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By Douglas Kindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute,
GVSU

In a recent lecture at Rice
University, U.S. Secretary of
State John Kerry made the

case for understanding the role
of religion in order to under-
stand the global political scene.
Kerry stressed

the enormous
impact religious
belief and reli-
gious identity
have on world
events.
He said if he

had college to do
again, he would
be sure to study comparative
religion, adding: “Consider that
four out of five people on Earth
align themselves with one reli-
gious tradition or another, and
that over the centuries, religious
teachings, movements and con-
flicts have done as much as any
secular ideology or economic
force to determine the political
context and geographical bound-
aries that define the interna-
tional arena.”
Kerry said whenMadeleine

Albright became secretary of
state in the Clinton adminis-
tration, she had advisers for
military, political and economic
issues but not a single adviser on
religious affairs.
That has changed dramatically,

with many advisers to the
secretary representing all major
religious traditions.
Kerry has made it a point to

meet with Pope Francis and the
Archbishop of Canterbury, as
well as representatives from
Jewish communities, Sunni
and Shia Muslim leaders, and
American Hindus and Orthodox
Christians.

‘NOT A WAR OF CIVILIZATIONS’
Hemade it clear that we are

not in a war of civilizations
against each other, but war of
uncivilized barbarians against
the civilized world.
He expressed grave con-

cern over rising anti-Semitism
in Europe and growing
Islamophobia in Europe and
America.
Citing the presence of Muslims

at the founding of our country, as
well as more recent immigrants,

he said they live throughout the
country, work in a broad array
of occupations and “are part of
the social fabric that defines and
binds our country together.”
But the terrorist threat is real.

While it has been condemned
by religious and political leaders
throughout theMuslimworld,
action also is needed.
“The terrorists are actively

pursuing a long-term plan, amul-
tigenerational plan,” Kerry said.
“The lure of extremism can be
hard to resist … if you are a child
with nothing in your stomach
and somebody offers you regular
meals, companionship, and an
upside-downworldview inwhich
you have a place on center stage.
“Religious leaders of all back-

grounds are constantly remind-
ing us that we have an obligation
to reach out to the poor and the
marginalized,” Kerry said.
“We also have a deeply rooted

interest in doing so, because
nothing could bemore danger-
ous for our future than the pros-
pect of huge numbers of young
adults wandering the globe,
frustrated in their ambitions and
acutely aware, because … with

smartphones … they get to see
what others have and they get
to think about what they don’t
have.”
But Kerry went beyond just the

economic conditions and spoke
to “whether young people feel a
greater stake in building their
countries up rather than tearing
them down.”

UNDERSTANDING THEIR STAKE
Most religions understand that

truth, he said.
Kerry said Sen. Robert

Kennedy also did when, in the
1960s, he said:
“Our gross national product

… does not include the beauty of
our poetry or the strength of our

marriages, the intelligence of our
public debate or the integrity of
our public officials. It measures
neither our wit nor our cour-
age, neither our wisdom nor our
learning, neither our compassion
nor our devotion to country. It
measures everything, in short,
except that whichmakes life
worthwhile.”
Kerry acknowledged “all of the

major religions share a sense
of universal values. They seek
to define the things that make
life worthwhile, a moral truth
based on the dignity of all human
beings.”
The video of this talk and the

transcript can be found at
bakerinstitute.org/events/1790.
How refreshing to hear a

major political leader speak seri-
ously andmeaningfully about
the importance of religion in the
global scene.
His call for understanding and

engagement should inspire us
to see how our deep religious
beliefs and values can be central
to building a flourishing and
peaceful world.

—Contact interfaith@gvsu.edu

By Adam Taylor
The Washington Post

A
synagogue in Marseille,
France, is being closed
as the Jewish commu-
nity that once supported
it has left the neigh-
borhood. Instead, the

building soon will be reopened as
a mosque, catering to the area’s
growingMuslim community.

The French daily La Provence reported
in April that the al-Badr Association, a
Muslim organization, had paid about
$450,000 for the Or Thora synagogue,
near the Saint-Charles train station.
Local Jewish leader Zvi Ammar later

confirmed the news to Agence France-
Presse, adding the sale should be viewed
“positively.”
“We all have the same God. Themain

thing is for this to proceed in harmony,”
Ammar said.
The Or Thora synagogue had a long

history inMarseille. It wasfounded
after Jews from Algeria immigrated to
Marseille in 1962, following that country’s
successful war for independence.
While the synagogue had thrived

through the years, the number of mem-
bers had declined: The building had a
capacity of about 250, but just a handful of
worshipers was visiting it before it closed.
Meanwhile, a tiny nearbymosque

run by al-Badr was overflowing during
services. About 220,000Muslims live in
Marseille, a city of about 2 million, dwarf-
ing a Jewish population of about 70,000.
The situation inMarseille would seem

to reflect a nationwide trend. Across
France, theMuslim population is grow-
ing. Although French law doesn’t allow
the census to ask people about their reli-
gious beliefs, estimates suggest Muslims
might make up 5 percent to 12 percent of
France’s total population.

CONCERNS ABOUT ANTI-SEMITISM
Meanwhile, although France had a

growing Jewish population for decades
afterWorldWar II, some French Jews
began to express doubt about their future
in the country in the past few years, citing
anti-Semitism and other concerns.
The Jewish Agency, which encour-

ages immigration to Israel, told The
Washington Post last year that the num-
ber of French Jews leaving for Israel had
registered a dramatic annual jump: from
3,400 in 2013 to about 7,000 in 2014. Such

an increase would make France one of the
larger contributors to Jewish immigration
to Israel.
Marseille long had been a center for

France’s Jewish community.
Elie Berrebi, director of Marseille’s

Central Jewish Consistory, told the Times
of Israel last month that, after a number
of anti-Semitic attacks in the city center,
many Jews weremoving from central and
northMarseille to middle-class neighbor-
hoods in the south of the city, where about
80 percent of Marseille’s Jews live.
However, speaking to AFP, Ammar

played down the significance of the
total number of Jews in the city, noting
the number of synagogues had almost
doubled to 58 from 32 in the past three
decades.
While synagogues inMarseille have

closed in the past, this marks the first
time one has been turned into a mosque.
However, La Provence reports another
became a Coptic church.
The city’s Muslim population was

promised an official $25million Grand
Mosque in 2001, but the project has
been delayed by a variety of problems,
including opposition from the right-wing
National Front.

‘Proceed in harmony’

Kerry calls for religious values in the global scene
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The Or Thora synagogue in Marseille, southern France, is in a changing neighborhood. With the population of Jews in the neighborhood
declining and the Muslim population in France growing, the synagogue will become a mosque. (Submitted photo)

Jewish leaders view decision to repurpose historic French synagogue as mosque ‘positively’

MARSEILLES, FRANCE
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Abandoned by the Jews of Marseille, and with the Muslim population growing in France,
the synagogue Or Thora, near the Saint-Charles train station in Marseille, will be acquired
by the Muslim Religious Association al-Badr which has a small mosque nearby. Here,
Muslims pray at the En Nasr mosque in the La Capelette neighborhood of Marseille in
January. (Submitted photo)

“Consider that four out
of five people on Earth
align themselveswith
one religious tradition
or another.”
JOHN KERRY,
U.S. SECRETARY OF STATE


