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B
SECTION

W henMuaz Redzic was
a teenager growing
up in Sarajevo, he
would stick to the
city’s streets that
weren’t visible to

snipers shooting from surrounding
hills.
“Every day, we experienced shelling

and snipers,” Redzic recalled of the war in
Bosnia in the 1990s. ”That makes you realize
the fragility of life.”
It also made him realize the importance of

interfaith understanding, said Redzic, imam
or spiritual leader at the Bosnian Cultural
Center of Grand Rapids, an Islamic mosque.
So, when he gives invocations at public gath-
erings, he tries to use words that respect all
faiths, not just Muslims.
“That invocation should trigger feelings

of love, justice, peace and responsibility,”
Redzic said. “It should be somehow inclu-
sive. If it is exclusive, it’s a sermon.”
As long as clergy invocations are inclu-

sive, Redzic said he has no problemwith
the recent Supreme Court ruling permit-
ting prayer at government meetings. Such
prayers are constitutional as long as they
are open to a variety of faiths, justices ruled
earlier this month.
In its habitually divided 5-4 vote, the court

found the prayers preceding a town council
meeting in upstate New York primarily were
ceremonial and reflected long-held national
values. The ruling was consistent with
allowing prayers at legislative sessions, the
majority held.
Wrong, argued Justice Elena Kagan

in dissent. She noted the town council’s
prayers, though ostensibly open to any faith,
almost always were exclusively Christian.
Officials should be required to ensure

public prayers include other traditions, she
asserted.
The ruling resonates strongly inWest

Michigan, where faith is a very public prac-
tice, including at government meetings.
Here, as elsewhere, the faith landscape is
diversifying rapidly. Our civic meetings
should reflect that reality out of respect to
everyone who takes the trouble to attend.
I asked a number of clergy how they

handle such situations. These are men of an
interfaith bent, so their views tend toward
the in- rather than ex-.
Rabbi David Krishef, of Congregation

Ahavas Israel, said his invocations aim to
“connect the business to be conducted with
aspirations toward the highest ideals.” His
prayers appeal to God and Jewish tradition
but try to be inclusive as possible, “so that
most or all of the deliberating body will
be included, rather than alienated, by the
prayer.”
When the Grand Rapids City Commission

held a meeting at Ahavas Israel sev-
eral years ago, Krishef’s gracious remarks
included the following: “We gather together
in community in a holy partnership with
you, O God, to examine and improve the
state of our city, its neighborhoods and all of
the holy souls that live within. ... United with
you in holy partnership, may we labor for
peace among all people of different politi-
cal, ethnic and religious persuasions, create
joy within our homes and this find serenity
within ourselves.”
I’d say he did his job pretty well.
Fred Stella, president of the Interfaith

Dialogue Association, recently was asked
to address Rotary Muskegon on this very
issue. Stella, who is Hindu, said he invites
people at public gatherings to envision an
image of divinity that most resonates with
them, and sometimes recognizes non-theist
views as well.
“Often, I’ll include amoment of silence so

that we can address (our) deity in whatever
way is meaningful to us. Then, I will affirm
appropriate outcomes, such as, ‘May we be
guided by intelligence and not ego. May we
respect the collective wisdom in this room.
May we strive for success in our venture.’”
While no fan of public prayer, Stella said

he recognizes it is a longstanding American
tradition. But, he added, “It’s just a shame
that so many people who deliver such invo-
cations do so in a way that makes non-Chris-
tians feel like guests in this country.”
Redzic, the Muslim imam, came to the

U.S. in late 2000. The Sept. 11, 2001, terror-
ist attacks quickly put him in demand as a
public speaker to explain Islam. At interfaith
and civic gatherings, he invokes verses from
the Quran that express shared values and
respect for religious diversity. Such as: “O
mankind, indeedWe have created you from
male and female, andmade you peoples and
tribes that youmay know one another.”
Redzic said he accepts this is a majority-

Christian country and understands why
public prayer tends that way. But he remem-
bers too clearly the violence among Bosnian
Muslims, Bosnian Serbian Orthodox and
Croatian Catholics that tore his homeland
apart.
“I don’t want anybody’s children to experi-

ence what I’ve experienced,” said Redzic,
father of a son and daughter.
We’re blessed to live in a relatively

religiously tolerant country. Public prayer,
if it’s to be done, should serve to unify, not
divide.

Imam Muaz Redzic leads a prayer service at the Bosnian Cultural Center at 2839 Eastern Ave. in 2009. (MLive.com files)

If we’re going to pray at public
meetings, let’s respect other faiths

By Douglas Kindschi
Director of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute at GVSU

Today’s insight is less of
a commentary than a reflec-
tion on the past few years of

our interfaith efforts in the com-
munity.
It is prompted by the recent

announcement that the PBS
story aboutWest Michigan’s
Year of Interfaith Understanding,
which aired a little more
than a year ago, recently was
selected to receive the Gabriel
Award by the Catholic Academy
of Communication Professionals.
This award recognizes excel-

lence in television and radio that

shows a positive
and creative
treatment of
concern for all
people. In their
words, “The
single-most
important crite-
rion of a Gabriel-

winning program is its ability
to uplift and nourish the human
spirit.”
What a compliment to our

community that our interfaith
efforts have been recognized. I
have lived inWest Michigan for
nearly 40 years, and I’m aware of
the strong religious atmosphere
that pervades this area. We have

a reputation for being a conser-
vative Christian community and
historically one that saw new
arrivals to the area as targets
for conversion. I know frommy
own experience, as well as those
whose faith traditions are other
than Christian, that this pressure
can be felt in many ways. When
we arrived in the 1970s in one of
the primarily Dutch communi-
ties, we were one of very few
who subscribed to the Sunday
Grand Rapids Press, and the
local McDonald’s was perhaps
the only one in the U.S. that was
closed on Sundays.
What we experienced was a

community that was very homo-

geneous and looked askance at
anyone who was a stranger. In
recent decades, the region has
becomemuchmore diverse.
When we launched the Year of

Interfaith Understanding proj-
ect in 2012, there was concern
whether this relatively conserva-
tive community would be open to
such an exploration of religious
diversity. To our delight, we
discovered this community is a
very respectful one. Some of the
intolerant behaviors and vio-
lence towardminority religious
groups that other communities
have experienced were not the
pattern here.
While there still are incidents

of disrespect and lack of under-
standing, overall there has been
an interest and desire to learn
more about different traditions,
beliefs and practices. Since 2012,
the interest in interfaith engage-
ment has continued.
The award-winning PBS story

appeared on the national televi-
sion program, “Religion & Ethics
NewsWeekly,” and was titled,
“Grand Rapids Interfaith Year.”
It can be seen at bit.ly/pbsinter-
faith.
The program and other

interfaith information also is
available at interfaithunderstand-
ing.org.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu
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“That invocation should trigger feelings of love, justice, peace
and responsibility. ... If it is exclusive, it’s a sermon.”
MUAZ REDZIC, IMAM OF THE BOSNIAN CULTURAL CENTER IN GRAND RAPIDS

By Nicole Winfield
The Associated Press

The Vatican’s financial
watchdog agency said Monday
“corrective measures” were
necessary at the Holy See’s
troubled bank to continue the
path toward financial trans-
parency and compliance with
international norms.
Financial Intelligence

Authority Director Rene
Bruelhart said a long-awaited
investigation of the bank,
officially called Institute for
ReligiousWorks, included
looking into its practice of
not disclosing the names of
the true account holders in
its transactions with Italian
banks.
He said the main problems

identified in the inspection,
which has been called for by
European anti-money launder-
ing evaluators, concerned the
bank’s procedures for identify-
ing high-risk activities and
that more detail was neces-
sary.
Bruelhart spoke to reporters

Monday after his authority’s
annual report showed a spike
in the number of suspicious
financial transactions being
reported: 202 in 2013 com-
pared with only six a year ear-
lier and just one in 2011. Five
of those 202 were referred to
Vatican prosecutors for
possible investigation.
Bruelhart stressed the spike

didn’t meanmore illicit activity
took place last year, just that
new laws and procedures put
in place in 2013 were working
to flag potentially problematic
transactions.
Themajority of the 202 new

cases stemmed from trans-
actions at the Vatican bank,
which is reviewing each of its
accounts to make sure it is
clean and that the bank has
complete information on the
client.
“We are not perfect yet. We

are not super-good yet. I think
we are on the right track,”
Bruelhart said of the process.
“But there is still quite a bit of
way” to go.

VATICAN CITY

Vatican says
bank needs
‘corrective
measures’

Rene Bruelhart, director of the
Vatican’s Financial Intelligence
Authority, meets with journal-
ists on Monday. (AP)


