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As I write this on a blue-sky day in Grand
Rapids, I see many reasons to feel
blessed.

Here are just a few:
•The delicate jet stream of clouds gliding

above downtown, bringing to mind a swift
and harmless dragon.

•The noontime runners jogging along the
Grand River, while others flick their fishing
poles toward the glinting current.

•The soaring bell tower of St. Mary’s
Catholic Church, fromwhichMother Mary
gazes placidly over the roaring vehicles
below on U.S. 131.

•The stunning stained glass inside that
historic church, silently speaking stories of
faith into the sanctuary.

Such are the everyday blessings that come
from living in a place of such rich natural
beauty and deep faith asWest Michigan,
where people gather at the river to run, fish,
watch fireworks and occasionally pray. That
all fits together pretty comfortably for many
people around here.

I find myself looking for reasons to feel
blessed, because there is so much to feel,
well, not blessed about right now. It’s cliche
to bemoan the state of the world, and so I
won’t. Still, it’s been a while since I wanted
to read or hear the news, because it’s pretty
much guaranteed it won’t be good.

As we arrive at another anniversary of
9/11, I find myself thinking about all who
were lost that day and all that has happened
since. I wonder if things have gotten better
or worse.

It’s hard to swallow “better,” but it for

sure is very, very different. It’s as if a giant
sword sliced through the sky that day, sepa-
rating before and after, dark and light.

It’s easy to get pulled back into the dark-
ness, fear and rage, especially when the
likes of ISIS is beheading journalists, cru-
cifying Christians and posting the horrific
images on YouTube. This is religious fanati-
cism 21st-century style: using social media
to spread dark-ages hatred.

If 9/11 gave Islam a bad reputation in the
minds of many, these guys are out to destroy
it. As aMuslim friend recently said to me,
they can call themselves whatever they
want, but they aren’t Muslims. That’s cer-
tainly true for the vast majority of believers
in Islam as a way of peace and submission
to God. Unfortunately, the murderingmem-
bers of ISIS very much consider themselves
Muslims nomatter what we call them.

That terrible day 13 years ago was hardly
the first time religious fanaticism had
been used for evil ends— just search “the
Inquisition”— but it sure took things to a
new level. ISIS is the latest incarnation of
the ancient impulse to kill everyone who
doesn’t agree with you, in the name of God.

Of course the likes of Stalin did that pretty
well without religious cover. But for those of

us who believe in the positive power of faith
over its obvious drawbacks, groups like
ISIS pose a continual challenge for religious
understanding and cooperation.

To push back against their views is no
small task; the bombings and beheadings
du jour provide ample fodder for attack-
ing one faith group or many. Sadly, more
productive expressions of Islam are rela-
tively under-reported. Kelly Clark, pf the
Kaufman Interfaith Institute, recently wrote
in a Huffington Post op-ed that USA Today
coverage of the Islamic Society of North
America convention in Detroit was “pander-
ing to the fear-mongering Islamophobes.”

But the quiet work of everyday people in
the name of their faith provides a powerful
counterpoint to religious hatred and hatred
of religion. Along the way, it yields blessings
to fortify the spirit against global anxiety.

Here, I’m thinking of those who are
gathering today at the Catholic Information
Center to launch a Year of Interfaith Service,
and those who will work together this week-
end to build for Habitat for Humanity.

I’m also thinking of the people at the
Islamic Mosque and Religious Institute on
East Paris Avenue, to whom I gave a short
talk last weekend. They graciously hosted
my significant other, Andrea, andmewith a
delicious dinner.

After my talk, onemember asked how
they could let more people know they do not
support the atrocities of ISIS. All I could say
was to keep inviting visitors to the mosque,
as they have been, and to keep telling their
story to those who will listen.

On a sunny day this week, our columnist reflected on what we have to be grateful for on the 13th anniversary of 9/11. (MLive.com files)

On 9/11 anniversary, the work
of faith offers plenty of blessings

I findmyself looking for reasons to feel blessed,
because there is somuch to feel,well, not blessed about right now.
CHARLES HONEY

By Douglas Kindschi
Director of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute at GVSU

The week began with a Grand
Rapids Press front-page
story headlined “Interfaith

works,” announcing a new com-
munity initiative: the 2015 Year
of Interfaith Service.

In 2012, the community came
together with more than 300
events during a Year of Interfaith
Understanding. This second
project seeks go beyond talk
to action. When people with
different faith commitments
come together to serve the com-
munity, they not only live out
and strengthen their religious
faith but also find commonality
with people of other faiths in

the call to love
your neighbor.
An important
aspect of every
faith tradition
is the idea that
finding purpose
bigger than one-
self also is the

path to findingmeaning in one’s
life.

By working together in a
Habitat for Humanity build, or
in a downtownmission, or in
preserving the environment,
we affirm our humanity and
seek to do good, while better
understanding what we share
outside of religious traditions. It
also is important to note this is a
commitment we find prevalent

in the younger members of our
communities. Service learning
is a very important aspect of
every campus culture. Students
in colleges, seminaries and high
schools are interested in and par-
ticipate in community service.

Today, we recognize the 13th
anniversary of the tragic event
recognized around the world
as 9/11. It is appropriate to look
back and honor the victims and
heroes of that awful day. But it
also is important to look forward
to communities of understand-
ing and peace. It is in that light
that a group will meet at the
Catholic Information Center to
discuss ways in which our com-
munity can come together in this
major effort to focus on interfaith

service. Grand Rapids Mayor
George Heartwell will read his
proclamation for the Year of
Interfaith Service. Participants
will hear from religious leaders
who support this project and
from students committed to this
next level of service. Discussions
will be held among participants
representing organizations that
use volunteers as well as those
interested in serving. If you are
interested in joining us, please
email interfaith@gvsu.edu.

Saturday and Sunday will fea-
ture the initial service project,
at which interfaith teams will
be working at two different sites
with Habitat for Humanity. An
informationmeeting also will be
held at one of the sites starting at

10 a.m. Saturday. If you are inter-
ested in learningmore about the
Habitat program and opportuni-
ties for interfaith service, contact
us, also at interfaith@gvsu.edu.

Learning about and seeking to
understand persons with differ-
ent faiths, or even those without
a specific faith commitment, is
an important step. We enhance
that understanding by working
together on projects that serve
the larger community. In both
cases, we develop personal rela-
tionships that make it hard to
fall into the trap of stereotyping
groups. All of these efforts help
us build stronger communities
and see the common humanity
that the best of our traditions
affirm. Come join the effort!

Interfaith understanding leads to community service
INTERFAITH INSIGHTS
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WASHINGTON

AmericanMuslim
group denounces
beheading

The Council on American
Islamic Relations expressed
“horror, disgust and sorrow” at
the video purporting to show
the beheading of U.S. journalist
Steven Sotloff by the Islamic
State group.

CAIR National Executive
Director Nihad Awad said no
one who believes in the tradi-
tion of peace and justice would
kill an innocent civilian.

In the video sent Sept. 2
titled “A SecondMessage to
America,” the militant who
performs the beheading said
it’s retribution for continued
U.S. airstrikes against Islamic
State fighters in Iraq.

Awad insists there’s nothing
Islamic about the extremists,
despite their claim to be estab-
lishing aMuslim caliphate in
Syria and Iraq.

SAN ANTONIO

Beloved church closes
after a century-plus

A San Antonio church
known for its inclusiveness
has closed.

When a group of gay, les-
bian, bisexual and transgender
Catholics was banned from
a nearby parish, Beacon Hill
Presbyterian Church opened
its doors. The neighborhood
association, artists and recov-
ery groups also used the space.

But, after 117 years, Beacon
Hill held its last service last
weekend. Over the years, its
congregation has dwindled, as
have the funds for covering the
church’s operational costs.

Church lay leader Sally
Lewis said it’s sad the church
closed, but the congregation
was too small for the space.

MIAMI

Florida temple, city
settle dispute

A settlement has been
reached between a South
Florida city and a Jewish
temple in a long-running dis-
pute pitting religious freedom
and property rights against
historic preservation.

Temple B’nai Zion attorney
Keith D. Silverstein said Sept. 2
the agreement keeps in place
the Sunny Isles Beach temple’s
historic designation but allows
some valuable development
rights. The temple also is being
paid $175,000.

The temple had claimed
in the four-year legal fight
that Sunny Isles Beach was
improperly using its historic
designation powers to prevent
any changes.

The lawsuit was dismissed
once by aMiami federal judge
but reinstated by a federal
appeals court.

The settlement also allows a
Jewish congregation currently
leasing the temple to continue
occupying the structure and
holding services.
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