
Grand Rapids Press 01/30/2014

Copyright © 2014 The Grand Rapids Press 01/30/2014 February 5, 2014 1:39 pm / Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to %d%% from original to fit letter page


Religion
For the latest breakingnews, go tomlive.com

THURSDAY, JANUARY 30, 2014 / THE GRAND RAPIDS PRESS

B
SECTION

A
minister, a Jew and a
Hindu walk into a bar. So
do an Eastern Orthodox,
an atheist and a few
ex-Catholics. And they all
begin talking about what

they believe.
There’s no punch line here. It’s

just what happened on a recent
night in a Grand Rapids brewery,
and it was pretty cool.
For several months now, people

have been gathering at Harmony
Brewing Co. in Eastown to share
their love of good beer and good con-
versation about God, faith andmean-
ing— or what I like to call “the big
why.” It’s called Pub Theology, and it
is the perfect Grand Rapids idea.
Think about it. We’ve long been

the fabled City of Churches, where
seemingly every block boasts a
house of worship. More recently,
we’ve famously become Beer City
U.S.A., a title which, however uncer-
tainly arrived at, reflects a happy
proliferation of local breweries.
Sooner or later, these two were
bound to meet.
After all, breweries lend them-

selves to long, open-ended conversa-
tions, and you don’t get more open-
ended than theology. Teetotalers
may tsk, but such conversations
enjoy a rich history in the Reformed,
Catholic and other religious tradi-
tions of our fair region. Recall that
C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien held
ale-aided discourses in an Oxford
pub as part of the Inklings writers’
group. If ever there is a pub to be
named C.S. Louie’s, Grand Rapids is
the place.
Mike Bartlett also will tell you

about the appreciation for ale of
Martin Luther andmedieval priests.
Bartlett is the organizer of Pub
Theology Grand Rapids, which has
beenmeeting at Harmony since
summer.
“All theology was done in a pub

if you go way back,” said Bartlett,
33, a cheerfully talkative guy . He is
pastor of Redemption City Church, a
youngish, nondenominational group
that meets at Aquinas College. He
founded the church after moving to
Grand Rapids 21/2 years ago with his
wife, Jamie, a Sparta native.

His pub outreach was inspired
by Bryan Berghoef, author of “Pub
Theology: Beer, Conversation and
God.” Berghoef’s blog, pubtheolo-
gian.com, features posts on fine beer
and thorny theological topics, includ-
ing some involving his almamater,
Calvin Theological Seminary.
Bartlett said the laid-back ambi-

ence of a pub lowers people’s guard
to talk about testy topics such as
politics and religion. He calls it a
“third place.”
“For the kinds of conversations

we’re having, it’s one of the few
safe places left in the world,” said

Bartlett, a Scranton, Pa., native.
This is not entirely new around

here. Theology on Tap, a national
Catholic initiative, has quaffed and
conversed here. So has Skeptics
in the Pub, the atheist alternative
organized by the Center for Inquiry-
Michigan.
In Bartlett’s version, what started

as a church outreach evolved into
a lively interfaith gathering, thanks
to Katie Gordon, programmanager
at the Kaufman Interfaith Institute
of Grand Valley State University.
Gordon helped organize a series
called “Identity and theWorld’s

Religions” featuring speakers from
many faiths. It meets at 8 p.m.
Mondays and continues through
March 10.
At the gathering I attended, about

16 attendees split into two groups,
onemeeting with Hindu speaker
Fred Stella and the other talking
about their faith identities. As part
of the latter, I enjoyed decidedly
diverse viewpoints over rich brown
ale.
“We want this to be a venue to

talk about the big questions of
life,” Bartlett told the group, which
obliged. Prominent talkers included
Sam, a Christian school teacher and
member of the Antiochian Orthodox
Church; Stuart, a Jewish employee
of Steelcase; and Andrew, an
ex-Catholic atheist who seeks
spiritual sustenance.
They were upfront about their

beliefs but agreed it’s all too easy to
stereotype those of others.
“I’m sure if you told me the God

you don’t believe in, I wouldn’t
believe in him either,” Sam told
Andrew. Sam added, “It seems like
the stereotypes stop people from
asking questions.”
The impulse to find community

was an easy segue, as we already
had sort of created one. Ventured
Andrew, “That’s essentially what
we’re all trying to do— connect to
the transcendent.”
Our differences were plainly put,

but none shut down the flow. In
this cozy venue of satisfying brews,
laughter seemed a better option
than attempted conversion.
“Are you opposed to us all holding

hands and singing ‘Kumbaya’?” Sam
asked. Offered Andrew, “I’ll do it. I’ll
take the lead.”
As one who has long enjoyed the

company of an opinionated band of
rogues at Founders Brewing Co.,
I am encouraged by pub theology.
For those disenchanted with formal
faith, it may be a place to plug back
in. For religious adherents, it may
offer deeper delving.
At the very least, it’s a place to

savor fine brews and experience a
friendly exchange of views on faith.
I’d call that the proverbial win-win
— especially in a region of beer and
churches.

Mike Bartlett, 33, is pastor of Redemption City Church and organizer of
Pub Theology, which meets at Harmony Brewing Co. in Grand Rapids.
(Charles Honey/MLive.com)

PubTheology iswhereGod,
conversationandbeermingle

Note: In 2012, MLive.com was a
partner in the “Year of Interfaith
Understanding” initiative. The
success of that project led to an
ongoing effort to build interfaith
understanding in West Michigan.
This column is one such effort. It is
coordinated by Douglas Kindschi,
director of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute at Grand Valley State
University, and is written by Kindschi
and others in the community.

By Fred Stella

Sometime in the waning years of
the last century, the Episcopalian
Bishop of California, William

Swing, had a radical idea. Could
an organization be formed resem-
bling the U.N. that was faith-based?
He decided on the name United
Religions. He then sought out like-
minded individuals from various
traditions to join him in his quest to
promote mutual understanding.
Among the various meetings he

had with religious leaders was a
meeting with a Hindu shankaracha-

rya in India. Since
there are only four
in the world, you can
imagine this is a rath-
er auspicious posi-
tion. During Bishop
Swing’s audience
with the swami, he
offered his proposal

via an interpreter. The immediate
reaction was a hale and hearty laugh.
The good bishop assumed that was
meant to indicate, “What? You kiddin’
me?” Rather embarrassed, Swing
attempted to excuse himself graceful-
ly until it was explained to him that he
misunderstood the shankaracharya’s
response. It just struck him so funny
that people wouldn’t want to embrace
such a noble effort. So, it was more
like, “What? You had to ask? Duh!”
While interfaith activity is

commonplace now, most of us
remember when it wasn’t. For most
of its history, Hindu India (and now
the Hindu world) was and is a bea-
con of tolerance, appreciation and
acceptance, as the Hindu concept of
dharma bids. The Rig Veda, the old-

est of all Hindu scriptures, asks us
to understand that “Ekam sat vipra
bahudra vandanti” — Truth is One,
but the wise call it by many names.
While it would be simplistic to

translate that to mean that all reli-
gions are exactly alike or that any-
thing a scripture says must be God-
given, it does leave the door open for
various theological beliefs to be held
without the threat of adhering to a
faith the divine does not recognize.
Over the centuries, India has made

itself a hospitable home for many
who faced persecution. The list
includes Jews, Zoroastrians, Baha’is,
Tibetan Buddhists and evenminority
Muslims who follow certain strains
considered heretical by orthodox
Muslims. According to somemod-
ern scholars, Christians from Persia
escaping harassment in the fourth
century most likely were the first
followers of Jesus to be welcomed
there. The story of the martyrdom
of St. Thomas in India now is widely
doubted.
The legacy of peaceful co-existence

is not without its exceptions. Even

competing sects have clashed. But
compared to many other societies,
India has an impressive record.
It is tragic there are serious ten-

sions among Hindus, Muslims and
Christians in certain areas. But it’s
important to note the reasons for this
are clearly socio-political, not
theological.
We at theWest Michigan Hindu

Temple take every opportunity to join
interfaith efforts, be they dialogue-
oriented, charitable or academic. In
our short time here (we are six years
old in June), we have hosted dozens of
tours from various faith communities,
schools and other groups. It has been
most rewarding for them and us. If
you have any desire to see one of the
most colorful houses of worship you’ll
ever step foot in, please don’t hesitate
to contact us.

Fred Stella is the resident
pracharak (outreach minister) of
the West Michigan Hindu Temple
and president of Interfaith Dialogue
Association. Email him
at interfaith@gvsu.edu.
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Baptists to pay
$12.5million
in sex abuse case
A Florida jury has awarded

$12.5 million in damages to a
youngmanwho was sexually
abused by a Baptist minister
when he was a child.
But an attorney for the

Florida Baptist Convention
said the organization would
appeal the ruling from a jury
in Lake County, northwest
of Orlando. Attorney Gary
Yeldell said the convention is
confident an appellate court
will overturn the ruling. He
said the minister was an inde-
pendent pastor and not super-
vised by the convention.
An attorney for the man,

who is remaining anonymous,
said the jury understood the
“devastating” impact of the
abuse. The youngman is in
his 20s and attending college.

CHICAGO

Chicago archdiocese

hid decades of child

sex abuse
Internal documents reveal

how the Archdiocese of
Chicago tried for decades to
contain a scandal over child
sexual abuse by priests.
That includes moving

accused priests from parish to
parish and assigning others to
watch them around children.
Many went on to abuse again.
Former Cardinals John

Cody and Joseph Bernardin
approved the reassignments.
The documents were

turned over to victims’ attor-
neys and were posted online
Jan. 21. They cover only 30
of the at least 65 clergy for
whom the archdiocese said
it has substantiated claims of
child abuse.
Victim attorneys said they

show the archdiocese con-
cealed the abuse for decades.

UNITED NATIONS

Holy See: Interfaith

dialogue needed for

Syrian peace
The Vatican’s permanent

observer to the United
Nations said interreligious
dialoguemust be part of the
Syrian peace process.
In a U.N. speech,

Archbishop Francis Chullikat
noted the millions of refugees
displaced by the violence in
Syria and other parts of the
Mideast include Christians
whose roots in the region go
back nearly 2,000 years. The
Holy See’s permanent U.N.
observer lamented what he
called “a worrying exodus” of
Christians who are being tar-
geted “by fundamentalist and
extremist forces.”
Chullikat said Pope Francis,

“as a witness to peace,”
intends to make his visit to the
Holy Land inMay a “pilgrim-
age of prayer.”

WASHINGTON

Anti-abortionmarch

included thousands

of Catholic students
Thousands of high school

and college students from
Catholic schools around
the country gathered in
Washington last week to
demonstrate against abortion
on the 41st anniversary of the
Supreme Court’s Roe v. Wade
decision.
March for Life President

JeanneMonahan said many
of them traveled hundreds of
miles on buses and slept over-
night on gym floors to march
from theWashingtonMall to
the Supreme Court on one of
the coldest days of the year.
The Jan. 22 march fol-

lowed a Catholic youth rally
andMass celebrated by
Washington Cardinal Donald
Wuerl.
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Ç GO ONLINE
Visit MLive Media Group columnist
Charles Honey’s blog at
soulmailing.com.


