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Sarah PulliamBailey TheWashington Post

P resident-elect Donald Trump last
week nominated Betsy DeVos, a bil-
lionaire philanthropist with deep ties

to the Christian Reformed community in
Michigan, as his education secretary.

DeVos is politically known in Michigan
for her push for private school voucher pro-
grams, a position that has been controver-
sial within public education circles. But in
religious circles, the DeVos name is syn-
onymous with key philanthropic efforts in
Christian communities. DeVos, 58, grad-
uated from Calvin College, a Christian
Reformed Church school that is named after
the famed Protestant reformer John Calvin,
where theDeVos name is well-known.

The DeVos family, heirs to the Amway
Corp. fortune, are prolific donors in Michi-
gan Republican and religious circles. DeVos
is a former Michigan Republican Party
chairwomanwhose husbandunsuccessfully
ran for governor in 2006.

She is the daughter of Edgar Prince, the
founder of Prince Corp., an automobile parts
supplier based inHolland.While hermother,
Elsa, and her husband’s parents have sup-
ported anti-gay marriage efforts in the past,
Betsy Devos has focused primarily on edu-
cation.

DeVos has been a member and an elder at
the largenondenominationalMarsHill Bible
Church inGrandRapids,whichwas formerly
led by popular author Rob Bell. Former pres-

ident of Fuller Seminary Rich Mouw said he
served on a committee with her to replace
Bell, and he said DeVos is heavily influenced
byAbrahamKuyper, a Dutchwriter andCal-
vinist theologian.

“I wouldn’t consider her to be right wing,”
Mouw said. “She’s a classic free-enterprise
conservative. She takes public life, art and
politics very seriously.”

Unlike an individualistic evangelical
approach, she has focused on the common
good and has seen education as a big part of
that, said Doug Koopman, a political scien-
tist at Calvin College. She will not likely be
one to focus on curriculum issues like evolu-
tion and creationism, which has been a con-
cern in some conservative Christian circles.
Instead, her concerns about school vouchers
reflect a larger concern about what’s best for
the public.

“It would be a mistake to put her in the
Religious Right camp. That’s not who she
is,” Koopman said, noting that Trump has
drawn heavily from a business-minded
crowd.

DeVos did not support Trump’s candi-
dacy, telling the Washington Examiner
in March that he “does not represent the
Republican Party.” Her family foundation
donated $10,000-$25,000 to the Clinton
Foundation, according to an analysis by The
Washington Post.

DeVos is like a mix between the philan-
thropic efforts of Melinda Gates and the
business-mindedness of Mitt Romney, said

Shirley Hoogstra, president of the Coun-
cil for Christian Colleges & Universities, an
umbrella for Christian schools.

It’s unclear whether DeVos will fit in with
Trump’s other Cabinet choices, like incom-
ing White House chief strategist Stephen K.
Bannon.

“I don’t think whether you like people
is relevant at the Cabinet level. It’s not like
you’re at the PTA,” Hoogstra said. “I think
that Betsy DeVos will bring her best intelli-
gence and judgment and shewill speak truth
to power.”

Her policy positions on school vouch-
ers appear to be motivated by her Chris-
tian faith. When her children were school-
age, she visited the Potter’s House Christian
School in Grand Rapids. She told the Philan-
thropy Roundtable that parents “were doing
everything in their power to have their kids
in an environment that was safe, where they
were learning, and where the atmosphere
was just electric with curiosity, with love for
one another.” DeVos and her husband began
supporting individual students, and that
“grew into a larger commitment.”

Her appointment last week was met with
concern from Rabbi Jack Moline, president
of Interfaith Alliance, said her support for
vouchers raise church-state concerns.

“Americans are always free to send their
children to private schools and religious
schools, but raiding the public treasury to
subsidize private businesses and religious
organizations runs against the public trust

and the Constitution,” Moline said. “It sug-
gests that he has little regard for our nation’s
public schools or the constitutional principle
of separation of church and state.”

DeVos has not said much on Common
Core, the set ofmath and reading guidelines
adopted by most states. However, she has
ties to several pro-Common Core organiza-
tions, EmmaBrown reports.

The choice of DeVos is likely the handi-
work ofVice President-electMikePence,who
as governor of Indiana expanded vouchers,
said Julie Ingersoll, professor of religious
studies at theUniversity of North Florida.

“It’s been a long-standing goal of the Reli-
gious Right to replace public education with
Christian education,” she said. “The long-
term strategy of how to change culture is
through education.”

DeVos and her husband have supported a
range of political, social and cultural efforts
in Michigan and around the country. They
served as producers for the 2012 Broadway
show, “Scandalous: The Life and Trials of
Aimee SempleMcPherson,” about the Pente-
costal evangelist and media celebrity in the
1920s and 1930s.

The family foundation has given grants
to a number of religious institutions, includ-
ing the Willow Creek Association outside of
Chicago; Grove City College, a Christian col-
lege in Pennsylvania; and Hope College, a
Christian college in Michigan. The family is
behind Grand Rapids’ ArtPrize, a public art
event that attracts 400,000 every year.
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DouglasKindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Lastweek, GrandRapids celebrated, for the
17th year, its Interfaith Thanksgiving Cele-

bration. The event was sponsored by 18 organizations in the
community from churches to Islamic centers; Jewish con-
gregations to the Dominican Sisters and the Cathedral of St.
Andrew; and the Baha’i community, Hindu and Buddhist
temples, theMeditation Circle and the Center for Inquiry.

Over 600 people came together at Central Reformed
Church to celebrate and give thanks for the diversity in our
community around this year’s theme, “Coming Together:
Welcoming All.” In a year of political divisiveness, as well
as increased threats to refugees and religious and racial
minorities, it was inspiring to affirmand celebrate the diver-
sity in our community and signal again that all arewelcome.

Following a call to celebration by the Central Reformed
chancel choir, they were joined by the speakers and other
choirs in a lively processional featuring the African chant,
“Fanga Alafia,” meaning welcome and peace. The response,
“Ashe, Ashe,” — a phrase that represents the power to make
things happen — was soon joined by all in attendance. And
things did happen as we heard from Baha’i and Buddhist
choirs, a reading from the Christian Scriptures in Spanish,
and the antiphonal singing of Psalm 145 as well as recita-

tions from the Quran. We learned from the Jewish tradition
of another thanksgiving celebration called Succoth, and
from a secular humanist who reminded us that “we are all
made of the same stuff.”

The keynote address was given by Faye Richard-
son-Green, the executive director of Partners for a Rac-
ism-Free Community.

She urged us to face the sexist, racist and xenophobic atti-
tudes and behaviors in our society. For her, a quote from
author and social activist James Baldwin has been a con-
stant beacon in times of uncertainty. Baldwin, who left
America to live in France because of the social conditions in
themid-20th century, said, “Not everything that is faced can
be changed. But nothing can be changed until it is faced.”

Richardson-Green urged us not to become isolated and
withdraw into the insular companionship of family, close
friends, and people with whom we agree. That is what the
rest of the world is doing by shutting out those who seem to
be different in culture, race, religion or political viewpoints.
Wemust face the issues; it is the onlyway to seek change.

Her goal is that which her organization has defined: “The
individual and systemic condition achieved when all per-
sons, regardless of skin color, feel welcomed and wanted in
all places and treat others the same way.” The key here is
“welcomed and wanted,” and this applies to religious differ-
ences as well as racial and ethnic differences.

The world is too small for a separation of “Us and Them.”
We are bound together and must not be driven by fear, but
by facing the fear and making sure that everyone is indeed
“welcomed and wanted.” It is the challenge for America at
this time but also a worldwide challenge, as religious dif-
ferences and misunderstanding seem to be increasing in so
many places.

We are reminded again of the statement by Hans Küng:
“No peace among the nations without peace among the
religions. No peace among the religions without dialogue
between the religions”

Richardson-Green concluded by quoting Karen Arm-
strong fromher recent book, “Twelve Steps to aCompassion-
ate Life.” Armstrong sets forth the challenge: “We can either
emphasize those aspects of our traditions, religious or sec-
ular that speak of hatred, exclusion and suspicion or work
with those that stress the interdependence and equality of
all human beings. The choice is yours.”

Yes, we choose. Choose to face the issues or withdraw to
those only like us. Choose tomake all people “welcomed and
wanted” or focus on difference and fear.

For those in otherMichigan communities, let us know if you
have a similar interfaithThanksgiving eventwe can feature
or if youwould be interested in initiating such in your commu-
nity. Feel free to contact us at interfaith@gvsu.edu
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