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Earlier this summer, Peter
Berger, amajor sociologist of religion and
author ofmore than 30 books, died at age
88. He had heldmajor positions at TheNew
School for Social Research, Rutgers Univer-
sity and BostonUniversity.
Many of his well-known books began

coming out in the 1960swhen Iwas a grad-
uate student at theUniversity of Chicago
Divinity School, and they had a signifi-
cant impact onmy thinking. His publica-
tions during that decade included: “The
Noise of SolemnAssemblies,” “Invitation to
Sociology,” “The Sacred Canopy” and (with
Thomas Luckmann) “The Social Construc-
tion of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of
Knowledge.”
During the timewhenmost academics

and even some noted theologianswere pro-
claiming the death of God and appearing
in cover stories in Timemagazine, Berger
was not ready to join the chorus. His book
“ARumor of Angels:Modern Society and
the Rediscovery of the Supernatural” found
hints of transcendence. The hints were not
in theological treatises or doctrines but in
the everyday activities of living. Hewrote of
an “otherness which lurks behind the frag-
ile structures of everyday life.” Itmight be

amother’s assurances to a frightened child
that everythingwill be all right, or in the
hope in the face of a terminal illness that
death is not the end. The rumorsmight
also be in the human condemnation of evil,
which reveals a belief in amoral order, or in
the play and laughter that affirmsmeaning
in the face of destruction.
In his early career he promoted the sec-

ularization thesis that themodernworld
was inevitably becomingmore secular, not
just by the separation of church and state
but also by a “secularization of conscious-
ness” in theway inwhichwe think. He later
rejected this because, especially in coun-
tries outsideWestern Europe, the evidence
did not bear it out. Theworldwas, if fact,
becomingmore religious. What was occur-
ring, however, was an increase in the plural-
ity of religious beliefs.

FINDING THEMIDDLE GROUND
As societies becomemore diverse and

communication andmediamake theworld
smaller, people become aware ofmanyways
of belief, and the idea that there is only one
truth becomes harder to affirm. The reac-
tion to this had two extreme responses,
Berger argued. One could retreat to a funda-
mentalism that refused to see one’s beliefs
as being in a historical and cultural context.
To have absolute certainty, one denies any
element of truth in alternate understand-

ings. The other extreme is relativism; there
is no truth, it is all just one’s opinion.
But Berger took the next step in criticiz-

ing relativism’s claim as a “superior form
of knowledge.” As he puts it: “that relativ-
izing analysis, in being pushed to its final
consequence, bends back upon itself. The
relativizers are relativized, the debunkers
are debunked— indeed, relativization itself
is somehow liquidated. What follows is not
... a total paralysis of thought. Rather, it is a
new freedomandflexibility in asking ques-
tions of truth.”
Themiddle ground between the

extremes is acceptance of the plurality of
beliefs andworldviews. This “pluralism”
brings a freedom to decide and a need to
definewhat is the core of one’s faith and
what is less central and open to possible
change. It can bring one to an intellectual
modesty. Yes, there is absolute truth, but
Imay not possess complete understand-
ing of that truth. In fact,my interaction
with other people and their different beliefs
is not to be feared, but will helpme better
definewhatmy core belief is andwhat Imay
need to question and potentially revise.
In a recent interview, Berger summarized

his position in this way:
“Modernity does not necessarily produce

secularity. It necessarily produces plural-
ism, bywhich Imean the coexistence in the
same society of different worldviews and

value systems.
“That changes the status of religion. It’s a

challenge for every religious tradition. But
it’s not the challenge of secularity; it’s a dif-
ferent challenge. The problemwithmoder-
nity is not that God is dead, as some people
hoped and other people feared. There are
toomany gods, which is a challenge, but a
different one. …Another way of putting it is
to say that themodern challenge is how to
livewith uncertainty. The basic fault lines
today are not between people with different
beliefs but between people who hold these
beliefs with an element of uncertainty and
peoplewho hold these beliefs with a pre-
tense of certitude. There is amiddle ground
between fanaticism and relativism. I can
convey values tomy childrenwithout pre-
tending a fanatical certitude about them.
And you can build a communitywith peo-
ple who are neither fanatics nor relativists.”
Peter Berger’s influence onmemany

years ago has stuckwithme thesemany
decades. Yes, we cannot deny the plurality
of cultures and beliefs, but we can choose to
accept a pluralism that seeks to live peace-
fully with different religions andworld-
views. It is a form of “loving your neighbor”
which doesn’t require agreement but does
call for respect and a certain intellectual
humility. Let this be our goal.
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Responding to plurality with respect, humility

B1 THE GRAND RAPIDS PRESS THURSDAY, AUGUST 10, 2017

By Eric Adler Tribune News Service

O LATHE, Kan. — Born hard of hear-
ing, the child of two deaf parents,
the Rev. Debbie Buchholz — pastor

of a church for the deaf andmother of seven
adult children, four ofwhomare deaf or hard
of hearing — parked her SUV up along the
circle drive of her Olathe home.
Before heading out, she retrieves plas-

tic bags filled with toothpaste, soap, tooth-
brushes and shampoo that she’d purchased
for her students.
They are seven men and women, all

recent immigrants to Kansas City, Kansas
— refugees from the Himalayan country
of Bhutan, plus one from Myanmar — and
most of whom spent years in a refugee camp
inNepal.
All are deaf. Nepal has one of the high-

est rates of deafness in the world, a result of
infections, genetics and lack of health care.
None of the refugees has ever been to

school. When they arrived in the United
States a few years ago, they were illiterate in
English as well as their own language, hav-
ing never heard it.
All Buchholz could think about was how

isolated they must have been. They had
no way to really communicate, no way to
express their true needs or precise thoughts.
Then, suddenly, they were cast into a new

countrywhere everythingwas strange.
“Just to be an immigrant is difficult,”

Buchholz said. “These people were born in
a country with political unrest. Then they
got to live in unhealthy conditions in a ref-
ugee camp. Then they are brought over here
— and to be deaf. Think of what a scary and
lonely place that would be to be in.”
To be sure, Buchholz knows the issues

surrounding immigrants and refugees have
become highly politicized and divisive since
the 2016 presidential campaign.
“Listen,” she said, “I love to have a good

dialogue with people with the understand-
ing that it isn’tmywayornoway, or yourway
or noway.
“That said, I am a person, a person who

authentically believes that people are peo-
ple are people. And regardless of politics and
what people are feeling and thinking, these

people are here. They’re here. Theyneedme.
They need our volunteers. They need help.
They’re human beings, and I’m going to do
what I’m going to do, even if there are people
who are opposed to it.”
So, on a recent Tuesday, Buchholz headed

out.
“Bye. Enjoy your day!” she called to her

adopted son, Levi. He is African-American,
20, with autism and cerebral palsy, and has
an at-home aide.

ADOPTED FOUR CHILDREN
WITH SPECIAL NEEDS
Besides their three biological sons — all

ofwhomare either deaf or hard of hearing—
Buchholz, 56, andher husband,Allen,who is
65 and owns an insurance agency, adopted
four special-needs children years ago.
Thefirstwas a 3-year-old fromKorea, now

27, who has autism. Two daughters came
later, one at the age of about 10 and the other
at age 8. Both are now 28. One is East Indian

and is deaf. The other, from Bulgaria, has
behavioral problems.
“We all have a special need we need to

work on,” said Buchholz, pastor of the Deaf
International Community Church inOlathe.
Buchholz climbed into her SUV and, after

40 minutes, pulled up to the homes of two
students. Thefirstwas Sin Sin,who is unsure
of her actual age.Many in the refugee camps
don’t know their birthdays.
“They all say their birthday is January 1,”

Buchholz said.
Sin Sin,who appears to be inher early 20s,

arrivedwithher parents and two sisters from
Myanmar about two and a half years ago.
Next, Buchholz picked up Thari, who is

from Bhutan, maybe in his 30s or older. He
arrived 18 months ago from the Nepali ref-
ugee camp and lives with his brother, sister-
in-law and their children.
The church set up a GoFundMe page to

raise money for a 15-person van to pick up
the refugees and take them to dentists, doc-
tors and sign language classes, but in the last
year the page has reached only about $900
in donations. So Buchholz and volunteers
pick up the students and take them to Mis-
sionAdelante, aChristian-based community
organization for immigrants and refugees
in Kansas City, where Buchholz and other
church volunteers hold classes.
Catholic Charities of Northeast Kansas,

the largest refugee resettlement agency in
the state, alerts the church when deaf refu-
gees arrive. Eleven students typically take
the class. Five others, plus three church vol-
unteers,werewaiting insidewhenBuchholz,
Sin Sin and Thari arrived.
There are Dambar, 55, and Til, 36, a deaf

couple fromBhutanwho livewith their hear-
ing son anddaughter. There’s Rupa. She’s 36,
expressive and smiles often. There are Chan-
dra, 37, and Guman, 35, brothers and refu-
gees from Bhutan and the Nepali camp who
arrived about three and a half years ago.

Lives for refugees can be incredibly diffi-
cult, and even harder still for those who are
unable to hear. Culturally, deaf refugees can
face discrimination and financial mistreat-
ment even by close familymembers who see
them as lesser individuals.
“All deaf refugees lead different lives, just

like no snowflakes are the same,” said Micki
Keck, one of Buchholz’s volunteers.

A CHANCE AT FREEDOM
Keck, who is deaf, is an independent liv-

ing specialist for the MidAmerica Alliance
for Access, which helps individuals with dis-
abilities, including deaf refugees, get access
to disability resources. She said she had
witnessed moments of profound hope but
also of despair for deaf refugees, like fam-
ily members misappropriating disability
money.
On the other hand, she said, she has seen

deaf refugees blossom once they begin to
learn basic sign language.
“When they are in the room together, I can

see the stars in their eyes,” she said.
The ability to express oneself “is free-

dom,” Buchholz said, and especially for the
deaf.
It’s impossible to determine to what

degree knowing rudimentary sign language
has changed the students’ lives, as they can’t
yet express themselves at that depth.
“It is just immersing them at this point,”

Buchholz said, plunging them first into
American Sign Language and then, through
sign language, into English. “And so, it is a
matter of immersing them and having them
be around 80 deaf people who drive, and get
married and have a family and have a job, so
they can see that they are equal to hearing
people, that they are somebody of value and
worth — that they deserve to get an educa-
tion; they deserve to learn; they deserve to
havewhat everyone else has.
“That’s our goal.”

Ministry
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Hard-of-hearing
pastor teaches
deaf refugees
sign language

TheRev. Debbie Buchholz, center, leads anAmerican Sign Language class for deaf refugees inKansas City, Kansas. Near Buchholz is tutor
JohnKingsley, right. Buchholz, who is hard of hearing herself, runs a program for deaf refugees. Allison Long, Tribune News Service

Rupa, left, a refugee fromBhutan, and Sin
Sin, a refugee fromMyanmar, learn the dif-
ference between a clock and awatch during
anAmerican Sign Language class. Allison
Long, Tribune News Service


