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Religion

D uring a week of covering
the ways of God andman
and woman in Iowa, I hap-
pened upon a cool taste of
heaven in the sweltering
summer heat.

I was wandering through downtown
Pella one night last week, looking for a
gathering spot of staffers and delegates
to the Christian Reformed Church annual
conference meeting there. I was there as a
freelancer writing about the CRC synod for
The Banner, the denomination’s magazine.
Sweat pouring frommy pores in the maxed-
out humidity, I popped into a little shop to
get directions. Instead, I found the bracing
chill of AC and a euphoria-inducing array of
frozen yogurt.
It was like I’d been wandering in the des-

ert and stumbled into an oasis of dessert.
Needless to stay, I stayed for the yogurt

(double chocolate and raspberry) at The
Mango Tree, which I soon learned is not
just a creamery but a ministry. All proceeds
benefit Many Hands for Haiti, a Christian
agency serving the many needs of that
impoverished nation. It is run by Liz Clarke,
a graduate of Central College, the Reformed
Church in America-affiliated school where
CRC and RCA delegates met and held a
historic joint session.
Clearly, this was a divine appointment,

quickly underscored by the arrival of CRC
official the Rev. David Koll in an Anaheim
Angels T-shirt and a passel of delegates
seekingmulti-flavoredmanna.
But what else would one expect in Pella,

a lovely town of 10,000 souls, where Second
Reformed Church is directly across the
street from First Reformed Church, and
which was founded by Dutch Reformed
immigrants 10 years before the CRC broke
away from the RCA in 1857. Pella is, if

anything, more Holland-ish than Holland,
Michigan, claiming America’s tallest
working windmill and its own Tulip Time
Festival, which in 2010 set the world record
for most people dancing in wooden shoes
(2,600—Calvinist Trivial Pursuit players
take note).
Besides being the one-time home ofWyatt

Earp and Ron Schipper, a Zeeland-born,
College Football Hall of Fame former coach
at Central College, Pella proved a fitting
place for a long-overdue reconciliation
between estranged CRC and RCA brothers
and sisters. Meeting for the first time to
debate and adopt a joint resolution, CRC and
RCA delegates pledged in principle to “act
together in all matters except those in which
deep differences of conviction compel (us) to
act separately.”
This was not Earth-shattering stuff

for those who long have been involved in
cooperative CRC-RCA ventures, such as a
common hymnal, joint disability and relief
agencies and shared churches. But it was a
welcome formal step for these two denomi-
nations that have so much in common and
broke up just because ... well, it’s really not
worth going into.
Besides, the Dutch cultural overlay that

gave rise to the division is receding as
churches becomemoremulticultured and
multi-ethnic. While white delegates told

of growing up with insults about the other
denomination, a Korean pastor pointed out
it’s only the Dutch who harbor such hurts.
Meanwhile, Koreans are the CRC’s fastest-
growing demographic, andmore people of
color are voting on the synod floor.
In fact, for the first time, there were

enough ethnic minority delegates that no
panel of ethnic advisers was appointed.
However, the synod authorized the appoint-
ing of future panels if necessary, rightly
declaring the makeup of one synod is not
necessarily a trend. Theymight have been
recalling the address of the Rev. Sheila
Holmes, the CRC’s first woman and African-
American to chair the board of trustees,
who had told them, “It is not enough for us
to have just 25 people of ethnicity at synod
and say we’ve done our job.”
Nor was it enough apparently for synod to

simply allow female delegates back in 2008.
Only 7 percent of this year’s gathering were
women, the lowest turnout yet, and a con-
spicuously quiet bunch they were. Clearly,
the CRC needs to domore to bring women’s
gifts to the big table.
Meanwhile, synod approved Steve

Timmermans as the CRC’s new executive
director, the first non-ordained person
to hold the post. With his background
as president of Trinity Christian College
and professor and dean at Calvin College,
Timmermans seems suited to the CRC’s
new challenges. Those include issues of
academic freedom at Calvin and editorial
freedom at The Banner, both of which came
under heavy debate centering on interpreta-
tions of the Genesis creation story.
For now, delegates handled those and

other issues with their usual mix of bibli-
cal diligence, humor and grace. As always,
the CRCworks it out to keep the family
together, as does the RCA. Now, they do so
as closer cousins, sent forth from the land of
windmills andministry yogurt.

A communion table is pictured in the foreground at the start of a worship service after a joint session for the Reformed Church of America
and the Christian Reformed Church in North America at Calvin College in 2011. The two denominations met in a joint session last week
in Pella, Iowa. (MLive.com files)

CRC, RCA synods grow closer

By Dr. Aly Mageed

The first verses of the Quran
were revealed to Prophet
Muhammad (peace be upon

him) during the lunar month
of Ramadan, indicating the sig-
nificance of this holy month for
Muslims worldwide. Ramadan
offers Muslims special opportu-
nities to strengthen our spiritual-
ity, remember those who have
less, build self-confidence and
discipline, increase time for criti-
cal self-reflection and restore
devotion to God and our com-
munities. Voluntarily abstaining
from lawful activities such as
eating and drinking from dawn
until dusk— especially during
the long summer days of this
year’s Ramadan, in which we’ll
be fasting from about 4 a.m. until
9:30 p.m. — requires consider-
able internal strength and self-

restraint. This kind of “spiritual
boot camp” serves to instill in us
the stamina, patience and for-
titude necessary to go through
life’s difficult obstacles and also
refrain from activities Muslims
consider unlawful, such as lying,
stealing, back-stabbing, drinking
alcohol, engaging in premarital
sex, eating pork, etc.
The prophet said that if

humanity were to truly under-
stand the magnitude of the bless-
ings of Ramadan, we would wish
the month lasted all year long.
During this month, the rewards
of good deeds are multiplied,
andmisdeeds can especially be
forgiven through sincere fasting
and repentance, while the devil is
said to be chained, and the gates
of Paradise and forgiveness are
widely opened.
Secluded reflection is a

forgotten act of worship that

is frequently
underempha-
sized and is
a meaningful
component of
fasting. When
we get absorbed
into cyclical
daily routines,

we tend to lose focus on our long-
term objectives and diminish
our sense of purpose. Extra time
to contemplate and re-evaluate
one’s actions can be essential
to preventing regrets, when
the days, months and years go
by and one finds that his or her
ambitions and truly valuable
divine-to-human and human-to-
human connections were lost in
the repetition of daily matters.
What these benefits signify is

a larger lesson our faith teaches
us: Certain obligations mandated
by the divine might initially seem

burdensome, but they are in
reality pure acts of mercy that
are well designed and chosen in
order to help us restore our com-
pass and direction.
For my family andme,

Ramadan provides us with an
opportunity to come closer
together and enjoy each other’s
company. Breaking the day’s fast
(Iftar) is typically done as a fam-
ily and usually is accompanied
with thoughtful discussions.
We also wake up early before
dawn to have another meal
and perform the dawn prayer
together. In addition, we frequent
the mosquemore. American
mosques have re-established the
unique role the early mosques of
Islam once had in acting as reli-
gious and social institutions. We
offer sunset prayers, then have
a communal dinner with about
200 other community members,

followed by the prescribed night
prayer and a special, late-night
prayer called Taraweeh. The
change of pace, direction and
lifestyle that Ramadan brings is
an excellent opportunity to start
life anew.We ultimately hope it
reflects in broader community
action with common goals of self-
improvement and cooperation.
To that end, we would welcome
broader community participa-
tion in visits and Iftar. If inter-
ested, email the masjid (mosque)
at info@grmasjid.com.

Dr. Aly Mageed is director of
the Pediatric Blood and Bone
Marrow Transplant Program at
Helen DeVos Children’s Hospital
and is an active member of the
Congregations Council at Grand
Valley State University. He
welcomes feedback. Email him
at interfaith@gvsu.edu.
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Giving increases,
but not for
churches

A new report finds chari-
table giving to social service
and church groups, which
tends to depend onmiddle
class donors, is flat, while insti-
tutions like universities, hospi-
tals and the arts are swimming
in cash from their usually
wealthy benefactors.
The Giving USA report said

Americans gave more than
$335 billion to charity in 2013,
up 3 percent from 2012 after
adjusting for inflation.
Religious organizations

receivedmore donations than
any other sector in 2013, with
$105 billion in gifts. But Giving
USA said the 31 percent share
for church groups was their
lowest portion of total giving
in four decades. Adjusted for
inflation, giving to religious
groups declined by 1.6 percent
last year.
The research firm Empty

Tomb, which tracks religious
giving trends, said church
members are giving less of
their income to their churches
than they used to.
But Giving USA boardmem-

ber Rick Dunham said much
of the giving to social service
groups and Christian schools
also arises from religious
motives.

SALT LAKE CITY

Mormon church agency
leaves adoption business
The social services arm of

The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints said it will
no longer operate a full-service
Mormon adoption agency, but
will shift resources toward
adoption-related counseling.
Officials with LDS Family

Services said the change will
provide would-be parents with
more opportunities to adopt.
DavidMcConkie, who

manages the organization’s
services for children, said the
traditional adoption agency
model wasn’t working for
LDS Family Services. He said
fewer women are putting their
children up for adoption these
days, likely because the stigma
of being an unwedmother has
subsided.
Family Services has been

placing 200 to 300 children
per year, down from a peak of
665 in 2002.
Officials tell KSL the deci-

sion isn’t driven by pressure to
facilitate adoptions for same-
sex couples.
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