that lead them to make significant contributions in solving some of the 
great challenges facing our communities, our nation, and humanity. With TiP, however, UNF will 
graduate leaders who have the training and experience to build bridges across difference of 
ideological framework and to make remarkable contributions to society. 
 
 


