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“Whether or not you believe 
in God, religions accomplish something 
miraculous: They turn large numbers of peo-
ple who are not kin into a group that is able 
to work together, trust each other and help 
each other. They are living embodiments of 
e pluribus unum (from many, one).” These 
are the words of Jonathan Haidt, leading 
author and a social psychologist at the Uni-
versity of Virginia. 

Now whether that working together 
brings the establishing of hospitals and 
schools, feeding the poor and peacemak-
ing, or whether it inspires armies or terrorist 
groups, is a topic much in our current discus-
sion.  Last week our Interfaith Consortium 
speaker, Scott Appleby, described how most 
religious traditions include a minority whose 
religious fervor can become extreme and 
even violent.  This religious devotion, how-
ever, is often, and in fact usually, directed 
toward constructive goals. It is our task to 
direct the power and energy of religious 
commitment to the working together for the 
common good.  

Jonathan Haidt has written two popular 
best-selling books, “The Happiness Hypoth-
esis: Finding Modern Truth in Ancient Wis-
dom,” and “The Righteous Mind: Why Good 
People Are Divided by Politics and Religion.”  
In both books he is not seeking to evaluate 
the truth of various religious claims, but to 

understand how religious and moral beliefs 
form and the way in which the human mind 
evaluates the competing claims.  Religion 
and morality are no longer the exclusive 
domain of the philosophers and theologians. 
Cognitive scientists, psychologists, political 
scientists, biologists and social psycholo-
gists are now bringing experimental and sci-
entifi c fi ndings to the topic.  

Haidt’s work leads him to the conclusion 
that moral judgments are not the result of 
conscious moral reasoning. “When it comes 
to moral judgments, we think we are scien-
tists discovering truth, but actually we are 
lawyers arguing for positions we arrived at 
by other means,” he said. 

He uses the metaphor of an elephant and 
its rider.  There are two cognitive processes 
involved. The rider is our reasoning pro-
cess, while the much bigger elephant is the 
automatic emotional and intuitive process.  
The elephant or intuitive process is better 
at making immediate decisions, especially 
regarding potential threats.  If we spend too 
much time trying to evaluate that strange 
sound we hear, it just might be too late.  We 
act rapidly and instinctively.  “The rider is 
skilled at fabricating post-hoc explanations 
for whatever the elephant has just done, and 
it is good at fi nding reasons to justify what-
ever the elephant wants to do next.”

This is why appealing to logic, statistics, 
and facts will not often change the mind 
on moral issues or political positions. Haidt 
puts it this way: “If you want to change peo-
ple’s minds, you’ve got to talk to their ele-

phants.”  We need to address the emotional 
and intuitive side of a person as the way 
to introduce dialogue and further discus-
sion.  As Henry Ford is quoted: “If there is 
one secret of success, it lies in the ability to 
get the other person’s point of view and see 
things from their angle as well as from your 
own.”  It’s a good lesson for anyone inter-
ested in interfaith understanding or prog-
ress in the political process. 

CREATING ‘MORAL COMMUNITIES’
When it comes to religion he admits: “I 

used to be very hostile to religion. And then, 
in doing this research on moral psychology 
and … looking at the social science evidence 
on the effects of religion, well, it’s pretty 
clear … (I)n the United States, where we have 
a competitive marketplace and religions 
compete for adherence … they create moral 
communities that encourage people to not 
just focus on themselves.” 

In an interview with Krista Tippett, Haidt 
explains how his research led him away from 
a polarization that led to anger.  “The feel-
ing of losing my anger was thrilling. It was 
really freeing. When you get people to actu-
ally understand each other, and they let 
down their guard, and they learn something 
new, and they see humanity in someone that 
they disliked or hated or demonized before, 
that’s really thrilling. And that, I think, is 
one of the most important emotional tools 
we have to foster civility. Because once you 
get it started, it’s kind of addictive.”

This has been our mission for interfaith 

understanding, and it has taken many 
forms. Yes, there have been conferences and 
educational programs, but we have also fos-
tered dinners, visits to other places of wor-
ship and developing personal relationships 
around common interests.  Haidt urges us 
to “do the long, slow work of getting peo-
ple to have something of a human relation-
ship — and especially, sharing food is a very 
visceral, primal thing. Once you’ve eaten, 
shared food with a person, there’s a deep 
psychological system that means ‘We are 
like family.’”

As families gather for Thanksgiving next 
week, let us apply these lessons by relat-
ing at the emotional and intuitive level and 
approach our diff erences from the perspec-
tive of seeing it “from the other person’s 
point of view.”  

For interfaith perspectives and develop-
ing relationships consider two events this 
coming weekend in Grand Rapids: an inter-
faith concert and an interfaith Thanksgiving 
celebration.  See our website, interfaithun-
derstanding.org for details. 

interfaith@gvsu.edu 

Interfaith Thanksgiving events

Interfaith Concert: Trinity United Methodist 
Church, Sunday  at 3 p.m.

Interfaith Thanksgiving Celebration: Trinity 
Lutheran Church, Monday  at 7 p.m. 

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Moral judgments in religion and politics

When horror struck small-town 
church, residents turned to their faith 
for strength, healing

Peter Holley      Washington Post

SU T H ER L A N D SPR I NGS, T E X A S — The sprawling white 
tent was already packed with hundreds of mourners Sunday, 
some of them spilling outside beneath an overcast sky, by 
the time Frank Pomeroy, the pastor of First Baptist Church 
of Sutherland Springs, took to the stage. He stood in front of 
a wooden cross wrapped in holiday lights.

At this moment a week earlier, with Pomeroy out of town, 
Devin Kelley entered the small white church and started 
shooting members of the pastor’s beloved congregation with 
an assault-style rifl e. Twenty-six of them, including a preg-
nant woman’s unborn child, would die in the massacre.

In a tent erected on a baseball field a few blocks away, 
Pomeroy was again preaching, this time to a far larger con-
gregation made up of victims, their family members, locals 
and outsiders who arrived from around the region to show 
their support for this tiny, heartbroken town.

“I know the name of every single person who lost their life 
that day, some of which were my best friends, and my daugh-
ter,” Pomeroy said, pausing to hold back tears as the crowd 
began to applaud and yell encouragement. “I guarantee you 
that they are dancing with Jesus today.”

Pomeroy told the crowd that his church, just days 
removed from being full of FBI crime scene investigators 
and the horrors of the largest mass shooting in Texas his-
tory, would reopen to the public Sunday as a memorial. It 
had been cleaned, painted and had audio from previous ser-
vices playing in the background.

“I haven’t seen this done in other catastrophes,” Pomeroy 
said. “But I want the world to know that that building will be 
open so that everyone who walks in there will know that the 
people who died lived for their Lord and savior.”

Members of the crowd, most wearing jeans and leather 
boots, listened to sermons from Pomeroy, Sen. John Cornyn 
and Mark Collins, a pastor at a nearby church, who spoke 
about the importance of faith and healing. They sang 
hymns, many hugging and breaking down into tears.

IMMEDIATELY TURNED TO PRAYER
Sutherland Springs, faced with unimaginable loss, has 

turned to its faith as its most potent coping mechanism. 
Instead of casting blame, or going into hiding or questioning 
why this tragedy befell them, this town has instead publicly 
looked to God, believing that there’s a reason for all of this. 
The victims, many here believe, are in a better place. Sorrow 
has quickly morphed into courage and resolve.

That began immediately after the Nov. 5 massacre. 
Shocked residents began to gather at this tiny town’s com-
munity center, and Mike Gonzales, a pastor and local activ-
ist, arrived with one question in mind.

“What time is the prayer vigil?” he said, tapping neighbors 
on their shoulders one by one. “Does anyone know where 
we’re going to pray?”

Nobody had an answer. Some told the 46-year-old retired 
Army warrant offi  cer that it was too early to think about a 
vigil. Bodies were still lying in the grass outside First Baptist 
Church a block away.

Gonzales disagreed. He took a deep breath and yelled, 
“Excuse me, can I have your attention? There will be a prayer 

vigil at 7 p.m. tonight at the post offi  ce!”
Six hours later, in a parking lot illuminated by candles, 

Gonzales — clad in black and with a fresh military buzz 
cut — was surrounded by hundreds of mourners, includ-
ing Texas Gov. Greg Abbott, as he led the fi rst worship ser-
vice since Kelley, 26, had slaughtered the First Baptist 
congregants, eight of them children and teenagers.

“I propose we take a pact, right here, in this small town, 
that evil will not prevail,” Gonzales said. “That right here in 
the heart of Texas, this community, Sutherland Springs in 
Wilson County, will be stronger than ever!”

“Amen,” the teary mourners replied.
“If you agree, lift your candle,” he added. “It starts right 

now.”
At Gonzales’ impromptu gathering — and at multi-

ple prayer vigils and memorials that followed, including 
one that featured Vice President Mike Pence  — a similar 
sequence unfolded: sorrow-filled remembrances, vows of 
support, calls for faith and fi ery condemnations of evil, fol-

lowed by gospel music, shouts of “Hallelujah!,” streaming 
tears and hands reached high.

Absent from each event in a community that strongly 
believes in gun ownership and self-defense was any men-
tion of fi rearms or their role in the massacre — Kelley was 
wounded and sent fl eeing by a nearby resident with a rifl e 
similar to his — replaced by a steady stream of people off er-
ing their “thoughts and prayers.”

The lack of discussion about guns and the use of the 
thoughts-and-prayers mantra drew strong reactions from 
the political left and the gun-control lobby, with some argu-
ing that prayers are not enough in the face of such violence 
— they said the government needs to address gun violence 
and pass sensible legislation.

 But in the homes and churches around Sutherland 
Springs,  the importance of prayer was never up for debate, 
even if it meant accepting an event of such horror: Only God 
could explain it.

Many residents said they consider prayer a deep and con-
crete response to the tragedy. The shooting was the result of 
a deranged individual, they said, not the weapon he used. 
To prevent another mass killing, they argued, society has to 
change the culture that conditioned the killer. That starts 
with prayer, they said.

“It’s all we have sometimes,” Gonzales said. “It also begins 
the process of healing. Without it, you won’t heal, and right 
now people here are hungry for that.”

 Several days after she survived the shooting, Rosanne 
Solis holed up in her dimly lit trailer in Sutherland Springs. 
Recovering from a shoulder wound, Solis is pondering death 
and how she narrowly avoided it.

The hydrocodone pills have numbed most of the physical 
pain, but the emotional pain has only just begun. She’s hav-
ing trouble focusing, she said, her thoughts fi lled with hor-
rifi c fl ashes from Sunday’s violence. Overall, she said, she’s 
not doing very well.

 But with the help of prayer, Solis said, her belief in God is 
deeper now than it was a week ago.

“We got out of that church for a reason, and that reason is 
for me to have a closer relationship with God than I did in the 
past,” Solis said. “I’m a changed person now.”

Ray Skrobarcek leads a prayer Saturday with Mike Bierd, Lorenzo Flores, and Miguel Zamora during a Veterans Day vigil and 
community support event in Sutherland Springs, Texas.    Carolyn Van Houten, Washington Post

Mike Gonzales in his home in Sutherland Springs, Texas.   
Carolyn Van Houten, Washington Post

“(Prayer is) all we have sometimes. It also begins the process of healing. 
Without it, you won’t heal, and right now people here are hungry for that.”
Mike Gonzales, pastor in Sutherland Springs, Texas

Prayer 
prevails


