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W
eek after week, churches
bring people together to
worship. Often, they host
concerts of sacred music
to inspire the spirit. But
churches also can be

venues of visual art that speaks
to the soul.
And I’m not just talking ArtPrize here,

although congregations are sure to be host
venues once again for that marvelous mayhem
next fall.
In coming weeks, Grand Rapids churches

will become art galleries and cultural resourc-
es for the greater community. If you love art
work that illuminates the human condition,
and photographs who honor it, read on. These
events may be for you.
The first will be shown at Church of the

Servant, but its subjects come from all over
the world.
For five years, the Christian Reformed

congregation at 3835 Burton St. SE in Grand
Rapids has hosted a basic-English worship
service for refugees and immigrants. People
from asmany as 16 countries gather to praise
God in English learned largely from church
tutors. I wrote a column four years ago about
their marvelously multicultural services.
Now, the church has assembled a gallery

of photos of these families, plus snapshot sto-
ries of their sometimes traumatic journeys to
America. Taken by photographer and church
member Dan Davis, these remarkable pictures
powerfully capture the joy of new life achieved
through hard experience.
One shows Seelan and Pavany Thevarasa,

refugees from Sri Lanka, where Seelan was
forced to become a boy soldier for the separat-
ist Tamil Tigers. He escaped after 13 years
only to be tortured by the government, while
she was imprisoned for six months. Their
grueling journey brought them here a year
ago. They share a new land with their toddler
daughter, Sanuka, but no other family.
Loneliness often plagues immigrants. One

reason churchmember Helen Bonzelaar
helped organize the exhibit was to encourage
relationships betweenWest Michigan resi-
dents and immigrant families.
“We see these people having the same needs

and joys that we do,” Bonzelaar said. “The
marvel is when we can be humans together as
people of God.”
The exhibit opens between 5 and 7 p.m.

this Sunday in the church art gallery. After
that, you can see it 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. weekdays
throughMay.
In two weeks, a far-reaching art event of

another kind will encompass major downtown
churches. A two-day conference and exhibit
called ”Who is My Neighbor?” will showcase
more than 300 art works on April 25 and 26.
Organized by Eyekons, an online art gallery,

the conference weaves lectures and work-
shops around art work from near and far. It
aims to build bridges among churches and the
community, exploring through art the biblical

directive to love your neighbor.
Bridges already have been built among

conference organizers and supporters. They
include the Franciscan and Dominican sisters,
the Calvin Institute of ChristianWorship, the
Catholic Information Center, and businesses
and patrons of the arts.
It features about 40 paintings and seri-

graphs of John August Swanson, compliments
of the Rich and Helen DeVos collection and
owners of the former Bergsma Gallery. His
luminous images of biblical events, such as
“Great Catch” and “Last Supper,” celebrate
faith and community in colorful splendor.
Grand Rapids liturgical artist Chris Stoffel

Overvoorde, printmaker and sculptor Steve

Prince and painter Sergio Gomez also are
among the 11 artists featured. Works will be
exhibited in seven downtown churches and at
the Catholic Information Center.
NicholasWolterstorff, a retired professor

of philosophical theology at Yale and Calvin
College, will speak on how to re-imagine art in
religion and culture. Cecilia Gonzalez-Andrieu,
a Catholic Latino theologian from Loyola
Marymount University, will talk about how art
can connect us to our neighbors and be a force
of rebirth and renewal.
Larry Gerbens, an art collector and confer-

ence supporter, hopes it lifts up the ideas of
“creational beauty and redemptive beauty.”
He quotesWolterstorff for an overarching
vision: “Art is the human spirit made visible.
It is indispensable to our flourishing as God’s
creatures.”
“We hope to have the churches talking with

each other more on the use of art in liturgy,
in all the programming of the churches,”

Gerbens said.
In a region as rich in art and religion as

West Michigan, it is good to see churches so
active in showing the human spirit made
visible.

Churchart shows illuminate faith
GRAND RAPIDS

Grand Rapids resident and art facilitator Virginia Wieringa hangs a piece by Rockford photographer Dan Davis inside the Church of the Servant,
3835 Burton St. SE. The photo exhibition titled “All One Body” features images of 11 immigrant families in their homes. (Andrew Kuhn/MLive.com)

Note: In 2012, MLive.com
was a partner in the Year of
Interfaith Understanding.
The success of that project led
to an ongoing effort to build
interfaith understanding in
Michigan. This column is one
such effort. It is coordinated
by Douglas Kindschi, direc-
tor of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute at Grand Valley State
University.

By Katie Gordon
Program Manager, Kaufman
Interfaith Institute at GVSU

Today, I’d like to explore
how the next generation
of interfaith leaders is

being mobilized across the
country— and what the inter-
faith movement looks like on

college cam-
puses.
This inter-

faith youth
movement is
culminating
today, with
thousands
of university

students and staff celebrat-
ing interfaith cooperation
by pledging to be “Better
Together” in their communi-
ties.
When I attended Alma

College, I went to conferences
hosted by the Interfaith Youth
Core, an organization founded
by Eboo Patel, and was taught
and inspired by their mission.
IFYC said we can all use our
faith traditions, as well as our

nonfaith traditions, to inspire
us to unite under common
values to promote a greater
good.
What really sold me on

this model of interfaith work
was the unique approach
IFYC takes in bringing people
together over differences that
easily could divide us. It’s a
simple philosophy: “Voice.
Engage. Act.” Here’s what it
means:
•Voice your values: Use

where you come from to
inspire you to action and
share that inspiration with
others.
•Engage with others:

Share your distinct traditions
and religious or philosophical
beliefs in order to motivate

you under common values.
•Act together: Use your

values alongside others in
order to make a difference in
something important.
This model can be applied

to any issue of social justice
or peace; it simply suggests
that if we are going to try to
accomplish something, we
might as well do it together.
Not only because we are bet-
ter together, but when we
unite in a community, we are
stronger together. If we are
able to embrace each tradi-
tion’s values, the impact will
reach farther, dig deeper and,
ultimately, make a bigger
splash in these complex and
challenging issues.
On Better Together Day,

one specific problem is being
tackled by this growing youth
movement: religious intoler-
ance. Today, campuses across
the country are using this
model to stand up against dis-
crimination in order to advo-
cate for interfaith cooperation.
Some are wearing blue in
solidarity with the movement,
others are engaging in com-
munity service projects and a
Grand Valley State University
class is hosting a Diversity &
Dialogue roundtable discus-
sion. Whatever the means,
people are using their voices
and presences to be louder
than those who counter inter-
faith progress.
Today is about recognizing

that religion should be used as

a force for good and a tool for
peace. Further, it is about how
all faith and nonfaith com-
munities can come together
to promote that value. These
emerging interfaith leaders
recognize this potential and
will continue to promote it on
their campuses and in their
communities.
To learnmore about

the movement and Better
Together Day, visit ifyc.org/
beblue. It’s only when we
all come to appreciate the
potential of using our distinct
values to lead to common
action that we can truly live
in communities that realize a
common good— by being bet-
ter together.

Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu
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IF YOU GO

‘ALL ONE BODY’
What: Gallery of photos of Church of the
Servant’s immigrant members, taken by photog-
rapher Dan Davis
Where: Church of the Servant, 3835 Burton St.
SE
When: Opens 5-7 p.m. Sunday, then will be open
9 a.m. to 3 p.m. weekdays through May

‘WHO ISMYNEIGHBOR?’
What: Two-day conference that will showcase
more than 300 art works
When: April 25-26
Where: Works will be on display at several Grand
Rapids churches. To see the list, visit
bit.ly/neighborchurches.
Register: To see the schedule and register, for
one day or both, visit bit.ly/neighborconference.

Left: “Deliverance” by Sergio
Gomez, center: “Great Catch”
by John August Swanson.
Right: “Cross Quilt” by Chris
Stoffel Overvoorde.
(Submitted by EyeKons)

This photo by Dan Davis is part of the upcoming
exhibit “All One Body” at Church of the Servant.
(Andrew Kuhn/MLive.com)


