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By Nicole Winfield and Krista Larson
The Associated Press

Pope Francis made a historic visit to the
last remainingMuslim neighborhood in
Central African Republic’s capital this week,
a move that almost immediately opened a
part of the divided city troubled for months
by retaliatory violence betweenMuslim and
Christian militias.
Moments after he left, hundreds of

Muslims who had essentially been bar-
ricaded inside by armed Christians burst
into what had been a no-man’s land only a
day earlier. Some jubilant residents even
followed the pope into the city center shout-
ing, “The war is over!” — a hopeful sign for
potential reunification.
The bold visit by the pope, who traveled

into the most volatile part of Bangui in his
open-air popemobile, underscored his mes-
sage of faith over fear. He was not without
heavy security, though, including armed
peacekeepers in the central mosque’s mina-
rets high above the crowds.
Francis had insisted on visiting the PK5

neighborhood to appeal for peace in a coun-
try where two years of Christian-Muslim
violence has forced nearly 1 million people
to flee their homes, including thousands liv-
ing in a camp at the airport, amid wrecked
planes. The neighborhood’s once vibrant
markets are now largely shuttered and
many of theMuslim-owned businesses
stand in ruins.
At the Central Mosque, Pope Francis

removed his shoes, bowed his head and
stood silently at the mihrab, or area of the
mosque that faces Mecca.
About 200men seated inside the mosque

welcomed Francis, who sat on a sofa next to
the imam. In comments, Francis said that
Muslims and Christians are brothers and
must treat each other as such.
“Christians andMuslims andmembers

of traditional religions have lived peacefully
for many years,” the pontiff said. “Together,
we say ‘no’ to hatred, to vengeance and vio-
lence, especially that committed in the name
of a religion or God.”
Themosque’s chief imam, Tidiani Moussa

Naibi, thanked Francis for his visit, calling it
“a symbol which we all understand.”
He urged the international community

not to write the country off as doomed to a
cycle of violence, saying the current conflict
was amoment in time— “a painful moment,
a regrettable moment, but just a moment.”
The imam later joined Francis on the

popemobile as it toured the area. Speaking
to reporters aboard the papal plane en route
home, Francis recalled that shared ride,
saying that “these small gestures” of friend-
ship and fellowship between Christians and
Muslims were crucial.
The pope’s visit to themosquewas thehigh-

light of a five-day, three-nationAfrican tour
that included stops inKenya andUganda.
Central African Republic descended into

conflict in 2013 whenMuslim rebels over-
threw the Christian president. That ushered

in a brutal reign. When the rebel leader left
power the following year, a swift and horrif-
ic backlash against Muslim civilians ensued.
Mobs attackedMuslims in the streets,

even decapitating and dismembering them
and setting their corpses ablaze. Tens of
thousands of Muslims fled to neighboring
Chad and Cameroon. Today, the capital
that once had 122,000Muslims has only
around 15,000, according to New York-based
Human RightsWatch.
Before the fighting drove awaymany

Muslims, Central African Republic was
37 percent Catholic and about 15 per-
cent Muslim, with traditional faiths and
Protestants making up the rest, according to
Vatican figures.
While the two opposingmilitias are iden-

tified by their religious affiliations, Muslim
and Catholic leaders disavow the perpetra-
tors of violence.
The conflict did not begin over religious

ideology but rather in a bid for political
power. Muslim rebel groups united in a bid
to oust the president, who they accused of
failing to follow through on promises and
neglecting their part of the country.
A grouping of Christian militias, known

as the anti-Balaka, then arose after the
Muslim rebels took power and committed
atrocities against Christians. As the conflict
surged, the Christianmilitias began target-
ing symbols of Islam, destroyingmosques
and attacking civilians who wore traditional
Islamic clothing.

Pope Francis celebrates Mass in the Barthelemy Boganda Stadium, in Bangui, Central African Republic, Monday. The stop was part of a
five-day, three-nation tour of Africa. (L’Osservatore Romano/pool photo via AP)

Practicing faithover fear

By Douglas Kindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute,
GVSU

Last week, the nation cel-
ebrated Thanksgiving, and in
Grand Rapids, 24 organiza-

tions came together for the 16th
annual Interfaith Thanksgiving
Celebration.
It was a wonderful contrast to

divisiveness and hatred so preva-
lent in the news these days.
This year’s theme, “Unity

through Diversity,” began with a
welcome in five languages. Then
came songs led by adults and
children of the Baha’i commu-
nity, including the stanza:
Ye are drops of one ocean,
Ye are leaves of one tree,
Come and join us,
In our quest for unity
It’s a way of life for you andme.
Musical selections included

the Jewish community choir
singing “Modim Anachnu Lach”
(We Give Thanks), a children’s
choir from the Grand Rapids

Buddhist Temple and Zen Center,
and the congregation’s antipho-
nal singing of Psalm 111 led by
sisters from the Dominican

Community.
Passages

were read from
the Christian
Scripture extol-
ling the theme
of love, “Let us
love one another
because love is
fromGod.”

(I John 4:7). Imams from two of
the area’s Islamic centers shared
passages from the Quran includ-
ing a recitation whose transla-
tion reads:
Omankind, indeedWe have

created you frommale and
female andmade you peoples and
tribes that youmay know one
another. Indeed, the most noble
of you in the sight of God is the
most righteous of you. Indeed,
God is all knowing and all aware.
(Surah 49)

The filled-to-capacity Trinity
UnitedMethodist Church also
experiencedmusic and dance
from the Christian youth pro-
gram at CamelotWoods, as well
as sacred dance from theWest
Michigan Hindu Temple.
A secular humanist father and

his daughter shared their mov-
ing story of interfaith thankful-
ness to the various communities
who cared for them as they faced
her battle with cancer.
This packed Thanksgiving cel-

ebration program also included
a keynote from Joe Jones, presi-
dent of the Grand Rapids Urban
League.
His talk, “Be Perfectly

Yourself,” was based on a quote
from the Trappist monk Thomas
Merton: “The beginning of love
is the will to let those we love be
perfectly themselves, the resolu-
tion not to twist them to fit our
own image. If in loving themwe
do not love what they are, but
only their potential likeness to

ourselves, then we do not love
them: we only love the reflection
of ourselves we find in them.”
Bringing unity requires

embracing diversity and seeing it
as a strength in our community.
In the words of Joe Jones:

“Nomatter howmuch our lives
might leave us fully immersed in
sameness (gender, race, religion,
geographic region, class, politi-
cal beliefs, etc.), wemust take
the opportunity to know folks
who are fully different from us
enough that we can love them,
advocate for them, and see them
as our other selves.”
Jones challenged each of us

to value diversity, work at it and
not be afraid of getting out of our
comfort zone.
Referring to his upbringing in

Detroit, he noted:
“I lived in a pretty homoge-

neous box as a youth. It wasn’t as
if I grew up in this melting pot,
surrounded by people of differ-
ent cultures and faiths. And so, I

can honestly say that if it wasn’t
for my desire to live in a more
diverse community, if the inten-
tionality wasn’t there, if I wasn’t
deliberate about it, I’m certain
I could talk myself into finding
great joy living in my comfort
zone. But, I refuse to take the
easy way out. I refuse to reside in
my comfort zone, and I want to
encourage you to keep doing the
same.Wouldn’t you agree that
this is some hard work?”
This year’s event brought

over 400 people together to give
thanks for the diversity in our
own community, and to accept
the challenge to respect those
whomay not look like us or wor-
ship as wemight.
Doing somakes us a stronger

and healthier community.
Let’s make this a yearlong

project, andmeet next year to
again celebrate an interfaith
Thanksgiving bringing unity
through diversity.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu

An interfaith Thanksgiving celebration: Unity through diversity
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BANGUI, CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC

WASHINGTON

Advocacy group says
anti-Muslim incidents
highest since 9/11
AMuslim civil rights and

advocacy group says the
number of hostilities and hate
crimes against Muslims in the
U.S. in the wake of the Paris
terrorist attacks have risen
to the level following the 9/11
attacks.
Recent incidents against

Muslims are said to include
shootings, vandalism and
threats against mosques,
assaults and harassment,
including against women sin-
gled out because of religious
attire.
Washington-based CAIR,

Council on American Islamic
Relations, said the incidents
are also being fanned by public
figures including presidential
candidates Donald Trump
and Ben Carson. CAIR spokes-
man IbrahimHooper says
he doesn’t understand what
they hope to gain by “stoking
Islamaphobia.”

INDIANAPOLIS

Two charged in pastor’s
wife killing in court
The twomen charged

in the shooting death of an
Indianapolis pastor’s pregnant
wife have appeared in court.
AMarion County judge

entered not guilty pleas for
18-year-old Larry Taylor Jr.
and 21-year-old JalenWatson
during a brief court hearing.
They’re accused of breaking

into the home of 28-year-old
Amanda Blackburn on Nov.
10 shortly after her husband,
Pastor Davey Blackburn, had
left for the gym for an early
morning workout.
She was shot three times,

including once in the head.
Amanda and Davey

Blackburnmoved to
Indianapolis from South
Carolina in 2012 to found the
independent Resonate Church.

IRVING, TEXAS

Family of teen seeks
$15M in clock incident
Attorneys for the 14-year-

old Muslim boy arrested after
taking a homemade clock to
his Dallas-area school say he
was publicly mistreated and
deserves $15 million.
A law firm representing

AhmedMohamed sent let-
ters Monday demanding $10
million from the city of Irving
and $5million from the Irving
Independent School District.
The teen took his clock to

school in September, and an
educator thought it could be a
bomb.
He was arrested but never

charged. He was also suspend-
ed from school.
—The Associated Press
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