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Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Last week, I was part of a 
Faith and Justice Symposium 
at my alma mater, Houghton 

College, in upstate New York. Having grad-
uated from this Christian college nearly 
58 years ago, it was a special privilege to 
return to the campus. Much of the campus 
was the same: the chapel where we were 
required to attend every day, the adminis-
trative building where the library was also 
housed. Comparable in size to what I remem-
ber (1,000 students more or less), it was most 
impressive to see the new buildings: a new, 
much larger library, a modern science build-
ing, an arts center and a beautiful new cam-
pus center.

Even more impressive was the changed 
attitude and openness that I found inspiring. 
I must admit that in my day it seemed very 
restrictive and controlling — no dancing or 
going to movies, and dress was monitored, 
especially for women. Religious and politi-
cal opinions were quite narrow. I remember 
a special chapel service being called in 1962 
to pray that a Roman Catholic (John F. Ken-
nedy) would not be elected president of the 
U.S.

Now these decades later, chapel still is 
required (but only three days a week), racial 
diversity is apparent and faculty as well as 
students entertain open and inquisitive atti-
tudes about the larger world. I even saw a 
poster announcing a “Social Dancing” event 
to be held. To attend a symposium focused 
on interfaith was special for me, since this 
has been a major part of my life this past 
decade. A few years ago, I had even been 
invited to speak at one of the required cha-
pels about our work with the Kaufman Inter-
faith Institute.

This year’s symposium began with a dia-
logue between Eboo Patel, Muslim founder 
and president of the Interfaith Youth Core, 
and Shirley Hoogstra, president of the Coun-
cil for Christian Colleges & Universities and 
former administrator for 15 years at Calvin 
University. The acceptance and respect that 
each speaker had for the life and faith of the 
other was clear. They did not minimize their 
own faith commitments and insights while 
at the same time respecting and learning 
from the other.

Hoogstra began with biblical references 
appropriate to our topic, beginning with 
Jesus’ answer to the question from the law-
yer asking what the greatest commandment 
was. Jesus responded by quoting from the 
Hebrew Scriptures, “Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and all your soul and with 
all your mind” (Deuteronomy 6:5) and “Love 
your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). 

She also referenced the prophet Micah, 
“What does the Lord require of you but to 
do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk 
humbly with your God?” (Micah 6:8)

In all of our interfaith encounters and 
discussion, Hoogstra emphasized this atti-
tude of humility. She pointed to Pope Fran-
cis who, in welcoming European immigrants 
and refugees, took the stance of humility by 
washing the feet of these immigrants, Mus-
lim as well as Christian. She emphasized 
the importance of both holding fi rmly one’s 
faith understanding while at the same time 
supporting a “civic pluralism” that supports 
the freedom for all to worship and believe 
from their own convictions.

Patel began by noting that, throughout 
history, what held countries together was 
a common faith and common ethnic heri-
tage. The United States, however, from the 
beginning sought to welcome all. This was 
expressed by our Founding Fathers. George 
Washington welcomed the Jewish commu-
nity of Newport, Rhode Island, and encour-
aged their full participation in the benefi ts of 
citizenship. Benjamin Franklin contributed 
funds to a variety of religious organizations 
in Philadelphia and built a special hall that 
would invite preachers and speakers from 
all traditions. Thomas Jeff erson was the fi rst 
president to host an iftar at the White House, 
the meal held each day after sunset to mark 
the end of that day’s fasting during Rama-
dan.

But Patel also lamented the pervasive 
prejudice and discrimination in our cur-
rent society. As the father of two young boys, 
he told of his 9-year-old son coming home 
from school after a Martin Luther King Jr. 
Day remembrance and telling his father 
that he didn’t like MLK Day. Puzzled by this 
response, he asked his son why. The boy’s 
response was that “everybody looks at me.” 
As the only child of color in his classroom, he 
felt this attitude directed to him as someone 
who was diff erent. Hoogstra responded and 
expressed her belief by saying, “I know God 
better when I know more about all the people 
created in God’s image.”

Patel concluded by noting that the Qur’an 
says God could have made one people but 
instead made us into races and tribes and 
that we should know each other. He also told 
of the Christians from Najran, a city about 
450 miles away from Medina, who came to 
talk with the Prophet Muhammad and dis-
cuss their diff erences. When it came time for 
the Christians to pray, Muhammed invited 
them to pray in the mosque that he had built 
there. In their continued discussions, they 
did not agree on theology, but they respected 

each other and left with an agreement from 
Muhammed to protect their lives and prop-
erty, as well as the freedom to practice their 
Christian faith.

As Patel told this story, I was reminded of 
an early interfaith dinner meeting that took 
place here in Grand Rapids. It was held at 
the Jewish Temple Emanuel. At one point 
during the dinner, the Muslim men came 
to me and said it was time for their prayers 
and wondered where they might go. Rabbi 
Schadick told me they were welcome to pray 
in the worship area of the temple. When I 
took them to that location, they then asked 
me which direction was east. So here was a 
Christian telling the Muslim men in a Jewish 
temple which direction to pray. I guess that 
is interfaith cooperation and respect.

So, from a Christian college in upstate 
New York to our Jewish temple here in 
Grand Rapids, we are seeing interfaith dia-
logue and cooperation. Let this be our path 
to peace!

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Finding cooperation and respect in the path to peace

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

As a religious leader, what is 
the most common problem peo-
ple seek advice for?

The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head pastor of 
Conklin Reformed Church, responds:

“Underneath every problem that people 
seek advice for is the question: ‘Am I OK’ and 
‘am I accepted?’ I love my job! I get to tell peo-
ple the good news that yes, they are OK; and 
yes, God accepts them — just as they are. He 
accepts and loves us as we are, but loves us 
too much to leave us there.

“I get to teach people that the greatest 
way that they can contribute to their trans-
formation is by accepting and receiving his 
love — which is in itself a transforming fi re. 
Jesus did not come only to rescue us from 
eternal condemnation; he also came to res-
cue us from who we are so that we can be like 
him. God’s love changes us from the inside 
out. Slowly but surely, we are changed into 
his image. His transformation aff ects the way 
we relate to others, the way we relate to our-
selves, and the way we relate to God.

“As we learn to receive his love, our imper-
fect life gives way to his life in us and we 
begin to understand what Paul meant when 
he said: ‘I have been crucifi ed with Christ and 
I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The 
life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the 
Son of God, who loved me and gave himself 
for me’ (Galatians 2:20). From the moment we 
put our trust in him, the Spirit of God begins 
to work a radical transformation in us which 
doesn’t stop until the end of time. ‘Being con-
fi dent of this, that he who began a good work 
in you will carry it on to completion until the 
day of Christ Jesus’ (Philippians 1:6).”

Chris Curia, the director of youth min-
istries at Fairway Christian Reformed 
Church, responds:

“I am most directly asked about how to 
navigate through relationships, whether 
with family, friends or partners. Interest-
ingly, though, one study I recently read sug-

gests that only a little over 10% of regular 
churchgoers seek advice from their religious 
leaders about ethical dilemmas or big deci-
sions. What’s more, the staggering 88% of 
occasional churchgoers rarely or never seek 
input from us.

“With trust and public regard for minis-
ters at a historic low in America, religious 
leaders would do well to better understand 
the criteria for how to best serve a religiously 
disenchanted public. These days, deep rela-
tionality, humility, self-awareness, demon-
strated vulnerability and emotional security 
are what earn people’s trust, dare I say far 
more than expertise, authority or ecclesiol-
atry. I always say that people don’t care how 
much you know until they know how much 
you care.”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All 
Souls Community Church of West Mich-
igan, a Unitarian Universalist Congrega-
tion, responds:

“The most common conversations I have 
are with people who are new to the con-
gregation. Most of them are seeking a true 
place of belonging, not a place to fi t in but a 
place where they can be their authentic self. 
They want a place where they feel sincerely 
welcome and free to express themselves 
without judgment.

“They are looking for acceptance and 
a place that helps them to feel good about 
themselves. Often, our conversations are 
about building trust and navigating some 
of the natural anxieties that surface when 
one fi nds a new faith community. It is really 
quite wonderful to witness people fi nding 
their faith home.”

Fred Stella, the pracharak (outreach 
minister) for the West Michigan Hindu 
Temple, responds:

“Hands down, most counseling that I do 
revolves around meditation. As many peo-
ple know, contemplative practice is a cor-
nerstone of the Hindu tradition. Not every 

member of the Hindu fold includes it in their 
life (far from it!), but those who do tend to 
take it seriously. However, this spiritual rou-
tine is fraught with challenges that must be 
overcome for it to truly take root in our lives 
and provide the results that are assured by 
the scriptures.

“The main concerns have to do with 
mastering methods that calm the ‘mon-
key mind,’ which often rebels against any 
attempt to contain it and move it toward 
divinity. Sometimes frustration with results 
can affect one’s self worth. Therefore, it is 
important to have guidance as one proceeds 
on this path.”

The Rev. Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Domini-
can priest who serves as adjutant judi-
cial vicar, Diocese of Grand Rapids, 

responds:
“Most people seek advice from me

through the sacrament of reconciliation 
(confession). For me to respond to this ques-
tion with specifi c examples would be a vio-
lation of the sacred seal of the confessional.

“What I can say is that individuals strug-
gle with the two greatest commandments,
which are: 1) to love God with your whole
heart, soul, mind and strength; and 2) to love 
your neighbor as yourself.

“Human beings need boundaries within 
which to live freely. The commandments  
above chaff because they are designed by 
God to challenge human beings to use the 
gift of reasoning given them. In other words,
not everything is meant to be aired outside
of one’s self, let alone one’s family and cer-
tainly not on social media.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Common advice people seek from their spiritual leaders

Eboo Patel, Muslim founder and president of the Interfaith Youth Core, and Shirley Hoogs-
tra, president of the Council for Christian Colleges & Universities and former administrator 
at Calvin University, speak during the Faith and Justice Symposium at Houghton College in 
upstate New York.   Submitted by Doug Kindschi

“I know God better when I know more about all the people created in God’s image.”
Shirley Hoogstra, president of the Council for Christian Colleges & Universities and former administrator at Calvin University
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