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KaschaSanor
Aquinas College Interfaith Intern 2016-17

College is a time of deep community.
There are students, faculty and staff of all
kinds in the classroom, passing on the side-
walk and sharing common spaces. Two
years ago, when Iwas introduced to inter-
faith engagement as a sophomore in college,
the foundational frameworkwas a clear
model to building intentional community.
Following the lead of the Interfaith Youth
Core,many student interfaith organizers
today seek to provide spaces that allow indi-
viduals to voice their values, engage across
lines of difference and act for the common
good.
For us at Aquinas College, this took form

in small groups, sacred site visits and days
of service. Each event provided an opportu-
nity to ask big questions andmeet a fewnew
neighbors. Eventually,many of us devel-
oped an interfaith lens, exploring narratives
and building relationships in spaces not
explicitly labeled “interfaith.” Coffee dates,
book clubs and yoga partners have been just
a fewwonderful outcomes.
We have a broad community of support

these days. Partneredwith the Kaufman
Interfaith Institute, the intercollegiate
movement has afforded students the oppor-
tunity to put on larger panels, combine
resources to attend community events and

be present beyond our campuses. Aswe
advance in our undergraduate careers, we
are simultaneously growing into the greater
community through intentional organiza-
tions and intimate relationships.
Most recently, we have beenwitnessing

the impacts of our past political cycle.We
are becoming intimately aware of the rise of
polarizing and dehumanizing rhetoric.We
feel our communities are being challenged,
even torn.With campuses fragmenting,
many students seek something greater,
craving authentic conversations and spaces
for vulnerability. I remember one student
specifically voicing themost common
unasked question: “But how andwhy and
where do I belong now?”We’re looking for
spaces to ask and to heal.
Our “voice, engage and act”model has

been successful in organizing a community,
but we are stumbling to sustain this space.
What happenswhen our religious and polit-
ical institutions portray our being as inher-
ently conflicting?Howdowe engage if those
different fromourselves are dehumanized?
What is the common good if not extended to

all our neighbors?What dowe value?
This year, we leaned intowhat is becom-

ing the fourth framework pillar, empower-
ment. It is not a new idea to standwith and
defend the community of which you are a
part. Yet, in this divisive climate, howdo
we definewho is worthy of our community?
Howdowe stand for thosewho are other-
wise deemed unworthy?Howdowe keep
fromperpetuating pain?Howdowe heal?
Unlike voice, engage and act, I’m not sure

that we have a best practice for empow-
erment quite yet. Originally, the idea of
empowerment felt like an act of survival
done out of necessity. I would have defined
empowerment asmoments of activism, pro-
tests and statements. I would have seen it
as public and physical resiliency. Currently,
this definition is growing to include rela-
tional one-on-one support, phone calls, and
hugs. It is really anythingwe canmuster.
I don’t know that anything could have

prepared our student leaders for the over-
whelming necessity for this next pillar of
interfaith engagement. I’mnot sure that we
knew the kinds of stories or realities that sat
among us eachweek, nor our place in them.
Reflecting on the gray area of this past year,
a common theme of complacencywas chal-
lenged. Rather than remaining silent, how
canwe stand against injustice?Howdowe
empower our neighbors in sustaining and
authentic ways?

While itmay have been sloppy,
unplanned and unfiltered, students rose in
solidarity and conviction. Somemarched in
Washington and a number of sistermarches
across theworld. Others wrote thesis papers
and bought shirts or yard signs in support
of the Black LivesMattermovement. Our
LGBTQIA+ community organized and par-
ticipated in countless panels, open forums
and gatherings. Stickers and anonymous
letters were circulating reminding us that
immigrants are a blessing. OnValentine’s
Day,many letters of revolutionary love
were delivered to refugee services and area
mosques.
Responding to a time of crisis for our

interfaith and greater GrandRapids com-
munity, our students began to showup.
Simply learning to be present with, stand
next to and hear the pain of our neighbors.
Solidarity and support tookmany forms in a
few shortmonths.
I’m still not surewhat I would define as

the best action for empowerment, how I
would clearly articulate allyship.What I do
know is that we cannot back away fromone
another. Our communities can and should
be healing. Our time together has the
power to be validating, spiritual and so very
human. The empowerment of one another
is sustaining and life-giving.

Interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Empowerment: The fourth pillar of interfaith leadership

B1 THE GRAND RAPIDS PRESS THURSDAY, JUNE 22, 2017

Kascha Sanor, of Aquinas
College, is a 2016-17 inter-
faith intern. This is the first
in a series of columnby the
interns.

Southern Baptists overwhelmingly condemn ‘alt-right’
Sarah PulliamBailey TheWashington Post

PHOENIX � Members of the Southern Bap-
tist Convention voted June 14 during their
annual convention to condemn a white
nationalist group, but only after fierce back-
lash following their decision a day earlier not
to move forward with a resolution opposing
themovement.
Thedecisionwasmetwith a standing ova-

tion as about 5,000members of the denomi-
nation voted to affirm their opposition to the
alt-right movement, which seeks a whites-
only state. But it was not a decision easily
reached.
DwightMcKissic, a black pastor fromCor-

nerstoneBaptist Church inArlington, Texas,
had introduced the resolution calling on the
denomination tomake it clear it hadno sym-
pathy for the alt-right.
“I saw people identifying themselves

as Southern Baptist and members of the
alt-right, so this is horrifying to me,”
McKissic said. “I wanted the Southern Bap-
tist Convention tomake it very clear we have
no relationship to them.”
Members already had voted June 13 to

condemn gambling and Planned Parent-
hood, and they adopted a statement on the
importance of public officials who display
“consistent moral character.” That resolu-
tion also commended “those leaders who
choose not to meet privately with members
of the opposite sexwho are not their spouse,”
referring to Vice President Mike Pence, who
drew attention when he said he doesn’t eat
alonewith awoman other than his wife.

INITIAL RESOLUTIONWAS SIDELINED
But when the resolution on the alt-right

resolution failed to move forward because
of objections to the wording, many younger
members and evangelicals of color became
upset. The committee considering resolu-
tions has 10members, one of whom is black.
Barrett Duke, chairman of the SBC’s res-

olutions committee, told Religion News Ser-
vice the committee’s decision to not bring
the resolution to a vote June 13 was “not an
endorsement of the alt-right.”
He said the initial resolution did not

clearly definewho the alt-right is.
The debate over the resolution highlights

the divisions within the denomination. A

majority of white evangelicals supported
the election of President Donald Trump. But
many evangelicals of color have questioned
that support and criticized Trump’s policies
as harmful tominorities, if not racist.
While several Southern Baptist leaders

have served on Trump’s evangelical advi-
sory board,many younger SouthernBaptists
— including the denomination’s Ethics and
Religious Liberty president, Russell Moore
—vocally opposed his candidacy.
When the membership failed to move the

vote forward, the leadership of the conven-
tion decided to reintroduce the resolution.
The initial text of the resolution called on

Southern Baptists to “reject the retrograde
ideologies, xenophobic biases and racial big-
otries of the so-called ‘Alt-Right’ that seek
to subvert our government, destabilize soci-
ety, and infect our political system.” Those
wordswere removed in the final version.
The new text noted some of the conven-

tion’s previous actions on race, including
how Southern Baptists voted in 1995 to apol-
ogize for the role that slavery played in the
convention’s creation. It noted how in 2012 it
elected its first black president.More than 20

‘WE DENOUNCE ...
WHITE SUPREMACY’

Members attending the SouthernBaptist Convention vote to formally condemn the politicalmovement known as the “alt-right,” in a
nationalmeeting June 14 in Phoenix. SouthernBaptists formally condemned the alt-right andwhite supremacy a day after the convention
was thrown into turmoilwhen leaders initially refused to take up the issue. AP

percent of SouthernBaptist congregations, it
says, identifies as predominantly nonwhite.
“Racism and white supremacy are, sadly,

not extinct but present all over the world
in various white supremacist movements,
sometimes known as ‘white nationalism’
or ‘alt-right,’ “ the resolution says. Southern
Baptists “decry every formof racism, includ-
ing alt-right white supremacy, as antithet-
ical to the Gospel of Jesus Christ” and “we
denounce and repudiate white supremacy
and every form of racial and ethnic hatred
as of the devil.”
McKissic, who wrote the original resolu-

tion, declined to speculate about why the
committee didn’t bring his proposal for-
ward. He said black Southern Baptists were
disappointed by how it was handled, but it
was clear after the initial resolution was
tabled that a large number of white South-
ern Baptists wanted to vote on themeasure.
“I’m encouraged and heartened by this,”

McKissic said. It was the white people who
said, ‘No, we will not take this sitting down.
We don’t want this association with the con-
vention.’”

STEPS FORWARD, STEPS BACK
The Southern Baptist Convention has a

long and complicated history on race. The
denomination was formed in the 19th cen-
tury in defense of slaveholders and has been
trying to overcome its racist history. It has
taken steps to condemn racism, but it still
struggles on such issues. In April, five white
Southern Baptist seminary leaders posted
a racially insensitive photo on Twitter with
many of them dressed in hoodies and point-
ing as though they were holding guns.
Southwestern Baptist Theological Semi-
nary’s BarryMcCarty, chief parliamentarian
of the SBC, was shownholding a gun.
H.B. Charles,whowas just elected thefirst

black pastor to serve as the president of the
next Southern Baptist pastor’s conference
in Dallas in June 2018, said the issue was
another example of how the convention still
has a longway to go on race.
The Southern Baptist Convention of

15.2 million members is the nation’s larg-
est Protestant denomination, but its mem-
bership has dropped. Attendance was down
nearly 7 percent from the preceding year,
and baptisms were down 5 percent. Just 6
percent Americans who identify as South-
ern Baptist are black, according to the Pew
Research Center, and 85 percent arewhite.

TheRev.WilliamMcKissic, right, of Arling-
ton, Texas, gets a hug fromBarrett Duke,
left, chairmanof the 2017 Committee on
Resolutions, after the resolution to condemn
“alt-right”white supremacywas approved
atthe SouthernBaptist Convention annual
meeting June 14 in Phoenix. AP


