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By Rachel Zoll and Emily Swanson
The Associated Press

Americans place a higher priority
on preserving the religious freedom of
Christians than for other faith groups,
rankingMuslims as the least deserv-
ing of the protections, according to a
new survey.
Solid majorities said it was extreme-

ly or very important for the U.S. to
uphold religious freedom in general.
However, the percentages varied
dramatically when respondents were
asked about specific faith traditions,
according to a poll by The Associated
Press and the NORC Center for Public
Affairs Research.
Eighty-two percent said religious

liberty protections were important for
Christians, compared with 61 percent
who said the same for Muslims. About
seven in 10 said preserving Jews’
religious freedomwas important,
while 67 percent said so of Mormons.
People who identified with no religion
were ranked about even withMuslims
in needing support to live out their
beliefs.

ADEEPDIVIDE
Charles Haynes, director of the

Religious Freedom Center of the
Newseum Institute, said the find-
ings reflect deep divisions among
Americans about the very definition of
religious liberty, which has taken on
newly politicizedmeanings in a time
of debate over gay marriage and the
threat from Islamic extremists.
“Religious freedom is now in the eye

of the beholder,” Haynes said. “People
in different traditions, with different
ideological commitments, define reli-
gious freedom differently.”
The poll was conducted Dec. 10-13,

after Islamic extremist attacks in Paris
and San Bernardino, California, and
during intensifying anti-Muslim rheto-
ric by Donald Trump and other candi-
dates for the Republican presidential
nomination. The furor has led to a
spike in vandalism of mosques and
harassment of U.S. Muslims.
In the survey, 88 percent of

Republicans said it was important
to protect the religious liberty of
Christians, while only 60 percent
said so for Muslims. Democrats also
ranked religious freedom forMuslims
as a lower priority. Eighty-three per-
cent of Democrats said the protections
were important for Christians, while
only 67 percent said so for Muslims.
A 2014 Pew Research Center sur-

vey found an increasing share of

Americans believe
Islam is more likely
than other religions
to encourage violence
among its followers.
Several outspoken crit-
ics have emerged who
argue Islam itself is a
threat to the U.S.
“These numbers

seem to be part of a
growing climate of
anti-Muslim senti-
ment in the United
States,” said Madihha
Ahussain, an attorney
for Muslim Advocates,
a civil rights group.
“This climate of hatred
has contributed to
dozens of incidents of
anti-Muslim violence in
recent weeks.”
In the latest survey,

eight in 10 Americans
said it was very or extremely impor-
tant for people like themselves to
be allowed to practice their religion
freely.
But Eric Rassbach, an attorney with

the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty,
a public interest law firm that takes
clients of all faiths, said “people may
not realize you cannot have a system
where there’s one rule for one group
and another rule for a different group
you don’t like.”
The AP-NORC poll of 1,042 adults

was conducted online and by phone
using a sample drawn from NORC’s
probability-based AmeriSpeak panel,
which is designed to be representative
of the U.S. population. Themargin of
sampling error for all respondents is
plus or minus 3.9 percentage points.

By Anna Mathews
The Associated Press

Millions of Hindumen trudge the steep,
three-hour climb to a hilltop temple to worship
a celibate god every year. They bathe away their
sins in the Pamba River. And these days, they
leave less of a trace, thanks to new rules aimed
at getting rid of plastic trash.
Local officials have banned all plastic contain-

ers from the Sabarimala temple, set deep in
the dense jungle of tiger conservation park in
Kerala state. Pilgrimages throughout the year
attract about 100million worshippers, though
women of childbearing age are forbidden from
entering.
For years, the traffic took a heavy toll.

Pastures were strewnwith potato chip pack-
ages and water bottles. Plastic bags blown into
the air caught on branches and hung from the
forest canopy. Rivers became choked with cloth-
ing discarded as people bathed away their sins.
In 2015, traces of plastic were found in the

digestive tracts of dead samba deer and at least
one elephant, prompting Kerala’s forest depart-
ment to petition a court last year for the ban on
disposable plastic items.
Such bans have been imposed in various

parts of India, including the capital of New
Delhi, with little effect as people flout new rules
and authorities do little to crack down.
The famed Himalayan pilgrimage to the

Amarnath stalagmite housed in a cave atop a
mountain has becomewell known for the trash
left on the mountain trail.

ANOTICEABLEDIFFERENCE
But visitors and officials in Sabarimala say

there already is a noticeable difference here.
Pilgrims readily hand over their plastic bags

and bottles, about 90 percent of which is recy-
cled and the rest incinerated. District workers
collected 1.2 tons of plastic trash in 2015 from
busloads of visitors during the latest pilgrimage
and drew about 5 million people.
“There is a palpable change,” said pilgrim

Dinoj D., who has made the visit every year for
the past 10 years from his home in the neighbor-
ing state of Karnataka. “It was becoming the
need of the hour for an anti-plastic drive here.”
Still, there is room for improvement, and

officials might start frisking pilgrims for plastic
next year rather than relying on them to volun-
tarily give it up.
“We aim to extend the mission further,

to possibly also include fines, among other
things,” Pathanamthitta district magistrate S.
Harikishore said.

PATHANAMTHITTA, INDIA

Plastics taboo
atHindutemple

Poll:Upholdingreligious liberty
ofChristiansmost important

WASHINGTON

People arrive for
Friday prayers
at Dar al-Hijrah
Mosque in Falls
Church, Virginia,

in December.
Americans place
a higher priority

on preserving the
religious freedom

of Christians
than other faith
groups, ranking
Muslims as the
least deserving
of the protec-

tions, according
to a new poll

from The Associ-
ated Press-NORC
Center for Public
Affairs Research.
(Jacquelyn Martin/AP)

GUARDINGRELIGIOUS FREEDOMS
An AP-NORC Center poll finds fewer Americans believe it is
important to protect the religious freedoms of Muslims than
those of other religious groups.

NOTE: Results based on survey of 1,042 U.S. adults conducted Dec. 10-13.
Margin of error is ±3.9 percentage points.
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Percentage saying it is extremely or very important that each of these
groups be allowed to practice their religion freely:

Hindu worshippers wait in line during a Decem-
ber pilgrimage at the Sabarimala temple in the
southern Indian state of Kerala. Local officials
have banned all plastic containers from the
Sabarimala temple, set deep in the dense jungle
of tiger conservation park in Kerala state.
(Hareesh Kumar/AP)

By Douglas Kindschi,
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute,
GVSU

DoMuslims, Christians and
Jews worship the same God?
This has been a question asked
by theologians and religious
leaders for some
time. It was the
theme of the
book “Allah:
A Christian
Response,” by
Miroslav Volf,
professor at Yale
University.
It has been

in the news lately because of a
professor atWheaton College,
an evangelical school in Illinois.
Last month, it was reported
that Professor Larycia Hawkins
chose to wear a hijab during
Advent to express her solidarity
withMuslims during this time of
increased Islamophobia.

The college has begun the
process for her dismissal, not for
having worn the hijab, but for
saying she believed, along with
Pope Francis, that Christians and
Muslims worship the same God.
There are many aspects to this

question that should be consid-
ered before jumping to a conclu-
sion.
First, it is clear that Jews,

Christians andMuslims have
different understandings and
beliefs about God. Jews and
Muslims, for example do not
consider Jesus as the Son of
God, nor do they believe in the
Trinity. Just to be clear, neither
did Abraham, Moses or Isaiah.
Does that mean they did not wor-
ship the same God as Augustine,
Aquinas, Calvin or Luther?
The different Abrahamic reli-

gions certainly have different
beliefs, but so do Catholics and
Protestants, or for that matter

Presbyterians and Baptists.
Just because we understand

someone differently does not
mean we are talking about differ-
ent people.
Someone could honestly

believe Ted Cruz is not qualified
to be president because he was
born in Canada to an American
mother. Others honestly believe
he is a “natural born citizen” as
required in Article 2 of the U.S.
Constitution.
Does this honest difference in

belief mean there are two differ-
ent people with the name Ted
Cruz? Of course not!
Having different beliefs about

someone does not negate that it
can be the same person.

UNDERSTANDINGLANGUAGE
It also is useful to understand

a bit about language.
First, it is clear many terms

are used for God. In the Hebrew

Scriptures, we find terms for God
like Yahweh and Elohim, while
the Greek name Theos is used
in the Christian New Testament.
Jesus used the Aramaic word
“Abba” or Father, also used in the
books of Romans and Galatians.
Christians in Arab-speaking
countries use the word Allah
for God in the translations of
the Bible, as well as in worship.
In English, we also distinguish
between god or gods and the One
God referred to in monotheism.
Likewise, in Arabic, the term

“ilah” is the general term for
deity, while the variation “Allah”
refers to the One God. Clearly the
various terms used for God do
not imply different gods.
Monotheistic religions insist

there is, in fact, One God.We
might disagree on the properties
of the One God, and we clearly
have different understandings,
but we still can affirm there is

One God.
I am a husband, father,

son, brother, professor and a
Christian. People knowme in
these various roles in different
ways. Theymight describe me
differently, relate to me differ-
ently, understandme differently,
even believe different things
about me, yet I am one person.
If that is true on the human

level, howmuchmoremust we
not confuse our limited under-
standing of the divine as being
the final word on whether the
God I worship is different from
the God you worship.
We have a right and even

responsibility to discuss and
debate our various and differing
understandings, but wemust
be careful not to make final pro-
nouncements that we worship
different Gods.
A bit of humility might be

called for in these discussions.
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