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B
SECTION

F ifteen years ago this spring, two teen-
agers named Eric Harris and Dylan
Klebold introduced a new kind of
horror to America: the premeditated
mass killing of young innocents by
their peers.

The April 20, 1999, massacre of 12 stu-
dents and one teacher at Columbine High
School in Colorado seemed an aberration at
the time. It turned out to be a sign of things
to come. Shootings have become common-
place in our country — especially of young
ones, carried out by young ones.

The vengeful, coolly planned-out murder
of six college students by 22-year-old Elliot
Rodger last week replayed now-familiar
images across America: weeping young peo-
ple, roadside memorials, shocked disbelief.

No image was more searing than that of
Richard Martinez, father of slain student
Christopher Michaels-Martinez, voicing
the grief and rage of a loving parent. If you
haven’t seen it, you need to.

“You don’t think it’ll happen to your child
until it does,” Martinez said in a wrenching
statement. “When will enough people say,
‘Stop this madness’? We don’t have to live
like this!”

Apparently, however, we do.
There’s no use looking to politicians.

Too many of them are paralyzed by ideol-
ogy or fear of the NRA, which long ago
lost any credibility on this issue. Its only
answer to gun violence is more guns. If
Congress wouldn’t even approve expanded
background checks after the massacre of
20 children and six adults at Sandy Hook
Elementary School, they’re not likely to lift a
finger now.

If we’re to change this culture of mad-
ness, this periodic slaughter of innocents,
it’s going to have to come from the bottom
up. When it comes to that, I have to wonder:
Where are the preachers?

Clergy and congregations traditionally
have led movements for social justice, from
abolition and civil rights to immigration
reform. But I don’t hear a lot from them on
gun violence, at least not locally. Why not?
Are they afraid of losing a few coins in the
collection plate? If you’re preaching pro-life
messages, isn’t protecting our children from
mass murder also a pro-life issue?

It’s time for the faith community to take
the lead on this, together with all people of
courage and compassion. It’s time to call
this problem what it is: an epidemic infect-
ing our country, especially its young people.

Since 9/11, we have been preoccupied by
the threat of terrorism. We’ve blanketed
our airports and tapped everyone’s phones
to try to prevent further attacks. But we’ve
done practically nothing to stop the ongoing
terrorism of mass murder.

Gun control always takes center stage
after such incidents, as it should. Elliot
Rodger reportedly bought three semi-
automatic pistols and more than 400 rounds
of ammunition, all legally. We need to ask
why any regular citizen, much less one of
Rodger’s disturbed mind, can buy a Sig

Sauer P226, described by its manufacturer
as “designed for the U.S. Army and carried
by U.S. Navy Seals.”

But sensible gun regulation is the least we
can do. Equally urgent is the need to better
identify people with potentially dangerous
mental illnesses and for authorities and
agencies to better communicate what they
know. That was a fatal failing in the case of
Rodger, who reportedly planned his “Day
of Retribution” for three years and fooled
police into thinking he was fine. He carried
out his rampage despite California’s rela-
tively strict gun laws.

Even less tangible is the culture of vio-
lence, bullying and alienation that feeds
these killers’ rage. Rodger’s YouTube video
announcing his “retribution against human-
ity” sounds like equal parts Facebook rant
and video-game bravado. Like Sandy Hook’s
Adam Lanza and other young male killers
before him, Rodger apparently wanted to go
out in a cinematic apocalypse of glory.

Schools are doing their part with anti-bul-
lying, pro-respect programs. Local districts
are building more secure entryways. Those
who work daily with students see the fac-
tors at work. Francine Paolini, co-director
of the Aquinas College library, pointed in a
Facebook post to fewer job opportunities,
huge college debt, the stigma of mental ill-
ness and easy access to guns contributing
to these violent outbursts. She called it “the
emotional equivalent of global warming.”

Surely, part of it is a spiritual sickness
among our youth. This is where faith lead-
ers, and we as a beloved community, need to
step up and stop the madness. The last time
I checked, we’re the only ones who can.

Richard Martinez, center, whose son, Christopher Michaels-Martinez, was killed in Friday night’s mass shooting in Isla Vista, California, is
comforted by his brother, Alan, as he talks to media on Saturday outside the Santa Barbara County Sheriff’s Headquarters. (AP)

Faith leadersmust step up
to help ‘stop themadness’

“Whenwill enoughpeople say, ‘Stop thismadness’?
Wedon’t have to live like this!”
RICHARD MARTINEZ, FATHER OF A STUDENT SLAIN IN LAST WEEK’S ISLA VISTA, CALIFORNIA, SHOOTING

By Douglas Kindschi
Director of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute at GVSU

While we in America cel-
ebrated Memorial Day
Weekend, Pope Francis

was making symbolic visits in
a conflicted part of the world:
the Middle East. His trip was
particularly memorable to me,
since just a few months earlier,
I also visited the Church of the
Holy Sepulcher, the Dome of the
Rock, the Western Wall, the Yad
Vashem Holocaust Museum and
the dividing wall in Bethlehem.

Last weekend, the pope, a
sheik and a rabbi boarded a
plane together to travel to an
area sacred to all three faith

traditions. This
past week saw
not only a pope
visiting the Holy
Land, but also a
courageous dis-
play of engaging
people who tra-
ditionally have

been divided. Traveling with
his Argentinian friends, Rabbi
Abraham Skorka and Sheikh
Omar Abboud, the pope dis-
played to the world these three
Abrahamic faiths can respect
each other. In an area marked by
division, Francis sought to bring
understanding and peace.

His choice of traveling com-
panions represented a longtime

openness to other faiths that
marked his time when he was
known as Jorge Mario Bergoglio,
archbishop of Buenos Aires. In
2006, in response to an interfaith
prayer service called by the arch-
bishop to seek healing between
Christians and Muslims, Abboud,
the leader of Argentina’s Muslim
community, said dialogue among
religions is not just symbolic but
“a genuine and well-reasoned
commitment under construction,
because we know that we cannot
get by without this dialogue.”

Last weekend, Pope Francis
said while in Jordon, “I grasp this
opportunity to renew my esteem
and respect for the Muslim com-
munity and show my apprecia-

tion for the work carried out by
His Majesty, the king, which is
promoting further understand-
ing between peoples of different
faith.”

Also travelling with Pope
Francis was Skorka, with whom
he co-authored a book in 2010
titled, “Between Heaven and
Earth.”

Skorka said, “Dialogue means,
above all, learning how to step
into the other person’s shoes, to
increasingly open our hearts and
share the thoughts of the other
person, even if we are unable to
find agreement.” In the introduc-
tion to their book, then-Cardinal
Bergoglio wrote, “With Rabbi
Skorka, I never had to compro-

mise my Catholic identity, just
like he never had to with his
Jewish identity, and this was not
only out of respect that we have
for each other, but also because
of how we understand interre-
ligious dialogue. The challenge
consisted in walking the path of
respect and affection, walking in
the presence of God.”

While the political situation
and past efforts in the Middle
East have failed to bring real
peace, let us hope and pray
the example of these religious
leaders will renew hope. Peace
among the religions is a neces-
sary step to bringing peace in
our world.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu
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UK summons
diplomat over death
sentence

The British government has
summoned a senior Sudanese
diplomat to express its anger
at the death sentence handed
to a Christian woman who
refused to renounce her faith.

Meriam Ibrahim, whose
father was Muslim but whose
mother was an Orthodox
Christian from Ethiopia, was
convicted of apostasy May
15 for marrying a Christian,
and given four days to repent
and escape death. She was
sentenced after that period
expired.

Human rights groups and
Western governments have
condemned the sentencing of
the 26-year-old, who is eight
months pregnant.

Britain’s Foreign Office said
last week it had summoned
Sudan’s charge d’affaires,
Bukhari Afandi, and urged him
to try to overturn the sentence.

LOUISVILLE, KY.

Judge dismisses atheists’

challenge to IRS
A federal judge in Kentucky

has dismissed a lawsuit
brought by an atheist group
challenging tax exemptions for
churches and religious groups
in the federal tax code.

U.S. District Judge William
Bertelsman ruled American
Atheists Inc. was speculating
about being potentially injured
by the tax code or treated dif-
ferently from other organiza-
tions because it’s never sought
to be classified as a religious
organization.

The New Jersey-based
American Atheists sued the
IRS in federal court in north-
ern Kentucky in 2013, saying
the tax-exempt status granted
to religious organizations is
discriminatory and should be
ruled unconstitutional.

Bertelsman found the regu-
lations for tax-exempt organi-
zations don’t favor any group
over another.

American Atheists President
Dave Silverman said the orga-
nization will appeal.

SIOUX CITY, IOWA

Group decries funding
for Bible-themed park

A national group says Iowa
shouldn’t fund a planned
Christian-themed park in
Sioux City and should take
back a $140,000 grant.

The Freedom From Religion
Foundation, of Madison,
Wisconsin, said in a letter to
Iowa officials that giving grant
money to The Shepherd’s
Garden violates the U.S. and
Iowa constitutions.

Iowa Economic
Development Authority
spokeswoman Tina Hoffman
said state money from the
Vision Iowa grant would pay
only for green space at the
park and not for any of the
project’s religious elements.
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