
Grand Rapids Press - 07/27/2017 Page : B01

Copyright © 2017 The Grand Rapids Press 07/27/2017
July 27, 2017 7:55 am (GMT +4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 80% from original to fit letter page


B1 THE GRAND RAPIDS PRESS THURSDAY, JULY 27, 2017

DouglasKindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith
Institute, GVSU

These past fewweeks
forme have been time away fromwrit-
ing Insights and instead learning from the
four college interns and their reflections
on interfaith. It has also been a time of
connectingwith three grandchildrenwho
live in Germany. Our daughtermarried a
Germanwho is a pastor and doing church
planting in that country. One of our two
granddaughters is studying to be a pediat-
ric nurse at her German university, but has
been given the opportunity to study and
work at theHelenDeVos Children’s Hos-
pital in GrandRapids. She has been living
with us for nearly fourmonths and bringing
new energy and perspectives to our lives.
Her two brothers completed their second-
ary education, and before going on to fur-
ther study have been spending threeweeks
with us on a “graduation trip,” which has
included visits toNiagara Falls, NewYork
City and the Grand Canyon, as well as Bryce
and Zion canyons. We have also had some
time together at our cottage.
The interns at the four area colleges have

been sharing their experiences and insights
in this column, and it has been encouraging
to reflect on their often-fresh understand-

ings of this important topic. In addition,
Katie Gordon, who has been the program
manager at Kaufman Interfaith Institute
these past four years, has written about her
plan to take the next step in her interfaith
journey by going toHarvardDivinity School
to pursue amaster’s program in theology.
Katie joined us right out of her undergrad-
uate program at AlmaCollege. In her time
with us, shemade somany contacts in the
community and helped us seewith fresh
eyes the perspectives of the college-age and
millennial generations.
Her efforts led to the institute now being

a part of the Division of Inclusion and
Equity at GrandValley State University, and
she has played amajor role in our develop-
ing the interfaith intern program at area
colleges. Her connections to the Interfaith
Youth Core, founded and led by Eboo Patel,
have given her leadership opportunities
with that important organization. It also
has given us a national profile with others
working on interfaith initiatives at colleges
and universities throughout the country.
Her impact has been significant in the com-
munity and on campus. I have personally
learned fromher and appreciate all she has
done to advance interfaith understanding
and acceptance.
These experiences giveme newhope for

the futurewhen I see the values and energy

of the next generation of leadership exem-
plified by people like Katie and the college
interns.Working thesemany decades in the
university setting, and now seeingmy own
grandchildrenmove into this status, gives
me new commitment to continue ourmis-
sion of promoting interfaith understand-
ing, respect and acceptance. Aswemove
forward, I see ourmission as continuing the
involvement of thewhole community aswe
engage the next generation.

SEEKINGMEANINGFUL INVOLVEMENT
I have also been inspired by thewritings

of Angeles Arrien, who reflects from the
perspective of someone closer tomy gener-
ation. Her book “The SecondHalf of Life”
challenges us to continue the commitment
tomeaningful activity, service and creativ-
ity. While I passed life’s “halfway point”
some time ago, I have been blessedwith
opportunities to bemeaningfully involved
inwhat I consider to be a “calling” on top of
what was a very satisfying career in univer-
sity administration and teaching.
Arrien, a cultural anthropologist, author

and educator, is the president of the Foun-
dation for Cross-Cultural Education and
Research. She asks of our generation, “Are
we doingwork that serves others or gen-
erates ameaningful legacy? If not, why
not? What dowewant to contribute to this

world?” Quoting the Persian poet Rumi, “let
the beauty of what we love bewhat we do,”
she challenges us to rediscover our interests
and passions for work and service. “With-
out this rediscovery,” she adds, “wewill
be prone to depression, stagnation, and
despair.”
Aswe reassess our life callings, she calls

us to a new generativity: “To generate is to
initiate, to inspire, and to originate some-
thing that ismeaningful, hopeful, and sus-
tainable for ourselves and others. In gener-
ativity, we becomementors and stewards.
We give back to our families and communi-
ties, sharing ourwisdom, experiences and
passions, and leaving a legacy.” Arrien also
warns against the opposite when generative
energy is blocked andwe face the threats of
“stagnation, despair and boredom.”
In this stage in life, we need to be inspired

bymeaning rather than ambition.While the
career stagemay have been completed, it is
never too late to invest in further learning,
sharing, and loving. For future generations
—aswell as for our own sense of well-be-
ing—we can still contribute tomeaning for
ourselves and for our communities. Engag-
ing other generations introduces us to new
opportunities for giving and seeking the
common good.

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Engaging with, learning from the next generation

Aaqila Abdul-Baaqee, 14, watches the sun set andwaits for the first sighting of the Ramadan
moon at the end of the first day of NewMedinah’s annual retreat onMay 26. WilliamWidmer
for TheWashington Post.

Abigail Hauslohner TheWashington Post

NEWMEDINAH,Mississippi—WhenAbdul
Hakim Shareef looks out on these hills, this
mosque — this perfect embodiment of a
Muslim ideal — he hopes it won’t all end
with him.
Shareef, 86, was three decades younger

when he pooled his money with a small
group of fellow Muslims here in Mississippi
and founded this community. The dream
was to be able to feed themselves, educate
themselves and live an Islamic life in a com-
munity all their own.
But Shareef’s grandchildren have largely

moved away, and he knows NewMedinah is
going to need people — young people — to
keep it going after he is gone.
“If we could just get them to grasp that

concept and get on board,” Shareef says.
“That’s what I’m counting on now. For them
to step up to the plate.”
There was a time, about five decades ago,

when “American Muslim” tended to mean
black Muslim — native-born black Amer-
icans such as Shareef who had joined the
Nation of Islam, a black nationalist group
that gained prominence during the civil
rightsmovement.
But today’s image of the American Mus-

lim largely obscures that history. The sto-
ries of Malcolm X and Muhammad Ali have
faded in the Americanmemory, replaced by
portrayals of Muslims as immigrants, peo-
ple with foreign accents and ideologies. As
a result, Shareef’s community has realized
that, as the relevance of this American sect
fades into the background, New Medinah’s
existencemight die with its founders.
About 1.7 milllion Muslims entered the

United States as legal permanent residents
in the two decades before 2012, according
to estimates by the Pew Research Center. By
2014, native-born black American Muslims
made up just 9 percent of the country’s total
Muslim population.
Members of Shareef’s community are

followers of the late Warith Deen (W.D.)
Mohammed, a son of former Nation of
Islam leader Elijah Muhammad. Although
he broke with the Nation, Mohammed,
who died in 2008, maintained some of the
Nation’s practices and saw American Islam
as intertwinedwith the experience of slavery
and black oppression. About 180 mosques
nationwide follow his teachings.

MIDDLE EASTERN DOMINANT
But the country’s shifting demograph-

ics mean that fewer American Muslims link
their religious identity to their racial history
in the United States. The presumed mas-
tery of Middle Eastern Muslims in the field
of Islamic scholarship has in recent decades
overshadowed American interpretations of
the religion.
Formany black AmericanMuslims today,

the legacies of the Nation of Islam and W.D.
Mohammed are “not relevant anymore,”
said Nicquan Church, 40, of Philadelphia,
who attends a Salafist mosque, a strict
Orthodox sect of Sunni Islam.
American blacks who are Muslim now

constitute a diverse population of differ-
ent sects, ideologies, cultures and national
heritages. The brand of Islam practiced at
Church’smosque tends to havemore in com-
mon with some Saudi or Egyptianmosques,
for example, than it does with the W.D.
Mohammed tradition — even though most
of Church’s fellow congregants are black,

native-bornAmericans. No one there thinks
about Islam as uniquely linked to the black
American experience, Church said.
Shareef, his wife, Ruth Shareef, and their

peers founded this community — a 64-acre
spread of homes, farms and a mosque — in
the mid-1980s with the encouragement of
W.D.Mohammed, Shareef said. The ideawas
to create a space where Muslims could live,
collaborate on business endeavors, and cul-
tivate the land.
They wanted to build an Islamic com-

munity that could overcome the odds black
Americans face, especially in the South.
They named it New Medinah, after one

of Islam’s two holiest cities and the place in
Saudi Arabia where the prophet Muham-
mad attracted his first followers. They set up
a school so their children could learn while
being immersed in the teachings of Islam
and the calm of a rural lifestyle.
But by 2009, the school had closed. And

the trickle of arrivals was ultimately out-
numbered by the departures: kids leaving
for college or jobs and founders who died.
On a recent summer weekend, dozens

of W.D. Mohammed’s followers across the
South arrived at New Medinah in cars and
minivans to convene for the tiny Islamic
community’s 31st annual retreat. Most were
retirement-age attendees who practiced tai
chi at dawn, waxed nostalgic about the good
old days and spent the rest of their discus-
sion time fretting about the challenges fac-
ing the next generation.
Elsewhere, President Donald Trump was

promoting travel restrictions that critics
derided as a “Muslimban,” and the deaths of

two people killed by a man ranting against
Muslims in Portland, Oregon, had become
a national news story. But the undercur-
rent of anti-Muslim sentiment in the coun-
try was never broached at the NewMedinah
retreat.

LONG UNDER SUSPICION
Being the target of government suspicion

and public fear is not new for black Muslim
Americans. During the 1960s, the FBI used
informants to surveil the Nation of Islam
and itsmost prominentmembers.
But the targets of public suspicion have

shifted.
Today’s debates about immigration, ter-

rorism and national security have recast
the American public’s sense of threat— and
with it, the sense of what it means to be an
American Muslim, argues Edward E. Curtis
IV, a professor of religion at Indiana Univer-
sity-PurdueUniversity Indianapolis.
“It is brown Muslims whom the govern-

ment, media, think tanks and other centers
of interpretation construct as a potential
enemy of the United States,” he said. “Insti-
tutional Islamophobia renders the brown
Muslim visible and silences the voices of
blackMuslims.”
Samory Rashid, a political science profes-

sor at Indiana StateUniversity, says the term
“black Muslim” was coined by a journal-
ist who was neither black nor Muslim: CBS
News reporter Mike Wallace. He used the
term in his 1959 TV documentary “TheHate
That Hate Produced” about the Nation of
Islam, andmanyMuslims today dismiss the
notionof an explicit “blackMuslim” identity.

InMississippi, a
Muslim community
is fading away
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