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Religion

A ndrew Ryskamp has been doing
relief work for 40 years, but he has
never seen anything like this.
“We can’t remember a time

when somuch of our response
was driven by violence or war,”

Ryskamp told me after talking with staff
fromWorld Renew, the global relief agency
he directs for the Christian Reformed
Church.
From the ceaseless shelling in Gaza and

the civil war in Ukraine to the terrorist
atrocities in Nigeria, World Renew has been
working with local partners to alleviate
hunger and trauma in the midst of mayhem.
In Iraq, it has come to the aid of persecuted
Christians and other minorities being bru-
talized by the terror group known as the
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, also called
ISIS by televisionmedia.
Ryskamp keeps a vigilant eye on these hot

spots as part of a crisis monitoring team.
“We’ve never had that many internal

alerts going on at the same time,” said
Ryskamp, ever mindful of the danger posed
to CRC staff and partners.
World Renew also is supporting the

work of partners inWest Africa trying to
contain the devastation of the Ebola virus
outbreak, which has claimed at least 1,427
lives and probably manymore. Ryskamp
told of a Christian relief worker in Liberia
going door-to-door to provide hygiene kits
and information on how to prevent the virus
from spreading. He also spoke of a Bible
college student in Gaza providing relief to
shelling victims despite her own family’s
losses.
“Those are the heroes, and they keepme

encouraged,” Ryskamp said.
I think a lot of us need encouragement

in the midst of so much death and destruc-
tion worldwide. As a former U.S. national

security aide recently put it, “the world is
aflame.” August was the 100th anniversary
of the start ofWorldWar I, but the state of
the world today offers little comfort we have
learnedmuch since then.

CHILLINGREMINDER
People of all faiths are suffering, but for

Christians, recent persecutions have been
particularly chilling. The convert-or-die
abominations inflicted by ISIS on Christians
in Iraq, as well as on Yazidis and Shiite
Muslims, bring the Nazis uncomfortably
to mind. Ronald Lauder, president of the
World Jewish Congress, recently wrote in
The New York Times that Christians are
experiencing widespread persecution but
“the world is indifferent to their suffering. ...
The Jewish people understand all too well
what can happen when the world is silent.”
Having worked in predominantly Islamic

countries over the years, Ryskamp said he
knows extremism like that of ISIS is “not
driven by the averageMuslim.” It is impera-
tive Christians cooperate with moderate
Muslims to curb the extremists, he said—
and continue to offer relief amid danger.
“There’s all kinds of people suffering,” he

said. “As Christians, that’s still where we’re
called to respond.”
To be sure, faith-based and secular relief

agencies are responding to the world’s
many sufferings. But Christians’ contribu-
tion to such work while being on the receiv-
ing end of violence is, for me, an encourag-
ing testament to the generous human spirit.

EFFORTTRANSCENDS IDEOLOGIES
The CRC’s work is but one example.

Relief response to the Ebola outbreak,
for instance, has come from Catholic
Relief Services and the UnitedMethodist
Committee on Relief as well as nonde-
nominational groups. Rich Grant, of Grand
Rapids, has been working for SafeWater
International Ministries to help disinfect
water and surfaces in Liberia to contain the
virus’ spread. Theministry hopes devices
that produce chlorine from salt water will
help replace exhausted supplies of bleach.
CRCmissionaries and relief workers have

seen the epidemic’s effects firsthand. Grant
Hofman, a Calvin Theological Seminary
student, was called home early from Sierra
Leone after spending July there helping
train church leaders in pastoral care. His
internship was cut short after Christian
ReformedWorldMissions officials became
concerned he’d get stranded because flights
were being suspended.
Although Ebola had not struck his area,

Hofman said people spoke of it constantly.
Somemistakenly believed it was a spiritual
problem rather than amedical one, or that
“alien-looking hazmat-clad medical work-
ers” were sent by the government to harm
people, he wrote by email. Some also felt
“catching the disease would be better than
leaving your family member to die in isola-
tion.”
Despite such distress, Hofman wrote that

he learned from Christians in Sierra Leone
“an unwavering faith in Jesus Christ as heal-
er and deliverer.” He urged people to pray
that preventive measures will take root and
that “there will still be medical workers bold
enough to confront this virus head-on.”
It seems their faith makes many people

bold enough for the work of healing, what-
ever the cost.

Grant Hofman, a Calvin Seminary student, this summer visited a church-run peanut and cassava farm in Sierra Leone, one of the West African
countries hit by the Ebola virus epidemic. (Submitted by Grant Hofman)

Christians work boldly
in relief despite the dangers

“Wecan’t remember a timewhen somuchof our response
wasdrivenby violenceorwar.”
ANDREW RYSKAMP, DIRECTOR OF GLOBAL RELIEF FOR WORLD RENEW, A CHRISTIAN REFORMED CHURCH AGENCY

By Douglas Kindschi
Director of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute at GVSU

Iwill be heading to Detroit
for the annual convention of
the Islamic Society of North

America this weekend.
A rabbi and I will join 20,000

Muslims expected to attend,
along with 10 Jewish and
Christian seminarians from
around the country.
In preparation for this expe-

rience, we have been reading
a book by Edward Curtis IV,
“Muslims in America: A Short
History.” Even though I have
been working on interfaith topics
for a few years now, I find there

still is much to
learn. Let me
share with you
some insights
from this book.
It is good to

be reminded
of persons of
the Islamic

faith who have been a part of
American history. In the early
1700s, decades before the
American Revolution, Ayuba
Suleiman Diallo, a Muslim flu-
ent in Arabic, was captured and
brought to North America from
Senegal as a slave. He was the
first of about 100,000Muslims
who came here as slaves.

In the early 1900s, Muslim
immigrants settled in North
Dakota, Iowa, Seattle and
Detroit. Great effort was made
by these immigrants to fit into
American culture as exemplified
by the Islamic Center in Toledo,
Ohio. The Center “celebrated
American patriotism and cultur-
al integration ... recognized the
validity of other faiths, supported
the brotherhood of all, and
opposed discrimination based on
language, nation or race.”
The immigration law of 1965

banning racial discrimination led
to more than 1 millionMuslims
coming to America from India,
Pakistan and Bangladesh, as well

as theMiddle East. The Islamic
Society of North America traces
back to a meeting of Muslim stu-
dent associations held in 1963 at
the University of Illinois.
After the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks,

there were hundreds of Muslim
leaders and organizations that
denounced terrorism. Ingrid
Mattson, a Hartford Seminary
professor, Muslim leader and
former ISNA president, said
Muslims have the “greatest duty
to stop violence committed by
Muslims against innocent non-
Muslims in the name of Islam”
and denounced “Muslim states
that thwart democracy, repress
women, use the Quran to justify

un-Islamic behavior and encour-
age violence.”
Many other examples of

Muslim leaders and organiza-
tions condemning terrorism and
religious extremism are cited
in the book. Unfortunately, such
actions are rarely reported by
the media. It is sad one pastor of
a tiny nondenominational church
in Florida can threaten to burn
the Quran, and that becomes
news around the world. It also
is sadmuch of the world sees
America in such a light, just as it
is unfortunate that we so often
have our impressions formed by
the actions of extremist groups.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu
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In the shade fronting
Dearborn City Hall onMonday,
ImamMustapha Elturk
denounced Islamic extremists
whose allegedmurders and
crimes in theMiddle East have
shockedMuslims and follow-
ers of other faiths worldwide.
“The barbaric behavior of

ISIS (another term for the
Islamic State) is abhorred and
cannot be justified,” Elturk,
with the Islamic Organization
of North America, told dozens
gathered for a vigil.
The Imams Council for the

MichiganMuslim Community
Council held the vigil to
remember victims of the
extremist group Islamic State,
including slain American
journalist Jim Foley.
Last week, the council

denounced the Islamic State,
which has “beenmercilessly
massacring Sunni and Shia
Muslims, Christians and
Yazidis among other minority
groups,” it said in a statement.
“Their actions violate Quranic
teachings on protecting reli-
gious freedom and protection
of life. Members of ISIS do
not speak nor act on behalf of
99.99 percent (of the) Muslims
in the world. The crimes of
ISIS are not only against Islam
but also against humanity.”

SYRIASPEAKSUP
Syria said Monday it was

ready to help confront the ris-
ing threat from the group but
warned the U.S. against car-
rying out airstrikes without
Damascus’ consent, saying any
such attack would be consid-
ered an aggression.
In seeking to portray itself

as a partner for the inter-
national community, Syria
seemed intent on capitalizing
on the growing clamor among
some U.S. officials, including
military leaders, to expand
the current American air
campaign against the Islamic
extremists in Iraq and to hit
them in Syria as well.
President Barack Obama

long has been wary of get-
ting dragged into the bloody
and complex Syrian civil war
that the U.N. said has killed
more than 190,000 people.
He has resisted interven-
ing militarily in the conflict,
even after a deadly chemical
weapons attack a year ago
thatWashington blamed on
President Bashar Assad’s
government.
But the extremist group’s

rampage across wide swaths
of Iraq, declaration of a state
governed by their harsh inter-
pretation of Islamic law in ter-
ritory spanning the Iraq-Syria
border, and grisly beheading
of an American journalist,
have injected a new dynamic
into those calculations. Now,
Obama faces pressure from
his ownmilitary leaders to
go after the extremists inside
Syria.
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