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S ome Christian college
students late last week
chose an unusual response
to the latest would-be mass
killer: They prayed for him.

Following last Friday’s shoot-
ing at Seattle Pacific University, a Christian
school, some students gathered on a lawn
to pray for not only the victims— including
one student who was killed— but also the
suspect, a 26-year-old man who allegedly
opened fire in a classroom building.
The students talked about a passage from

the Book of Common Prayer, a collection of
devotions and teachings in the Anglican tra-
dition, The New York Times reported. The
passage read in part, “Forgiveness is the key
that unlocks the door of resentment and the
handcuffs of hate.”
The Times quoted student Hallie

Brinkman as saying though everyone on
campus was “shocked and angry,” her
friends also were exercising charity and
sympathy about the incident. She said of
the shooter, “I haven’t heard anyone, so far,
say anything other than, ‘I feel sorry for the
guy.’”
Although her sentiments track with deep-

ly held Christian compassion, I still found
them remarkable in the emotionally raw
aftermath of the shooting. To feel sorry for
a guy who used a shotgun to kill a student,
19-year-old Paul Yee, and wound two other
people requires a degree of charity I doubt I
could summon.
Her response apparently was not untypi-

cal of others at the 4,000-student evangelical
school. Many sang hymns and prayed for
both victims and gunman, the Seattle Times
reported.
Though students did not rush to forgive-

ness, one professor said, they recognized
gunman Aaron Ybarra as a fellow human
made in God’s image. Said another, “We
recognize the brokenness in ourselves and
therefore try to extend compassion and
mercy to other people whose brokenness
has been unleashed.”
Friends also pointed to the strong faith

of JonMeis, a quick-thinking student who
prevented Ybarra from inflicting further
bloodshed.While Ybarra was reloading
his shotgun, Meis doused himwith pepper
spray and tackled him.
A family friend said the actions of Meis,

who is to bemarried this summer, reflected
his faith in Jesus’ willingness to sacrifice
himself for others.
Certainly his courageous act limited

what could have been amuchmore horrific
attack that would havemore severely tested
the students’ faith. But their willingness to
extend compassion andmercy in the midst
of grief and anger is instructive as such
incidents of random violence become dis-
tressingly common. It offers another way of
framing a situation that makes the average
person just want to hate the evil guy and
make him pay.
In the Christian context, this is a real-life

test of Jesus’ teaching to love your enemies
and pray for those who persecute you— or,
in the case of these mass killings, to love
those who in their delusion have decided
you are their enemy.
In the context of others faiths and phi-

losophies, extendingmercy and compassion
toward such killers is a challenge to enlarge
our view of them. At first blush they seem
like an alien breed— the deeply disturbed
loners, the Elliot Rodgers, Adam Lanzas and
Jared Loughners who nurture their rage in
isolation and spray-paint it with bullets on
their imagined enemies. They seem to be
wholly Other, someone we cannot fathom
doing something we can’t comprehend.
But to see their sickness as brokenness,

and acknowledge we have a little or a lot of
that inside ourselves, makes it impossible
to dismiss them asmere Others. We are
connected to them in some sense, members
of the same hugely dysfunctional human
family and the same screwed-up society. As
Jesus put it, the rain falls on them and us
alike.
I certainly don’t like to think I have any-

thing in commonwith Aaron Ybarra, who
had a history of mental-health problems.
But who’s to say what I would do if faced
with his life?
He twice previously had been put in

custody, reported CNN, and reportedly
had visited Columbine High School out of
fascination with school shootings. His pub-
lic defender said he intended to die in the
attack. Incredibly, she was quoted as saying
Ybarra was “cognizant of the suffering of
the victims and their families and the entire
Seattle Pacific community. He is sorry.”
His sad story once again raises issues of

mental-health treatment and gun policy, just
two weeks to the day after Elliot Rodger’s
rampage with both gun and knife.
Some say, fatalistically, that a killer will

always find a way regardless of regulations.
I ask, what turns a child of God into a killer,
and how do we keep him from killing so
easily?
There but for the grace of God we could

go, too.

Seattle Mayor Ed Murray, right, kneels in prayer with an unidentified student during a prayer service Friday at the First Free Methodist Church
at Seattle Pacific University. The service was held in response to a fatal shooting at the college Thursday afternoon. (AP Photo/Ted S. Warren)

Two women embrace near a prayer circle
on the campus of Seattle Pacific University.
A 19-year-old man was fatally shot and two
other young people were wounded after a
gunman started shooting.

Students offer a different
response to college shooter

By Douglas Kindschi
Director of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute at GVSU

Often when people talk
about interfaith they use the
term “tolerance.”
Wemust tolerate people

who are different, especially
those of a dif-
ferent religion.
While there
are some plac-
es in the world
in which
tolerance is
a necessary
goal, tolerance
is such amini-

mal step. When treating a can-
cer by chemotherapy, we talk
about howmuch poison the
body can tolerate before killing
the patient, not just the cancer
cells. Tolerance is a minimal
goal. It basically means not
doing someone harm; it is the
avoidance of violence.
In his book “When Faiths

Collide,” religion historian
Martin Marty urges us to take
what he calls the risky step of
hospitality.
He points out the term hos-

pitality comes from the Latin
word “hospitare,” which refers
to a stranger. It is the same
Latin term that led to the word
hospital, which goes back to
the time when doctors treated
the patients in their homes.
But a stranger or traveller

who happens to get sick would
need a place to recover and be
treated. Thus hospitals were
created to care for the stranger
who could not be treated in
the home. Marty says wemust
go beyondmere tolerance and
actually treat kindly the per-
son who is not like us.
It is important to note this

care of the stranger is a part of
most religious traditions. For
example, the Torah of Judaism
commands:
•“When a stranger lives

with you in your land, do not
ill-treat him. The stranger who
lives with you shall be treated
like the native-born. Love
him as yourself, for you were
strangers in the land of Egypt.”
(Leviticus 19:33).
Likewise in the Christian

tradition, the Gospels report
Jesus saying:
•“Come, you who are

blessed bymy Father; take
your inheritance … For I was
hungry and you gaveme
something to eat, I was thirsty
and you gaveme something
to drink, I was a stranger and
you invited me in.” (Matthew
25:34-35)
From theMuslim tradition

we find the following:
•“Be kind to parents, and

the near kinsman, and to
orphans, and to the needy, and
to the neighbor who is of kin,
and to the neighbor who is a
stranger.” (Qur’an 4.36)
These three traditions have

their origins in theMiddle East
where hospitality is an impor-
tant part of the culture.
Because of the desert envi-

ronment where travel was
dangerous, the code of caring
for the stranger was vital to
survival. While in modern
times the travel conditions are
not as treacherous, the prac-
tice of hospitality survives.
We had the good fortune to

travel in the past fewmonths
in Israel/Palestine, Turkey and
in the country of Oman. This
practice of hospitality was
apparent wherever we went.
These Abrahamic faiths also

teach that each person is cre-
ated in God’s image. Stranger
or not, we are called to see in
each person the image of God.
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Storm-damaged church steeple nearly restored
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DETROIT—Restoration is
nearly complete on amore than
200-foot-high church steeple
near downtown Detroit, which
was feared beyond repair after
high winds heavily damaged it
six months ago.
The 113-year-old St. Josaphat

Roman Catholic Church building
is expected to reopen in the com-
ing weeks, the Detroit Free Press

reported this week. Church offi-
cials thought they would have to
permanently remove the struc-
ture after the November storm
whipped gusts of 70mph.
“The whole tower wasmoving

back and forth. It was moving
at least a foot,” roofer Robert
Maxwell said.
Workers installed shingles,

four wooden floors and ametal
bracket, along with crisscrossing

cables for stability. Structural
engineer ErikMajcher said the
steeple should withstand wind
gusts of at least 110 mph.
“It’s really been fortified. The

steeple isn’t going anywhere for
another 113 years,” said Kevin
Piotrowski, council president
Mother of DivineMercy Parish,
which includes St. Josaphat. “It’s
far stronger than it was when it
was built.”

The church, which has been on
the National Register of Historic
Places since 1982, was con-
demned by the city.
Officials say about $90,000 has

been raised for the restoration.
Still, costs could reach $500,000.
“When they built this place

113 years ago, they didn’t have all
the money, but they had faith,”
Piotrowski said. “We’re kind of
right back to that.”


