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B
SECTION

T wenty years ago this month, I start-
ed doing something I had never
planned to do. I started writing a
weekly religion column for The
Grand Rapids Press and overseeing
its coverage of all things sacred as

religion editor.
This still stands for me as one of the

richer examples of God’s sense of humor.
It’s often said God works in mysterious
ways, but this move was downright wacky.
Unlike many fine religion writers, I had no
theological education, had never aspired to
seminary or evenmemorized Bible verses
as a child. Yet, here I was, covering the
world’s thousands of religions in one of the
most devout cities in America.
And how did this unlikely situation come

about? I blame Ed Golder, my predecessor,
who askedme one afternoon if I would like
to succeed him as religion editor. Who can
say why such a crazy idea occurred to Ed, an
otherwise highly intelligent and perceptive
guy? Perhaps God whispered in his ear, or
else the editor who wanted him to start cov-
ering politics.
In any case, for some equally crazy reason

I said yes. And for that I have thanked God
and Edmany times since. It turns out that
writing about religion was the best news
beat I’ve ever had— and themost challeng-
ing.
To say I was over my head doesn’t quite

get it. More like I was sent in to pinch-
hit against Nolan Ryan with the advice,
“Careful, he throws kind of fast.”
Yet despite facing a learning curve

steeper than the steeple of St. Andrew’s
Cathedral, I was able to report with rea-
sonable clarity andmeet some of the most
remarkable people I’ve ever been privileged
to know. It quickly became apparent that
religion was the meaning-of-life beat, and
that there were nomore powerful stories
out there than these.
That I have been writing this column

every week for 20 years, first for The Press
and now for MLive, is not only a bless-
ing to me; it’s fairly unbelievable. It just
doesn’t seem that long since I wrote my
first one. But here is the clipping in front of
me, Nov. 26, 1994, with the headline, “Yes, I
really want this job.”
As I noted in that column, people kept

askingme, “Is this something you wanted?”
as if I’d been assigned to write obituaries
and take out the recyclables. Yes, I do want
it, I insisted, adding that in my other report-
ing beats, “I’ve noticed that faith is often
what holds people up and pushes them
onward.”
I’ll say. On that same page I had a story

about a suburban Grand Rapids couple
who took into their home a recovering
drug addict and former prostitute with her
9-month-old daughter. “I know through God,
all things are possible,” the woman said
firmly.
I’ve seen testimony to her conviction

many times since. So many courageous
people have let me share their stories.
They are people like Clement Chiwaya,

who overcame childhood polio and poverty
to earn amaster’s degree at Aquinas College
and returned toMalawi to be elected to par-
liament; the Rev. Charlie Jones, who forgave

his brother’s killers and serves Macedonia
Missionary Baptist Church with strength
and wisdom; Sister Sue Tracy, who is fac-
ing off with cancer for the fifth time yet has
spread untold joy and humor throughout
this community. Not to mention all those
who ladle soup on South Division Avenue,
counsel the addicted and homeless, go to jail
rather than betray God’s justice and sit with
the sick and dying on dark afternoons.
You don’t come away untouched by people

like this. Their faith gives me glimpses of
something powerful: the human capacity to
not just endure, but to help others endure—
indeed flourish— in a pretty tough world.
In writing about such sturdy souls, my own
faith has been strengthened. For that, I am
deeply grateful.
So now, 20 years after I started this story-

telling, it seems an appropriate time to take

a breather. I have other writing projects to
pursue, andmy editors have been gracious
enough to approve a six-month sabbatical.
As a freelance writer, I need to put my focus
elsewhere in order to produce the best work
possible—much as I will miss this weekly
conversation with you, the readers.
That said, I plan to return in late spring

to resume the discourse, hopefully with the
refreshed perspective that time away often
brings. As with a seventh-inning stretch,
sometimes that batting eye gets a little
sharper when action resumes.
Until then, know howmuch it has meant

to have you read this columnweek after
week. Your emails and letters of encourage-
ment as well as criticism have helpedme
improvemy craft and sharpenmy thinking.
You have allowedme to tell very personal
stories and patiently heardme out on con-
troversial issues. Most of all, you have read
faithfully, and for a writer, there can be no
greater gift.
Thank you somuch. I’ll see you again

when the grass is green and the baseballs
are flying.

Your faith has strengthenedmine

By Katie Gordon
Program Manager at GVSU’s
Kaufman Interfaith Institute

During the past year and half
of working for the Kaufman
Interfaith Institute, I have

traveled to conferences and
been introduced to interfaith
programs on the East Coast,
West Coast and everywhere in
between. I’ve seen firsthand this
growing interfaith movement,
with more andmore institutions
adopting interfaith efforts all the
time. However, there’s some-
thing special about what’s hap-
pening inWest Michigan.
We have the whole community

behind our interfaith efforts. Not
just some pockets of the commu-
nity, but the interfaith conversa-

tion is engaging
all sectors of
the commu-
nity. We’ve seen
Grand Rapids’
Mayor George
Heartwell
declare inter-
faith initiatives

to be citywide efforts, the presi-
dents of Calvin College, Calvin
Seminary and InterVarsity
Christian Fellowship/USA all dis-
cuss “principled pluralism,” and
we see the media’s refreshing
openness to diverse perspectives.
From the beginnings of inter-

faith efforts inWest Michigan,
with Sylvia Kaufman coordi-
nating the Jewish-Christian
Dialogue inMuskegon in 1989,

this has been a communitywide
effort. Again, in our 2012 Year
of Interfaith Understanding, all
parts of the community came
together to promote dialogue,
understanding and respect.
Clergy and lay people, religious
and nonreligious, art museums
and public libraries, universities
and high schools, service organi-
zations and government offices,
businesses and local media— all
are part of a conversation ensur-
ing our area is welcoming of peo-
ple from any religious tradition.
By leaving our silos and com-

ing together to promote a greater
good, wemodel the potential of
what interfaith can look like on
larger scales, too.
West Michigan is not perfect.

But by building relationships
among strangers through com-
munitywide partnerships, we
hold onto hope to become a place
of ever-expanding inclusion and
equality. And during this time of
thanksgiving, I am grateful for
a community that has a rich his-
tory and exciting future of inter-
faith engagement. I am grateful
for those who participate in
interfaith conversations that
aim to humanize one another
in a world that is polarized and
divided. I am grateful a culture
where interfaith cooperation is
a social norm is becoming ever
more possible.
Finally, I am grateful I am not

alone in promoting respect and
understanding; I am doing it

alongside an entire community.

CELEBRATEWITHUS
If you want to celebrate this

community with us, Grand
Rapids is hosting its 15th
annual Interfaith Thanksgiving
Celebration at 7 p.m. this coming
Monday, Nov. 24, atWestminster
Presbyterian Church.We share
our diverse expressions of
gratitude and peace and explore
howwe can continue to grow as
a local and global community.
More information on this event
and our other efforts can be
found at interfaithunderstand-
ing.org. We look forward to even
more voices joining the conver-
sation.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu

Giving thanks forWestMichigan’s interfaith community
INTERFAITH INSIGHTS

GRAND RAPIDSWASHINGTON

National Cathedral
hosts firstMuslim
prayer service

Washington National
Cathedral hosted aMuslim
prayer service for the first
time.
Planners said last Friday’s

service at the historic cathe-
dral was aimed at fostering
more understanding and
acceptance between Christians
andMuslims globally.
The prominent Episcopal

cathedral often hosts national
events, such as presidential
funerals, and has hosted
Muslims at various interfaith
services in the past. But plan-
ners said this was the first
time the cathedral invited
Muslims to lead their own
prayers there, which they call
a “powerful symbolic gesture.”

VATICAN CITY

Popemoves to speed
rulings on abuse appeals
Pope Francis moved to

speed up rulings on appeals by
clergy who have been accused
of sex abuse of minors and
other grave abuses.
The Vatican announced on

Nov. 11 that the pope is setting
up a panel, made up of seven
cardinals or bishops, to exam-
ine appeals that reach the
Congregation for the Doctrine
of the Faith. The Congregation
is cracking down on priests
who sexually abuse children,
but critics say the Vatican is
moving too slowly to decide
the ultimate fate of these
priests.
An advocacy group for

abuse victims said the pope
should work on prevention
and submit all complaints
to the legal system. David
Clohessy, executive director of
SNAP, Survivors Network of
those Abused by Priests, said
the pope’s successes in gover-
nance and outreach have not
extended to the clergy abuse
crisis.

LOUISVILLE, KY.

Baptists vote to sever
ties with church open
to gaymarriage

Kentucky Baptists have
voted to sever ties with a
Louisville church that is open
to performing same-sex
marriages.
Baptist leaders from around

the state gathered last week
in Bowling Green for the
Kentucky Baptist Convention’s
annual meeting. They voted
overwhelmingly to end their
longstanding relationship with
Crescent Hill Baptist Church.
The church’s pastor, the

Rev. Jason Crosby, has said
the church is open to perform-
ing same-sex marriages and
ordaining gay, lesbian, trans-
gender and bisexual members.
Crosbymade a plea to allow
the church to remain a part of
the convention.
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Ç GO ONLINE
You can follow Charles Honey’s blog
at soulmailing.com.


