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By Julie Zauzmer
The Washington Post

E
very time he sees a plane descend-
ing, the Rev. Nace Lanier starts to
pray.
He believes in spiritual warfare:

that there is evil out there and that
prayer can ward it off. So each

day, as Lanier watches through the floor-
to-ceiling windows of Ronald Reagan
National Airport in Arlington, Virginia, he
beseeches God to protect the plane until
he sees it touch the ground.
The airport’s senior chaplain has faith

that prayer is essential to safe travels. The
wooden cross he grips as he says those
prayers is his constant reminder of how
that faith has been sorely tested.
Lanier carries the cross everywhere—

wedged between his fingers as he paces
the airport looking for travelers in need
of pastoral guidance, passed from hand
to hand as he chats with a seeker at the
airport chapel, held tightly in his palm as
he pulls up a photo on his iPhone. There’s
the cross again, in the photo. Between the
thin fingers of Lanier’s 10-year-old son
Josiah, three weeks ago, as Josiah took his
last breath.
Brain cancer killed his smart, friendly

10-year-old. And now, Lanier is left with
his faith. And that cross.
“It’s a gift,” he said— a gift to have the

special “clinging cross” that wasmeant
for Josiah to hold onto while he fought
cancer, and a gift to have the chaplaincy at
the airport now. “Having God provide the
chapel — in the midst of going through
this trial and caring for my son, it’s a privi-
lege and an honor, sitting in the chapel.
You hear the stories. God uses this space
and these prayers.”
Lanier, 42, ministers to an unusual

flock— airport employees, anxious flyers
who come into the airport chapel to pray
before going through security, observant
Jews andMuslims who use the chapel
for their daily prayers, anyone anywhere
in the airport who looks a little lost. And

it is this ministry that has sustained him
through his son’s illness and recent death.
A former pastor in Mississippi and at

Burke Community Church, a nondenomi-
national evangelical church in Northern
Virginia, Lanier took the airport position
10months ago, shortly after that day
his son couldn’t keep his balance on his
bicycle, and then a doctor was crying as
he told the boy’s parents that Josiah had a
brain tumor.
The airport job had flexible hours that

let him be at his son’s medical appoint-
ments. And his own suffering has allowed
him, he said, to connect quickly with these
strangers swirling through this point of
departure who tell him about their trials.
“When people hurt, I know hurt,” he

said. “From that pain, I can surely listen
better and care deeper.”
More than half of the nation’s busiest

airports have chapels, where such scenes
of interfaith prayer in one tiny, quiet room
are common.
“We’re a very transient culture. People

are coming and going, moving all the
time,” Lanier said.
Sometimes, you need to get your reli-

gion on the go.
“Wemay only know each other for five

minutes— I want those connections to
count.”

AQUIETSPACE
The chapel at Reagan Airport is behind

the Dunkin’ Donuts near the TSA line in
Terminal B. On a recent visit, harried fly-
ers are grumbling about long wait times
to get through security.
A woman is barking on her cellphone,

“I’m telling you—we need to think about
our overall sales strategy.”
But inside the chapel it is silent.
The room contains Bibles in English

and Spanish, Korans, pamphlets that
address crises such as illness and divorce,
and a photocopied Hebrew prayer to God
specifically for airplane travel: “May You
bring forth from your storehouses a pro-

pitious wind to carry our plane, andmay
you sustain and preserve those who fly it.”
Amanda Vallejo walks in and picks up a

devotional booklet. She is traveling from
her home in District Heights, Maryland,
to Stockholm, where she will visit friends,
and then to Barcelona, where she will
make a pilgrimage to the Sagrada Familia
church. But the first holy stop for the
52-year-old is here, in Terminal B, where
she recited the prayers Our Father and
Hail Mary.
“It’s really, really necessary, I think. You

never know,” Vallejo said. “A trip is a situ-
ation in your life. You are at risk.”
After about 10 minutes inside, she

leaves. Yoideth Arroyo is the next to enter
the quiet space.
Arroyo has worked at the airport on

and off since 2007, but today is the first
time the Hudson News employee has
entered the chapel.
“Every time I go by it, I’m tempted to

go in. Something told me to go today,” she
said.
She opened a Bible and read a few pas-

sages. Shemight return in the next few
days, andmight try to talk to the chaplain
— she has a doctor’s appointment next
week that’s on her mind.
Shafiq Choudhary walks in. He takes off

his shoes, then takes a prayer rug from a
pile in the corner of the room and spreads
it out facing east, following the compass
embedded in the chapel’s wooden floor.
Silently, he stands and bows, stands and
bows— theMuslimmidday prayers.

DONORSPAYHISSALARY
Lanier—whose salary is paid mostly

by outside donors, and who is assisted by
five part-time and volunteer chaplains at
National — does not confine himself to the
chapel. On his daily circuit around the air-
port, he is a walking whirlwind of prayers.
He spots a line of giggling teenage girls

stroll down the hallway together, and
Lanier prays they might find excitement
and education on their journey.
Like his Josiah.
He was a bundle of energy, always

outdoors on his skateboard or playing
basketball. A bright and conscientious
student, Josiah was willing to help his
classmates and his 6-year-old brother, and
advanced enough to teach his 12-year-old
sister math.
Anyone in the terminal who looks per-

plexed, Lanier strides up to them, airport
employee badge around his neck and
cross in hand. He offers directions, infor-
mation, a listening ear.
Most of the time, those conversations

never touch on religion. He’s not there to
proselytize.
“My God is bigger than denomination,

religion. He is present.”
Above all, wherever he goes— near the

security line, near the taxi line, near the
windows looking out on the runway and
just about anywhere else— he prays for
safety.
It adds, he said, to the “ethos” of the air-

port. Even if passengers don’t know he’s
there, he hopes he helps the airport feel
more like a safe place.
Hemoves the cross from hand to hand.
“I know a lot of people on those planes,

they’re praying until they touch the
ground.”

By Douglas Kindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute,
GVSU

Last week, we discussed the
increased polarization of the
political world and intro-

duced what might well be the
most conflicted
topic in the inter-
faith world: the
Israel-Palestine
conflict.
While the

Kaufman
Interfaith
Institute has
tried to avoid
the political controversies in
our dialogue series, we have
been inspired by the Hauenstein
Center’s project in this arena.
Leaders of the GVSU program

have led the way in seeking to
bring the opposing views in the
political realm together to seek
common ground. They will join
us at an upcoming event, where
we will look at the question,
“CanWe Find Common Ground
Between Israel and Palestine?”
This has been a passion for

Abdullah Antepli, the first imam
at Duke University and now the
chief representative for Muslim
affairs at that university.
Born in southeast Turkey, not

far from the Syrian border, he
describes his upbringing “in a
very national, chauvinist, secular
homewhich was very, very anti-
Semitic. … I really believed for
a number of years that Jews as
people and Judaism as a religion
were irredeemably evil.”
In a desire to learnmore about

theMuslim faith, he entered an
imam training program, where
he studied the Quran and the
life of Muhammad. Themore
he studied, the more he became
aware that the basic message of
Islam is not hatred but compas-
sion andmercy.
He spent eight years living that

out while working for aMuslim
humanitarian relief organization,
setting up schools and orphan-
ages in Southeast Asia. In the
process, he realized his anti-
Semitismwas a “self-destructive,
toxic poison,” which was freezing
the willpower to do what is good

and constructive.
The next phase in his develop-

ment came when hemoved to
the U.S. at age 30 to study to be
an Islamic chaplain and received
his master’s degree in Islamic
Studies at Hartford Seminary in
Connecticut.

TRIP TOTURKEY, ISRAEL
While serving as aMuslim

chaplain atWesleyan University
he became friends with the
Jewish chaplain Rabbi David
Leipziger. Together, they led a
group of 17 Jewish andMuslim
students on a trip to Turkey and
Israel.
For the AmericanMuslims on

the trip, Turkey was a revelation,
introducing them to the rich his-
tory of Islam.
For the Jewish students, who,

following 9/11, had seenMuslims
only as terrorists, now saw
Muslims are not people who are
wired to hate.
One student said, “the Turkey

trip really challenged what they’d
heard about Islam.”
The Israel portion of the trip

was, however, not successful.
Discussion between Israelis and
Palestinians turned into shouting
matches.
But Abdullah did not give up

his efforts.
“If anything, it madememore

determined to make a differ-
ence. I already feel this calling
fromGod: I am going to spend a
significant part of my energy in
improving Jewish-Muslim rela-
tions ... globally, but especially in
the United States.”
This commitment led many

years later to the establish-
ment of theMuslim Leadership
Initiative in cooperation with
the ShalomHartman Institute in
Jerusalem.
For Abdullah, “what often

defines Jewish-Muslim relations
is lack of knowledge and lack of
trust, mainly, because of the toxic
impact of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, which polarizes us and
creates a zero-sum game.”
He still has not given up, how-

ever, andmore of his story can
be found at goo.gl/8B44Dd.
TheMuslim Leadership

Initiative has become contro-
versial in some segments of the
AmericanMuslim community
and has been seen as divisive by
some at a time when, unfortu-
nately, Islamophobia is on the
rise. For more on the history
of the controversy, see
goo.gl/cAhFvP.

UPCOMINGEVENT
Abdullah Antepli and Donniel

Hartman, president of the
ShalomHartman Institute, will
be in Grand Rapids to engage
this Jewish-Muslim effort to
seek understanding on this most
volatile issue. Together with the
Hauenstein Center at GVSU,
we will explore “CanWe Find
Common Ground Between Israel
and Palestine?” Join us at 7 p.m.
Sept. 8 in Loosemore Auditorium
on the GVSU Grand Rapids cam-
pus. Seating is limited, so reser-
vations are required.
Further information and

registration is available at
interfaithunderstanding.org
—Contact: interfaith@gvsu.

edu

‘When people hurt, I know hurt’

Seeking Jewish-Muslimunderstanding on a polarizing issue
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The Rev. Nace
Lanier poses
for a portrait
in his office
in Arlington,
Virginia. Lanier is
chaplain at the
Ronald Reagan
Washington
National Airport,
where the chapel
is open to all
religious back-
grounds. “My
God is bigger
than denomina-
tion, religion,”
Lanier says.
(Christian K. Lee/
The Washington Post)

When he’s not in the chapel, the Rev. Nace Lanier makes a daily circuit around Ronald
Reagan Washington National Airport in Virginia, where he is the chaplain. (Submitted photo)

Airport chaplain, mourning his 10-year-old son, wants ‘connections to count’

Kindschi


