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LaurynNett

Interfaith cooperation on college anduni-
versity campuses is so important nowadays,
perhaps now more than ever. Given the cur-
rent political climate, you probably have
heard (or takenpart in) arguments or discus-
sions about different religious traditions and
cultures. You probably have seen some form
of discrimination as well. We face a press-
ing need to focus on constructive and posi-
tive interaction between religious traditions,
combatting bias, negativity and stereotypes.

Faith traditions, spiritualities and world
views play a large role in communities and
on college campuses, whether private or
secular. These traditions, and their respec-
tive communities, help students to navigate
their new identity in a time of major growth
and development. It is especially import-
ant for college students to practice inter-
faith dialogue and cooperation precisely
because college is a life-changing time, one
in which growing minds are formed and
new ideas take root. Students likely are in a
new place, learning new things and meet-
ing new people — they are exploring their
own journeys and deepening their own
identities.

Thinking back to my roots, I came from a
small town predominantly made up of Cath-
olic and evangelical Christians. There was
one Sikh family in that small community.
Sadly, they received a number of threats
for just living in our town. Even outside of

church, it was assumed that Christianity
was the only form of truth, and all other reli-
gions were heretical. At that time, I did not
knowenough about other traditions to argue
or question.

When I attended my undergraduate col-
lege, I encountered far more diversity than
I had ever experienced at home. I no longer
was surrounded by a predominantly white
Christian community. Out of curiosity, I took
a few religious studies classes, and in doing
so created personal relationships with those
who embraced different faiths and spiritu-
alities.

In learning about other traditions, I ended
up discovering and deepening my own spir-
ituality. Through these relationships, I was
able to engage in open dialogue about the
best and worst aspects of our respective tra-
ditions. In those spaces, I learned how to
facilitate interfaith dialogue, and I came to
terms with my spirituality, which plays a
huge role in who I am today.

HESITANCY TO CHANGE
During that time in college, I was a resi-

dent assistant. I saw my fair share of dis-
crimination toward those who believed in

other faiths and spiritualities. After my reli-
gious studies classes, I was inspired to create
programs that promoted interfaith dialogue
and religious literacy. Unfortunately, my
supervisorswerehesitant. Theydidnotwant
the residents to be offended by the material,
in case they thought Iwould beproselytizing
them. My campus was diverse, yet there was
little opportunity for pluralism, cooperation
and learning. If students never come into
contact with peers from different traditions,
how will they develop any sort of apprecia-
tive knowledge, healthy relationships or pos-
itive attitudes with those peers?

We need to educate students who may not
have any knowledge or experience with dif-
ferent world views.

We need student leaders on college cam-
puses who are trained to promote healthy
dialogue.

We need to encourage those hard conver-
sations andprovide open spaces for students
to ask challenging questions and practice
interfaith cooperation.

We need to educate students so together
they can dismantle assumptions, stereo-
types anddiscriminationon their campuses.

On Oct. 20-22, Grand Valley State Univer-
sity and Interfaith Youth Core will host the
second annual Made in Michigan Interfaith
Lab. At this weekend training, student lead-
ers from across the state are invited to learn
how tohavehealthydialoguewith and about
different faith groups and how to promote
interfaith engagement on their campuses.

This conferencewill include a training for
resident advisers, a panel on religious tradi-
tions and extremism, coaching sessions for
campus interfaith engagement and tours of
different houses of worship. Students also
will have the chance to celebrate the 200th
anniversary of the birth of Baha’u’llah,
prophet founder of the Baha’i faith, at East
Grand Rapids High School Performing Arts
Center.

The Made in Michigan Interfaith Lab,
and other events like it, enable students to
take an invaluable resource back to their
respective campuses: collective imagina-
tion. Together, we might dare to dream how
a world freed from bias and discrimination,
filled with love and understanding, might
take root on a campus near you.

For more information about the Made in
Michigan Interfaith Lab, please visit inter-
faithunderstanding.org.

Made in Michigan Interfaith Lab

› Oct. 20-22

› Grand Valley State University, Grand Rapids

› Led by IFYC staff members, this conference
welcomes student leaders from across the
state for a weekend of building new relation-
ships and training for interfaith engagement
on college campuses.

› To register, please visit bit.ly/2yjWhXO

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Building interfaith understanding on campus
LaurynNett is graduate
assistant for campus inter-
faith resources at Grand
Valley State University.

Christianity may be in
decline, but presidents
still turn to the Bible
in times of tragedy
Eugene Scott TheWashington Post

President Donald Trump departs from the habits of his
predecessors inmanyways, but not in this one: Inhis speech
after the deadliest mass shooting in modern U.S. history,
Trump used biblical language to comfort Americans trying
to make sense of the tragedy.

“Scripture teaches us the Lord is close to the broken-
hearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit,” Trump
said Monday, quoting the book of Psalms. “We seek comfort
in those words, for we know that God lives in the hearts of
those who grieve.”

Recent reports have highlighted that the percentage of
Americanswho are Christian is declining: In 1990, the num-
ber of Christians inAmericawas 86percent, according to the
American Religious Identification Survey. That number is
now 70 percent. And since the early 1990s, the percentage of
Americans identifying as “atheist,” “agnostic” or “nothing in
particular” has roughly tripled.

These changes threatensome Christians’ understanding
of America as a whole, particularly older, white Christians.

“Falling numbers and themarginalization of a once-dom-
inant racial and religious identity - one that has been central
not just to white Christians themselves but to the national
mythos — threatens white Christians’ understanding of
America itself,” Robert Jones, author of “The End of White
Christian America,” previously told The Washington Post.

STILL PREVALENT
Christianity still is thedominant religion among the three

largest races in the United States, according to the Public
ReligionResearch Institute.While 69percent ofwhiteAmer-
icans identify as Christian, 75 percent of black Americans
do. Latino-Americans have the highest percentage of Chris-
tians, 76.

While the United States may be becoming more reli-
giously diverse, all of its presidents since Abraham Lincoln
have been Christian. Ties between certain religious identity
groups and political parties remain important. Nearly three
in four (73 percent) Republicans belong to a white Christian
religious group. And more than two-thirds (68 percent) of
black Protestants identify as Democrats.

But that could change, given the country’s growing reli-
giously unaffiliated population. Almost six in 10 Americans
— 58 percent — said they would have voted for an atheist
president — four points higher than in 2012, according to
Gallup.

Despite the changes, when the country suffers a tragedy,
many Americans look to the president for some sort of com-
fort — including spiritually.

On Monday, Trump, whom Focus on the Family founder
James Dobson has called “a baby Christian,” gave remarks
that included religious language and tenets of the Christian
faith:

“Melania and I are praying for every American who has
been hurt, wounded or lost the ones they love so dearly in
this terrible, terrible attack. We pray for the entire nation
to find unity and peace. And we pray for the day when
evil is banished and the innocent are safe from hatred

and from fear.
“MayGodbless the souls of the lives that are lost.MayGod

give us the grace of healing. And may God provide the griev-
ing families with strength to carry on.”

EXPLAINING THE UNFATHOMABLE
Trump looked to the language of the Christian faith to

step into his role as “comforter in chief,” a move consistent
with many presidents. After the 2011 shooting of then-Rep.
Gabby Giffords in Tucson, President Barack Obama refer-
enced the biblical story of Job, a man who endured suffer-
ing that included the loss of his family, to help Americans
remember that horrible things happen for reasons that
aren’t always clear.

“Scripture tells us that there is evil in the world and that
terrible things happen for reasons that defy human under-
standing,” Obama said. “In the words of Job, ‘When I looked

for light, then came darkness.’ Bad things happen, and we
have to guard against simple explanations in the aftermath.”

“Simple explanations” appear to be elusive in the after-
math of the Las Vegas shooting. Law enforcement says the
shooter left no clear answer about why he killed at least 59
people and injured hundreds.

Especially when facts were not fully known, recent U.S.
presidents have looked to Christian texts to offer some level
of clarity. On the night of the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks, Presi-
dent George W. Bush turned to the Psalms.

“Tonight, I ask for your prayers for all those who grieve,
for the children whose worlds have been shattered, for all
whose sense of safety and security has been threatened,” he
said. “And I pray they will be comforted by a power greater
than any of us, spoken through the ages in Psalm 23: ‘Even
though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I
fear no evil for you are with me.’”

COMFORTER-IN-CHIEF

Above,whenPresident Don-
ald Trump spokeMonday
about themass shooting
in Las Vegas, he quoted the
book of Psalms and asked
God to “bless the souls of the
lives that are lost.” At left,
former President Barack
Obamaused the story of
Jobwhen speaking at a
2011memorial service for
victims of amass shooting in
Tucson, Arizona,when then-
U.S. Rep. GabbyGiffordswas
severelywounded. AP


