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By Fred Stella
President of Interfaith Dialogue
Association, a program of the
Kaufman Interfaith Institute

I t’s been interesting. So many
people with whom I shared
the news that I was invited

to participate in the 10th annual
Religion and Foreign Policy
Workshop —
sponsored by
the Council
on Foreign
Relations —
didn’t seem to
recall what CFR
is.

Yes, you have
heard of them. If
you get your news from most any
source, you’ve read or listened
to one of their representatives
chime in on one important inter-
national situation or the other.

Some think tanks like CFR
seem to get more ink because of
their ideological ties, but CFR

maintains a pretty fair balance.
It is dedicated to being a prime
resource on issues of foreign
policy for lawmakers, schools,
the press, religious leaders and
those with inquiring minds.

It’s important to note that an
organization such as this would
have a workshop/conference
encompassing religion’s role in
world affairs. It indicates “we”
have arrived — the “we” being
those of us who have proclaimed
loudly that interfaith education
matters. There is really no down-
side to learning about how other
cultures and religions affect our
relationships on the world stage.

I know it’s pipe dreaming, but
if this were, say, the 20th annual
workshop as opposed to the 10th,
would we have blundered into
Iraq? Would the voices then have
been loud enough to shout down
the propaganda that Hussein and
Bin Laden were in league togeth-
er, because too many policy

advisers would have known such
an alliance was virtually impos-
sible? It seems most of America
had no clue about the balance of
power between Shia and Sunni
in that region.

It was a privilege to join such
an august gathering of academ-
ics, policy wonks, clergy and
(non-governmental organization)
NGO leaders. Along with par-
ticipants’ varied vocations, the
makeup of the participants also
was diverse in terms of religion,
gender, ethnicity and race. What
also was impressive is the man-
ner in which we saw much dis-
agreement cushioned by a sense
of collegiality not often observed
in the public square.

ISSUESAFFECTINGU.S.
This year’s event concentrated

on four issues affecting the
United States: religion, diploma-
cy and global affairs, which dealt
mainly with Islamism; faith,

justice and the global migration/
refugee crisis; the democratiza-
tion in sub-Saharan Africa; and
religious and cultural dynamics
in campaign 2016.

Each was quite stimulating.
Here’s the thing — when you

attend an event like this, espe-
cially as a guest of the organiza-
tion, you feel a bit of pressure
to contribute and have some
impact. I’ll admit I was a bit
concerned about how I might do
that, considering my impressive
fellow participants.

Well, I did enter into discus-
sions in both the panel presenta-
tions and breakout sessions. But
there was one instance when
I was able to share something
quite concrete that others could
take back home.

In the conversation about the
refugee crisis, there was a gen-
eral sense of frustration about
apathy in cities nationwide about
this issue. No one really had any

ideas about how to create more
of a sense of compassion for
the thousands who are in the
midst of great suffering. It was
then that I was inspired to share
the fact that, in Grand Rapids,
we were able to have 2012 pro-
claimed as the Year of Interfaith
Understanding, then followed
that with 2015 as the Year of
Interfaith Service.

It is my firm conviction that
those efforts led to a sense of
solidarity among so many in the
faith community that this past
March we saw more than 400
members of congregations of all
stripes turn out to discuss how
Grand Rapids could become a
more welcoming community.

This is a great lesson in being
proactive in developing allies in
the greater faith community. I
was pleased to share it with my
colleagues from across the coun-
try that day.
—Contact: interfaith@gvsu.edu

By Travis Loller
The Associated Press

T
he Southern Baptist
Convention last week
urged Christians to
stop displaying the
Confederate battle flag,
recognizing that it is per-

ceived by many as a “symbol of
hatred, bigotry and racism” that
offends millions of people.

The resolution, originally presented
by African-American Pastor Dwight
McKissic, had stirred debate and led to at
least one call to withdraw it. The version
presented to thousands of delegates to the
denomination’s annual meeting in
St. Louis was less strongly worded.

Despite some opposition from delegates
who thought even the more conciliatory
version was divisive and political, del-
egates voted by a wide margin June 14 to
strengthen the language. They removed a
sentence saying the flag serves for some
as a memorial to loved ones who died in
the Civil War and not as a racist symbol.

They also changed the call for
Christians to “consider prayerfully
whether to limit, or even more so, dis-
continue” the flag’s display. The final ver-
sion approved by delegates simply asks
Christians to discontinue its use.

FLOYD: RACISM ‘IS FROMSATAN’
The vote followed an earlier address

by convention President Ronnie Floyd, a
white pastor who has made racial unity
a priority of his presidency. He told the
audience in St. Louis, “I believe the issue
of racism is from Satan and his demonic
forces of hell. It is an assault on the
Gospel of Jesus Christ.”

The nation’s largest Protestant denomi-
nation was founded in a split with north-
ern Baptists over slavery, has a history of
complicity with Jim Crow laws and is still
between 80 percent and 90 percent white.

But with 15.3 million members, that
translates to at least 1.5 million non-white
members in the Nashville-based denomi-
nation. And while mem-
bership at white churches
is decreasing, member-
ship at churches Southern
Baptists identify as pre-
dominantly “non-Anglo” is
on the rise.

That emergent diver-
sity was on display as
Floyd convened a group
of pastors who were African-American,
Hispanic, Asian, Native American and
white to discuss racial unity along with
Jerry Young, the president of the larg-
est historically black denomination, the
National Baptist Convention U.S.A.

All Southern Baptist churches are

independent, and the resolutions are not
binding on them, but resolutions are an
expression of the opinions and concerns
of the delegates who represent those
churches.

CHURCHESURGED
TOWELCOMEREFUGEES

In the midst of a political season in
which political leaders have frequently
decried refugees as a security threat to
the United States, the Southern Baptists
sent a different message about refugees
on June 15: Welcome them.

The denomination that represents
more Americans than any religion but
Catholicism approved a resolution on
refugee resettlement in the United States.

It was the first time Southern Baptists,
who regularly weigh in on all sorts of
political topics in their annual resolu-
tions, approved a resolution about refu-
gees since 1985, according to Matthew
Soerens, of World Relief, an evangelical
organization.

The significance of this statement, in a
season in which numerous Republican
governors have expressed opposition to
Syrian refugees entering their states and
presidential candidate Donald Trump
has called for a ban on all Muslims enter-
ing the country, did not escape Southern
Baptists.

“Scripture calls for and expects God’s
people to minister to the sojourner,” the
resolution said, citing Bible verses about
welcoming strangers. “We encourage
Southern Baptist churches and families

to welcome and adopt refugees into their
churches and homes.”

The resolution also spoke to fears about
whether resettling refugees might be dan-
gerous.

“We call on the governing authorities
to implement the strictest security mea-
sures possible in the refugee screening
and selection process, guarding against
anyone intent on doing harm.”

Soerens expressed confidence in the
rigor of the current system for vetting
applicants for resettlement.

“Most churches want there to be a
strong vetting system in place for who is
in the United States ,” he said.

“The good news is, that system is in
place.”

He said churches that volunteer to
sponsor refugees by helping them support
themselves and get situated in a commu-
nity during their first months in America
play a role in preventing refugees from
turning against their new country.

“A strong integration process in a faith-
based or community organization, that’s
the best antidote for any sort of radicaliza-
tion.”

Soerens said he does not believe politi-
cal speeches of concern about refugees
have made churches less likely to sup-
port newly arrived people, even if many
Southern Baptists’ political sympathies
lean Republican.

In fact, Soerens said, it seems to have
had the opposite effect. The talk puts
refugees at the front of people’s minds,
and World Relief has seen an uptick in

churches asking to sponsor them.

OTHERPROCLAMATIONS
The other resolutions approved during

the two-day annual meeting touched on
a wide variety of topics. The attendees
voted to oppose boycotts of Israel, to
encourage Southern Baptists to vote in
the U.S. election and to oppose women
being drafted by the U.S. military.

While they passed a resolution con-
demning the recent shooting in Orlando,
they also passed a strongly worded reso-
lution on sexuality.

Southern Baptists consider same-sex
marriage and sexual relations to be sinful,
but the resolution says “we regard those
affected by this tragedy as fellow image-
bearers of God and our neighbors.”

The resolution said the Supreme
Court’s 2015 Obergefell decision, recog-
nizing the nationwide right to gay mar-
riage, “does violence to the Constitution.”
It praised the state attorneys general who
are fighting the Obama administration’s
guideline on school bathroom use.

At the same time, the thousands of del-
egates to the meeting also adopted a reso-
lution seeking protection for the religious
liberties of those who oppose gay mar-
riage and transgender bathroom access.

“We stand in solidarity with those whose
jobs, professions, businesses, ministries,
schools and personal freedoms are threat-
ened because their consciences will not
allow them to recognize, promote or par-
ticipate in activities associated with
unbiblical marriage,” the resolution states.
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The Rev. Ronnie Floyd, president of the Southern Baptist Convention, addresses members during the organization’s annual meeting
June 14 in St. Louis. Floyd met with African-American, Hispanic, Asian, Native American and white pastors to discuss racial unity. (AP)
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