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Douglas Kindschi   Director, 
Kaufman Interfaith Institute 

We often read about the 
men in our faith traditions.  

In the Bible, we have no fewer than 30 ref-
erences to the God of “Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob.”  But, how often do we read of Sarah, 
Rebecca and Rachael, wives of these patri-
archs?  They do appear in the Bible, but in a 
secondary role.  There are nearly 140 women 
mentioned by name, but most of the stories 
are told with a defi nite male bias.

Adam appears in a better light than Eve. 
Moses’ heroic story is told with minimal ref-
erence to his mother, Jochebed, who saved 
his life, or his wife, Zipporah, who again 
saved his life. King David is known as the son 
of Jesse, but the mother who bore him is not 
named in the Hebrew Scriptures.  The Tal-
mud, however, identifi es Nitzevet as David’s 
mother.

A few do take center stage, such as Debo-
rah, the female judge who led Israel through 
40 years of peace during the lawless times 
before Israel began its series of kings. The 
story of Ruth and her faithfulness occupies 
an entire book in the Bible, and she is iden-
tified as an ancestor of King David as well 
as Jesus. Esther’s story tells of her becom-
ing the queen to the Persian King Xerxes and 
using her position to save the Hebrew peo-
ple from destruction. It also occupies a whole 
book in the Hebrew Scripture.  

Three women appear in prominent roles 
at the beginning of the three Abrahamic 
faiths. Sarah is the mother of Isaac and 

the beginning of the Hebrew/Jewish faith. 
Hagar (Hajar in the Qur’an) is the mother of 
Ishmael and from whom God promises to 
make a great nation. Islamic tradition tells 
of Ishmael and his father, Abraham, travel-
ling to Mecca. In Christian Scriptures, Mary 
plays a very significant role as the mother 
of Jesus. We read of her dialogue with the 
angel known as the Annunciation, and her 
encounter with her cousin Elizabeth leading 
to her Magnifi cat or the Song of Mary.

Mary is also greatly honored in the Quran, 
where she is called Maryam, as the mother 
of Isa (Jesus).  She is the only woman men-
tioned by name in the Quran, which also 
records her being addressed by an angel 
announcing the birth of Jesus. In fact, she 
is mentioned more times there than in the 
Christian New Testament. She is recognized 
as a virgin and considered especially virtu-
ous, and enjoyed a standing with the other 
revered prophets. 

Two other women named Mary play 
important roles in the Christian Gospels: 
Mary, sister of Lazarus along with Martha, 
and Mary Magdalene, who is the fi rst to see 
the risen Christ. 

KEY FIGURES IN ISLAM
Throughout history women have played 

signifi cant roles in our faith traditions. The 
Prophet Mohammed’s first wife, Khadija, 
was a wealthy businesswoman who was 
extremely infl uential in supporting him by 
recognizing that the visions he was receiving 
from the angel Gabriel were revelations from 
God. She was the fi rst to become a believer 

and is considered the Mother of Islam.
Women have held major roles as political 

leaders, from signifi cant queens in Europe 
to prime ministers and political leaders in 
predominantly Muslim countries in the past 
30 years.  In fact, the three most populous 
Muslim countries, Indonesia, Pakistan and 
Bangladesh, have had women heads of state. 
Golda Meir was the fi rst and only woman to 
be elected prime minister in modern Israel.

Other prominent Jewish figures in his-
tory include Anne Frank, whose diary 
records her two years of hiding from the 
Nazis before her capture and death in Ber-
gen-Belsen just weeks before the liberation. 
Currently we note Ruth Bader Ginsburg and 
Elena Kagan, Jewish women serving on the 
Supreme Court, and Janet Yellen, past chair 
of the Federal Reserve.

In recent Christian history we recognize 
Dorothy Day, the social activist and key 
figure in the Catholic Worker Movement.  
Mother Teresa was awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize for her work among the poor in India 
and was declared a saint just six years after 
her death.  

There have been three Muslim women 
who have received the Nobel Peace Prize, 
including Malala Yousafzai, the Pakistani 
activist for female education and youngest 
ever to receive that recognition, at 17.

We need more awareness of the import-
ant roles that women have played in our reli-
gious traditions as well as in our contempo-
rary world.  Next week we will listen to new 
female voices as we come together in our 
annual Abrahamic Dinner. We are honored 

to have representatives from the three Abra-
hamic faith traditions in our community 
who will share their insights.  

THREE TRADITIONS, THREE 
PERSPECTIVES

Sharing a Jewish perspective will be 
Shelby Brusselof, recent graduate of Grand 
Valley State University, former president of 
the campus Hillel and now a staff  member 
for Hillel Alliance of Michigan.  

Margarita Solis-Deal, the director of the 
Dominican Center in Grand Rapids, will 
share her Christian commitment.  She pre-
viously served in refugee resettlement and 
Latino outreach ministries. 

Zahabia Ahmed-Usmani will bring us a 
Muslim perspective. She is the chair of the 
Lakeshore Ethnic Diversity Council and is 
currently a program coordinator with the 
Kaufman Interfaith Institute. 

We are pleased to hear these new voices at 
next week’s Abrahamic Dinner and, together 
with the Niagara Foundation, invite you to 
join us.

interfaith@gvsu.edu 

Abrahamic Dinner: “Listening 
to New Voices”

Tuesday, April 17 at 6 p.m. 

Temple Emanuel, Grand Rapids

$10 registration required at InterfaithUnder-
standing.org

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Recognizing women in our faith traditions

Julie Zauzmer   Washington Post

Like many a modern evangelist, the Rev. 
Cornel Dunmore often starts his days on 
Facebook.

Online, Dunmore checks his every met-
ric. He knows how many people will come 
to Easter breakfast if they see a Facebook 
ad, what sort of people his Twitter feeds 
can reach, and who responds to texts, email 
blasts and surveys. He can reach the masses 
in minutes — and, he hopes, lead them one 
step closer to Jesus.

So why, two weeks before Easter, did he 
tell the members of his church in Southeast 
Washington that each one of them should 
walk out the door and approach strangers 
about coming to church — not online, effi  -
ciently, but one by one, face to face?

“Every born-again Christian ought to 
know how,” he said. “We can’t be sitting in 
a pew. At some point, we’ve got to go some-
where, to somebody else, and share our 
Christian faith.”

Easter seems to bring out the impulse to 
share the word more than any other holiday 
in the Christian calendar.

The focus on Jesus’ resurrection from 
the grave off ers the promise of renewed life 
and salvation from sin — a fi tting message 
to share with people who perhaps have been 
away from church for a long time and could 
be persuaded to come back.

“For churches, Easter is the Super Bowl 
of the Christian year,” said Ed Stetzer, an 
expert on evangelism at Wheaton College in 
Illinois. “People who don’t normally come, 
come. And people bring their friends. I think 
there’s an openness now that people don’t 
see other times of the year.”

He added, “It’s not just Christianity. 
High holy days of religion are when nom-
inal people of that faith try to reconnect. 
It’s one of the reasons to be so intentionally 
evangelistic.”

NEIGHBORHOOD OUTREACH
Stetzer spoke on Palm Sunday at Saddle-

back Church in Orange County, California, 
one of the nation’s largest megachurches, 
about best practices for approaching neigh-
bors to invite them to Easter services. 

“If you really think that on Friday a guy 
was dead, and on Sunday he was back, there 
is a certain obligation to go out and share it,” 
he said. 

Doorbells across Washington were ringing 
the week before Easter, thanks to amateur 
evangelists from diverse denominations.

In Fairfax County, Virginia, members of 
Springfield’s Summit Church fanned out 
to grocery stores and handed out choco-
late crosses with invitations to come to the 
church’s four Easter Sunday “experiences.”

In Silver Spring, Maryland, the Misión 
San Andrés went door to door. Other Cath-
olic churches  encouraged lapsed Catholics 
to return at Easter in a variety of ways: Open 
hours for personal prayer, Stations of the 

Cross processions, concerts, speakers and 
more.

St. Dominic’s parish used a direct-mail 
program to send invitations to church to 
every mailbox in Southwest Washington — 
about 8,000 mailings . Several Protestant 
churches used similar targeted blasts.

Dunmore said he fi rst learned about per-
son-to-person evangelism when he attended 
an Evangelism Explosion program in Vir-
ginia that taught him strategies for outreach. 
He came home feeling that historically black 
churches, such as Anacostia’s United House 
of Prayer for All, where he was a youth min-
ister at the time, weren’t evangelizing like 
their predominantly white counterparts.

So he started his own ministry to teach 
churches how to evangelize. Two years ago, 
he founded a church, Catch of the Day, which 
meets  on the grounds of St. Elizabeth’s Hos-
pital in Washington.

Every member at Catch of the Day goes 
through Dunmore’s evangelism course. The 
requirements are strict. There are tests about 
the church’s creed and the impact of inter-
personal interactions, which a new evan-
gelist must pass with at least an 80 percent 
score. There’s a pledge to immediately tell 
one person about Jesus.

And based on Jesus’ promise that he 
would make his disciples “fi shers of men,” 
every element of Dunmore’s training comes 
with a fi shing metaphor. 

“We do some modern and sophisticated 
techniques to catch fish. We’re not just 
knocking on doors,” Dunmore said.  “In our 
mind, it’s all like a bite on the line. … Some-

body just bit the line: Somebody’s com-
ing to the breakfast. Somebody’s coming to 
church. And just maybe, somebody’s going 
to come to know Jesus as their personal lord 
and savior. That is the goal.”

The Mormon Church is among the most 
sophisticated online evangelists out there 
— visit Mormon.org once, and you’ll prob-
ably see targeted ads directing you back to 
the site for days. But the church is also one of 
the most devoted to old-school, door-to-door 
tactics. Jacob Criddle and Evan Stolk, who 
are serving their two-year mission for the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
in the Washington area, spend most of their 
days ringing doorbells, from 10 a.m. to 9 p.m.

AFTER MANY REJECTIONS, 
A CHANCE TO SHARE

“I don’t think anything can ever replace a 
face-to-face testimony of what Jesus Christ 
did for us,” said Criddle, 20, as he and Stolk, 
21, walked a route through a residential neigh-
borhood near Catholic University.

Every time someone answered a door, or 
hurried past walking a dog, the young men 

called out. “We’re sharing a message with 
people this Easter season about Jesus Christ 
and what he’s done for us.” “Do you have 30 
seconds to watch a quick Easter video our 
church puts out every year?”

Almost everyone turned the missionaries 
away. But when they encountered a postal 
carrier delivering the mail, she didn’t.

“Lately I’ve been feeling like my faith has 
been tested a lot. I feel like you’re a messen-
ger. He might have sent you right at the time 
that I need,” she said. She turned away, and 
when she faced them again, tears were run-
ning down her face. “It’s been really chal-
lenging today.”

Later, the carrier — who didn’t want her 
name published — said that she was upset 
that day over an argument she’d had. And 
she’s been worn down for a long time by 
the demands of being a single mother and 
of her job. Singing in the choir in her Baptist 
church used to help, but she hasn’t been able 
to attend in the two years since she started 
her job for the Postal Service, which includes 
shifts every Sunday. “I really miss it,” she 
said of her church.

As she cried, Criddle said gently, “I know 
that it’s not a coincidence that we’re here 
today.” She agreed. “It doesn’t feel like it.”

“We truly are representatives of the Lord 
Jesus Christ,” Stolk said. “The things that 
we share with people bring them peace, true 
peace.”

“That’s what I need in my life,” she said. 
They set up a time to talk later, when she had 
a day off . 

Just in time for Easter.

Spreading the faith, one at a time
In a time of viral messaging, many evangelists still go door-to-door

“High holy days of 
religion are when 
nominal people of that 
faith try to reconnect.” 
Ed Stetzer, Wheaton College in Illinois

Members of 
a Catholic 
church 
evangelize in 
Washington, 
D.C. Easter 
seems to 
bring out 
the impulse 
to share 
the word 
more than 
any other 
holiday in 
the Christian 
calendar.
   Marvin 
Joseph, 
Washington 
Post


