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Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

If we look around the world
there seems to be plenty of
reasons for despair. Whether
it is the unending war in
Syria, increased belligerence

from North Korea, evidence of Russia try-
ing to undermine our democracy, continu-
ing conflict in Africa, or mounting division
in America, the picture is not good.

While in our own country the campaign
and election season is over, the polarization
and distrust have not only continued, but
seems to have increased. Is 2017 just more of
the same with no hope in sight?

A recent article by Martin Marty, author
and churchhistorian, brings to our attention
Jewish, Christian and Muslim writers who
have focused on hope.

Jonathan Sacks, former chief rabbi of
Great Britain, cites human freedom as a
major reason for maintaining hope. Many
in the ancient world, as well as some peo-
ple today, believe that all is blind fate and
that freedom is an illusion. Sacks, however,
counters this belief:

“This view is challenged in the opening
chapters of the Bible. For the first time, God

is seen as beyond nature, creating nature
by a free, uncoerced act of will. By creating
human beings in His image, He bestowed
something of that freedom on us. Human
beings are the only life formcapable of using
the future tense. Only beings who can imag-
ine the world other than it is, are capable
of freedom. And if we are free, the future is
open, dependent on us.”

In a similar manner, Muslim author Noor
Mohammad Osmani explores how hope
moves to action:

“Hope is a positive spiritual attitude in
life that leads a person towards activism,
dynamism and constant striving towards
excellence. Hope is a belief in a positive out-
come related to events and circumstances
in one’s life. Hope implies a certain amount
of patience and perseverance even though
a person is facing contrary situations. It is
closely tied with faith and belief of a person.
… Hope leads one to dynamism in spirit and
physical strength. It transforms the lazy into
active, and the active to perform even better
in order to obtain excellence.”

Tanim Laila, director of a Muslim insti-
tute dedicated to social justice and interfaith
understanding, sees hope as fundamental
to Islam:

“The religion of Islam takes a system-

atic and comprehensive approach towards
the nurturing of hope. Islam looks at the
root causes of hopelessness and compre-
hensively addresses these issues. It engen-
ders and encourages values that kindle the
torch of hope and keeps it ablaze. Account-
ability, Forgiveness, Compassion, Modera-
tion in words and practices are embedded in
the fundamental teachings of Islam.”

Vaclav Havel, poet and playwright, was
a dissident in former Communist Czecho-
slovakia whose protests put him in prison
numerous times, including a four-year
period prior to their revolution. He knew
suffering as well as patience, but eventu-
ally served as president of the independent
Czechoslovakiaandthepresidentof theCzech
Republic following the split with Slovenia. He
makes the critical distinction between hope
andoptimismwith thesewords:

“Hope is definitely not the same thing as
optimism. It is not the conviction that some-
thing will turn out well, but the certainty
that something makes sense, regardless of
how it turns out. … Hope is a state of mind,
not of theworld. It is a dimension of the soul,
and it’s not essentially dependent on some
particular observation of the world or esti-
mate of the situation.… It is an orientation of
the spirit, an orientation of the heart; it tran-

scends the world that is immediately experi-
enced, and is anchored somewhere beyond
its horizons.”

Hebrew and Christian scriptures speak
often of hope,with over 200 references. It is a
common theme in thePsalms anda frequent
reference in the New Testament Epistles.

In the letter to the Romans, it is the result
of a process beginning with suffering which
produces endurance, then character, and
character produces hope. (Romans 5:3-4)
Later in the same letter the Apostle Paul
realizes that hope is not based on what is
seen: “For who hopes for what is seen? But if
we hope for what we do not see, we wait for
it with patience.” (Romans 8: 24-25) In the
famous “love chapter” of I Corinthians 13,
hope makes the top three along with faith
and love.

Perhaps the best contemporary statement
on hope comes from the evangelical writer
and activist JimWallis: “Hope is believing in
spite of the evidence, and then watching the
evidence change.”

In our world where despair is threatening
we need to take heart in these themes from
our various faith traditions, which remind
us of our freedom to act as well as the need
for patience combined with the action. We
maintain hope, “in spite of the evidence.”
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FAYETTEV ILLE , N.C . � When Gov. Pat
McCrory signed legislation last summer
legalizing syringe exchange programs in
North Carolina, James Sizemore rejoiced.

The pastor of a small church, Sizemore
had — with the tacit approval of some, but
not all, local law enforcement — been offer-
ing clean syringes to drug users to help avoid
contracting HIV and hepatitis C. Now he
could do so without fear of arrest.

Sizemore, who in 2007 launched Radiant
Church, an affiliate of the Church of God of
Prophecy, has sought to alleviate the effects
of drug addiction, work that he sees as a nat-
ural extension of his other pursuits: feeding,
clothing and otherwise offering sustenance
to his parishioners and others in need.

“It was never an issue of, ‘Is this the right
thing to do spiritually, scripturally?’” Size-
more said of his efforts. “For us, it was the
right thing to do. ... You can’t save some-
body’s soul if they’re dead.”

Churches and other faith-based organi-
zations have increasingly voiced approval
of syringe exchange programs, sometimes
launching their own. Their efforts have con-
tributed to growing support for the programs,
which the federal Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention and other health orga-

nizations see as a valuable tool in combating
the opioid epidemic. Most programs include
components such as education, treatment
and testing for HIV and hepatitis C, which
can be spread by sharing needles. Some also
distribute naloxone to reverse overdoses.

The CDC offered further encouragement
Nov. 29, reporting greater use of syringe
exchanges by people who inject drugs. Even
so, one-third of users cited in the CDC anal-
ysis reported in 2015 that they had shared
a needle within the past year. Exchange
programs allow drug users to turn in used
syringes and get sterile ones.

While more than half of states have not
explicitly authorized syringe exchange,
Corey Davis with the Network for Public
Health Law said that most have at a mini-
mum removed the prescription requirement
for syringes. A number have “patchworks” of
what’s permitted in terms of exchange and
what’s not.

The North American Syringe Exchange
Network, or NASEN, reports 228 syringe
exchange programs operating in 35 states
and Washington, D.C. But the number of pro-
grams is growing in response to the rise in
heroin overdose deaths across the country.

Neither NASEN nor the Harm Reduction
Coalition has an estimate of the number
of faith-based churches and organizations

directly involved in syringe exchange, but
momentum is clearly gathering. Church-
based programs are operating in commu-
nities across the country, including Seattle;
Cincinnati; Albany, New York; and even in
traditionally conservative southern states.

Institutions such as the United Method-
ist Church, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.),
United Church of Christ and National Coun-
cil on Jewish Women have issued statements
of support for syringe exchange.

“Ultimately, we want people to live with-
out the burdens of addiction, but for many
people the road to recovery is long and ardu-
ous, and protecting public health in the
meantime is fundamental,” saidKaraGotsch,
who until recently was director of advocacy
for the Interfaith Criminal Justice Coalition.

Hillary Brownsmith researches and writes
about faith-based harm reduction initia-
tives and helps run the Steady Collective, a
mobile syringe exchange program in Ashe-
ville, North Carolina. The program is based at
the Haywood Street Congregation, a United
Methodist Church ministry, and has received
funding from three other congregations.

Brownsmith has engaged ministers and
churchgoers in theological conversations
about reaching out to drug users, and said
she’s received only positive feedback.

“I think the tide is definitely shifting,” she

said, with church officials and congregants
recognizing that syringe exchange is in keep-
ing with soup kitchens, temporary shelters
and other outreach ministries.

St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in Fayetteville,
Arkansas, launched its syringe exchange pro-
gram last November. Shelby Carrothers, a
church member, saw the need for one while
offering HIV testing during a weekly free hot
meal. She discovered that most of the people
being tested identified as IV drug users.

Carrothers said that while providing clean
syringes is a critical service, “Almost equally
important is that we provide a nonjudgmen-
tal space to talk about what they’re going
through and answer questions that they
might otherwise be afraid to ask.”

Sherman Terry, 40, is among those who’ve
found help at St. Paul’s.

“Shelby, bless her heart,” Terry said during
a recent lunch at the church, recounting how
Carrothers had introduced him to a variety of
support services. No longer an IV drug user,
Terry now advocates for safe sex, clean nee-
dles and healthy living in general.

Carrothers distributes some 300 to 400
syringes each week. But the need to help IV
drug users continues to mount. She’s now
talking with a Lutheran church in Fayette-
ville and Episcopal churches in Little Rock
about hosting exchanges.

Agrowingministry
Churches turn to needle exchange programs to spread message

Signs are displayed for the needle exchange programat theAustin Community Outreach Center inAustin, Indiana. Churches and community centers are
turning to syringe exchange programs to help combat diseases caused by sharing needles. AP files


