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LAKE FOREST, CALIF.

Pastor acts
onmental health
in son’s death
A year after his son’s sui-

cide, pastor RickWarren is
taking on a newmental health
ministry inspired by his per-
sonal tragedy.
Warren, founder of

Saddleback Church and
a best-selling author, will

teamwith
the Roman
Catholic
Diocese of
Orange,
Calif., and
the National
Alliance
onMental
Illness to host
a daylong

event onMarch 28.
The Gathering onMental

Health and the Church grew
out of private conversations
Warren had with the local
Catholic bishop, Bishop Kevin
Vann, after his son’s death and
his ownwritings in his jour-
nal as he processed his grief.
MatthewWarren, who was 27,
committed suicide last April
after struggling with severe
depression and suicidal
thoughts for years.
After Matthew’s suicide,

more than 10,000 people
wrote toWarren and his wife,
Kay, to share their struggles
with mental illness. Warren
said the conference will
address a range of mental
health issues, from bipolar
disorder to suicide andmore.

ST. LOUIS

Catholic health

system’s growth

raises questions
The rapid growth of a St.

Louis-based Catholic health
care system that is branching
out into for-profit ventures
is raising questions about its
charitable status.
Ascension Health was

created 15 years ago with
the merger of the St. Louis-
based Daughters of Charity
National Health System and
theMichigan-based Sisters
of St. Joseph Health System.
It since has grown into the
nation’s third-largest health
care system by buying dozens
of nonprofit hospitals and
for-profit ventures.
The company reported

$17 billion in revenue in the
2013 fiscal year but didn’t
pay corporate income taxes
on its nonprofit operations.
Financial statements show
Ascension has $30 billion in
assets.
One expert on tax-exempt

organizations—University
of Illinois law professor John
Colombo— said other corpo-
rations such asMicrosoft also
do charitable work, but pay
taxes.

D
uring Jason Collins’ first game as the
NBA’s first openly gay player, he was
knocked to the ground attempting a
rebound. Three of his Brooklyn Nets
teammates immediately came over and
helped pull him off the floor.

In one sense, it was a typical teammoment of
players aiding a fellowwarrior. But in this case,
it was impossible not to see the players’ eager-
ness to show their support for Collins, and that
all the publicity about his sexual orientation was
not going to be an issue for them. Their extended
hands symbolically said, “You’re one of us.”
Nets players were clear about that in post-game

interviews reported by The New York Times. Said
point guard DeronWilliams, “It just wasn’t a big
deal. It was a basketball player coming to a team
that can help us win.”
Added All-Star teammate Paul Pierce, “In the

society we live in, this was going to happen even-
tually. This is the normal.”

ACCEPTANCE IS INCREASING
Yes, it now is normal for gays to be open about

their sexuality, though not yet for pro athletes
such as Collins. His no-big-deal acceptance by
his team is another signal the tide has turned for
acceptance of gays by society at large.
Fans have rallied to Collins’ support since the

Nets signed the 35-year-old backup player to a
10-day contract. His signing was compared to
Jackie Robinson’s breaking of baseball’s color
barrier in 1947, although there are doubtless
other gay players who have not come out.

EVENTFULWEEK
But Collins’ debut was part of an eventful week

for gay rights. Arizona Gov. Jan Brewer on Feb. 26
vetoed a bill that would have allowed businesses
to refuse their services to gays on religious
grounds. That same day, a federal judge ruled
Texas’ ban on same-sex marriage is unconstitu-
tional, following similar rulings in Utah, Virginia
and Oklahoma.
We are waiting to see whether Michigan’s ban

will join that list, as a trial challenging that law
proceeds in federal court. Nurses Jayne Rowse

and April DeBoer want to marry and jointly adopt
their three children. Meanwhile, a new poll by
Michigan State University finds 54 percent of
state residents favor the rights of gays and lesbi-
ans to marry— amajor attitude shift from 2004,
when voters constitutionally confined that right
to oneman and one woman.
A lot has changed in 10 years. Indeed it has

in the past year since the U.S. Supreme Court
struck down the Defense of Marriage Act and
authorized federal benefits for same-sex married
couples. Four states have legislatively or judicially
approved gaymarriage since then, bringing the
total to 17 andWashington, D.C.
That still leaves a majority of states where mar-

riage is opposite-sex only. Still, the trend is clearly
toward allowing gaymarriage. According to Pew
Research, a slimmajority of Americans support
it but 72 percent say it is “inevitable,” including
71 percent of Protestants and Catholics.
Throw in an openly gay NBA player— and

Ellen DeGeneres actually making the Academy
Awards fun by hosting it for the second time
— and we can safely say the tide has turned in
American culture.

WAKE-UPCALL
So what are religious communities who oppose

gay marriage supposed to do with this? Drop all
the scriptures they say prohibit it? Ride their
boats over the changing sea and pitch their
paddles?

I would start with a humble suggestion: Wake
up and smell the sea salt. It is just a matter of time
before gay marriage is legal nationwide. Just ask
anyone under 30, whose response is likely to be,
“Why are you still talking about this?”
Sincere as objectors’ religious beliefs are,

maybe it’s time to direct them towardmore
productive purposes.

WHATTODOWITHRELIGIOUSOBJECTIONS?
Even somewho oppose gay marriage say it

no longer is effective to fight it. Better to work
with legislators to exempt religious organiza-
tions from participating, legal scholars recently
told Christianity Today. They point out the U.S.
Constitution already protects clergy— a right
that needs to be protected as this moves forward.
Want a minister to bless your wedding? There

are plenty out there who will if this one won’t.
But what about the photographer who won’t

shoot your wedding pictures on religious
grounds? Surely that is her right of religious free-
dom. Not really, the NewMexico Supreme Court
ruled last year. It found a photographer’s refusal
to shoot a gay wedding was just as discriminatory
as a restaurant that would only serve entrees to
male customers.
Gov. Brewer made the right move in vetoing the

proposed law allowing businesses not to serve
gays on religious grounds. That’s not such a far
cry from restaurants refusing to serve blacks
back in the day. Some of them had religious objec-
tions, too.
On the other hand, do you really need to sue a

photographer who won’t take your wedding pic-
tures? There likely are other photographers who
would gladly do so— and do a better job than one
forced into it.
In my view, the gay marriage debate is all over

but the shouting. Still, there’s a lot of shouting
left to be done. Many people always will oppose
it based on sincerely held religious beliefs.
Increasing numbers favor it, many of them also
based on their sincerely held religious beliefs.
Those two sides might never agree, but they

can respect each other. We’re all on the same
team, after all, or should be.

Gaymarriage debate should be over

Note: This column is part
of an ongoing effort to build
interfaith understanding in
Michigan. It is coordinated
by Douglas Kindschi, direc-
tor of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute at Grand Valley State
University.

By Sheldon J. Kopperl

The idea of participating in
the 2012 Year of Interfaith
Understanding intrigued

me for a variety of reasons. I
had much to learn from the
Grand Rapids Christian com-
munity in its diverse forms
as well as from the increas-
ingly large Muslim, Hindu
and Buddhist populations.
As a lay educator at Temple
Emanuel in GR and a faculty

member of
the Religious
Studies
Program
at GVSU, I
had lots of
questions
for people of
other faith
traditions.

From Christians, I wanted a
model of the Holy Trinity that
I as a strict monotheist could
explain to my 10th-grade reli-
gious school students. I also
wondered what role Scripture
plays in the daily lives of
Christians who are not bibli-
cal scholars or particularly
evangelical in their relation-
ships with non-Christians.
FromMuslims, I was eager

to discuss the similarities

between our two faiths and
howmost religiousMuslims
study the Quran.
I also was curious about

how the Hindu and Buddhist
scriptures played a role in the
daily lives of practitioners of
these Eastern faiths.
As a Jew, I was eager to

discuss our traditions with
my interfaith partners. With
a deep interest in authorita-
tive Jewish texts from the
Tanakh (Hebrew Bible) to
the Rabbinic interpretations
found in the Talmuds and
Midrashim (post-biblical
interpretations of the Bible),
I wished to share my love of
texts and to compare the writ-
ings of Christianity and Islam.
Many of the activities

in which I participated

allowedmembers of differ-
ent religions to share text
interpretations in informal
settings. Themost significant
for me was Table Talk, the
monthly dinners sponsored
by the Dominican Sisters of
Marywood. Speakers of four
faiths briefly exchanged views
on a certain common theme
that changed each time, fol-
lowed by informal discussion
among attendees represent-
ing different faith traditions. I
learned a lot about the differ-
ent religions and was able to
share some of my traditions
with others as a speaker and
participant.
Another interesting exer-

cise in self-awareness as well
as awareness of other faiths
was Scriptural Reasoning,

where participants presented
texts from their traditions
and indicated what that text
meant to them as a wor-
shipper who holds that text
sacred. For those of us in the
academic environment, it
was surprisingly difficult to
express feelings we have for
the text, rather than what we
can learn in an intellectual
way from the text.

CHANGINGATTITUDES
My personal reaction

to the Year of Interfaith
Understanding was elation
that Grand Rapids and the
largerWest Michigan com-
munity had changed consid-
erably since my wife and I
arrived here in 1970. Pride in
religious diversity is actively,

if not yet completely, replac-
ing Roman Catholic and
Calvinist hegemony in reli-
gious discussions and events.
I became an outspoken and
sought-after teacher of the
Jewish tradition to people of
other faiths. Fellow Jews who
sought dialogue opportuni-
ties enjoyed and learned from
their participation as much as
I did. By the end of 2012, the
Jewish community could and
can now feel like a real part-
ner inWest Michigan.

Sheldon J. Kopperl is pro-
fessor of religious studies at
Grand Valley State University
and treasurer of the Interfaith
Dialogue Association of Grand
Rapids. Email him at
interfaith@gvsu.edu.
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Ç GO ONLINE
Visit MLive.com columnist Charles Honey’s blog
at soulmailing.com.

In this file photo,
NBA basketball
veteran Jason
Collins, left, poses
for a photo with
television
journalist George
Stephanopoulos
before an interview
last year. Collins,
who came out
as gay last April,
recently played his
first game as the
NBA’s first openly
gay player. (Submitted
by ABC)
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