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Kyle Kooyers             Program Manager, 
   Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“Change is coming. And it starts now, 
inspired by and led by the kids who are our 
hope for the future. Their young voices will 
be heard.”

These powerful words ring within the 
mission statement of March for Our Lives.

These prophetic words also illumine for 
us the eagerness and potential of young peo-
ple, across cultures, identities and world-
views, to take a stand for the sake of ensur-
ing widespread change. 

In this season, our national ear turns 
toward those “kids who are our hope for the 
future.” Their voices, along with those of 
their peers here in West Michigan, are find-
ing platforms to share their dreams for a bet-
ter world. They are looking to lead us. And 
what potential they have!

A new study put out by the Aspen Insti-
tute’s Justice and Society Program, “Plural-
ism in Peril,” notes that as of fall 2017, the 
U.S. had nearly 56 million students in K-12 
education — our future learners and lead-
ers! If all of these students had access to the 
same level of training in engagement, lead-
ership, public speaking, organizing, etc. as 
did the students behind many of the move-
ments we are witnessing, the future of inter-
faith cooperation would be in good shape.  

However, when we consider what stu-
dents are learning regarding other cultures 

or worldviews, especially regarding reli-
gious literacy, we also must recognize there 
are some barriers. The study notes, “There 
is a hesitancy … because of concerns about 
the constitutionality and potential discom-
fort of teaching religious literacy in a public 
setting.” 

In a sense, this concern relates to the 
familiarity and comfort level of teachers 
themselves. As the study goes on to say, 
“One of the greatest challenges of offer-
ing instruction about religion in America’s 
classrooms (or in any environment) is a lack 
of religious literacy and preparedness with 
religious-studies-specific pedagogies on the 
part of teachers themselves.” 

While we are certainly mindful of other 
factors, such as limited staffing, time, fund-
ing and resources facing our schools, we 
acknowledge there is work to be done. 

LOCAL ENGAGEMENT WITH SCHOOLS
On a local level, we are very fortunate. Our 

own Interfaith Dialogue Association Speak-
er’s Bureau brings different faith and non-
faith leaders into West Michigan’s class-
rooms and welcomes teachers and their 

classes to visit centers of worship. Several of 
our local schools have developed extracur-
ricular clubs, focusing on areas of culture, 
diversity, engagement, social justice and 
service where this kind of learning is occur-
ring. Even youth groups of different congre-
gations partner on service projects and site 
visits as a way for young leaders to connect 
to make our world a better place. 

The Kaufman Institute’s agenda of pro-
moting interfaith understanding and 
mutual respect has been exploring how to be 
a catalyst for helping middle and high school 
leaders shape the way ahead. How might we 
empower young people in West Michigan?  
How might we allow them to lead and shape 
the interfaith conversation into the future?

PERSONAL STORIES OF FAITH
Eboo Patel and Patrice Brodeur’s book, 

“Building the Interfaith Youth Movement,” 
shares the story of a program established in 
metropolitan Washington. They occasion-
ally hold dialogues with their high school 
students titled “Why I Love to Be …” This 
is “an informal opportunity for teens to get 
together over pizza for a heart-to-heart con-
versation about their faith. The conversa-
tion stresses the positive aspects of all of 
our faith traditions. This is not a forum for 
debate about the politics of our religions; nor 
is it an academic exercise more appropriate 
for a classroom. Rather, it is an opportunity 
for the young people to tell their own story 

about what they love about being Sikh, Mus-
lim, Unitarian Universalist, etc.”

These spaces provide a fruitful environ-
ment empowering young people to ask good 
questions, elevating their voices and stories 
and giving them tools to lead and shape the 
next chapter of the interfaith conversation.

Kaufman Institute, in partnership with 
Kent Career Tech Center, is launching a 
Youth Interfaith Service Day Camp in Grand 
Rapids for students grades eight through 11, 
led by interfaith counselors/facilitators. The 
group will spend four days engaging with 
local centers of worship and service orga-
nizations building new friendships, learn-
ing about other worldviews and cultures, 
and serving alongside people who are doing 
incredible work in our community. The hope 
is that, out of this week, we will form a Youth 
Interfaith Council so that middle and high 
school voices also have a place at the inter-
faith table as Kaufman looks to the future. 

We believe middle and high school stu-
dents are the next generation of interfaith 
leaders who offer the world a rich perspec-
tive and energy. They have a longing to lead 
in the work of dismantling bias, fear and 
hate in order that our schools and commu-
nities may become places where everyone is 
valued, respected, and loved. 

Their young voices will be heard. Are we 
ready to listen? 

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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To answer God’s call to holiness, Chris-
tians must care for the poor, the sick and the 
immigrant just as they care for preventing 
abortion, Pope Francis wrote in his latest 
major guidance to the Catholic Church.

The document, titled “Gaudate et Exsul-
tate” (Latin for “Rejoice and Be Glad”), is 
Francis’ third major publication in his five-
year papacy, following works on the environ-
ment and the family that each made waves 
in the Church. This apostolic exhortation 
takes up a broader theme, holiness, but some 
Church scholars quickly read the new work 
as an implied response to the pope’s conser-
vative critics.

Francis writes of what it means to be holy 
in the modern world, with many specific 
examples: viewing a person sleeping on the 
street not as an obstacle or a political prob-
lem but as a human being; refraining from 
gossip in the grocery store and impatience 
with our children; reading the Bible even in 
a time of constant online distractions; avoid-
ing being “caught up in networks of verbal 
violence through the internet.”

Francis’ vision of holiness is expansive, 
touching on the actions of everyday people 
in situations from family life to politics. 

“It goes back to Genesis, which says all of 
us, all of creation, all men and women are 
made in the image and likeness of God. What 
Pope Francis is trying to say is: Do we really 
believe that?” said the Rev. William Graf, 
chair of religious studies at St. John Fisher 
College in New York. “Do we see God present 
in the immigrant? Do we see God present in 
the gay person?”

WON’T SWAY CONSERVATIVES
Conservatives in the church, in particu-

lar a small group of U.S. cardinals who have 
written about their concerns with Francis’ 
2016 apostolic exhortation that gestured 
toward a more forgiving stance on divorce 
and remarriage and other issues regarding 
families, likely will not be appeased.

“It will not make liturgy traditionalists 
very happy,” said the Rev. James Bretzke, a 
theologian at Boston College. Bretzke sees 
Francis’ discussion in the new document of 
contemporary thinkers who fall into age-old 
errant patterns of thought known as gnos-
ticism and pelagianism as a rebuke of the 
conservative cardinals. “He’s saying to these 
people that they might be falling into con-
temporary versions of ancient heresies.”

Bretzke said the recent document seemed 
to implicitly reply to the dubia — doubts — 
published by the conservative cardinals. 

“Their question is, ‘Do we still believe in 
an objective moral order?’ … That’s always 
been the Christian conundrum. If God is 
perfect and holy, shouldn’t we be absolutely 
perfect and absolutely holy?” Bretzke said. 
“What Pope Francis [responds]: God is every-
where. God is in Syria. God is in the Sunday 
church. God is in an abortion clinic. God is 

with the immigrants. When you try to find 
God there, then you’re going to be cooperat-
ing more effectively with God. 

“Holiness doesn’t mean being just pure 
and away from the world and away from 
other people. Holiness means being whole, 
and you can only be whole as a human per-
son in a community of persons.”

Reading Francis’ new writing and com-
paring it with the pope’s first major writ-
ing, his encyclical on the environment, Graf 
noted that the pope devoted a large portion of 
this new work to the Beatitudes, the famous 
passage in Matthew that says the meek, the 
mourning, the merciful, the peacemakers 

and the persecuted are blessed.
Francis concludes that “the great criterion 

… on which we will be judged” is found at the 
conclusion of the Beatitudes: “I was hungry 
and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you 
gave me drink, I was a stranger and you wel-
comed me, I was naked and you clothed me, 
I was sick and you took care of me, I was in 
prison and you visited me.”

OTHER ISSUES THAN ABORTION
Graf said Francis seems to be position-

ing this famous line of Scripture, with its 
emphasis on personal care for the physical 
needs of suffering people, as “the ultimate 

judgment on whether or not we’re holy.”
In what is likely to be one of the more con-

troversial segments of the document, Fran-
cis emphasized the importance of caring for 
migrants, an issue he has frequently talked 
about, and said, in comparison, some Chris-
tians focus too much on only the issue of 
abortion.

“Our defense of the innocent unborn, for 
example, needs to be clear, firm and passion-
ate, for at stake is the dignity of a human life. 
… Equally sacred, however, are the lives of 
the poor, those already born, the destitute, 
the abandoned and the underprivileged, 
the vulnerable infirm and elderly exposed 
to covert euthanasia, the victims of human 
trafficking, new forms of slavery, and every 
form of rejection,” Francis writes.

He also writes about the dangers of distrac-
tion due to the internet and the malicious dis-
course that often takes place online.

“He’s over and over again calling peo-
ple to be in the moment, be present, really 
engage, really see one another,” said the Rev. 
Mark Morozowich, dean of the school of the-
ology and religious studies at Catholic Uni-
versity of America. “Oftentimes, when some-
one reads these papal encyclicals, they don’t 
understand how they apply to their lives. … 
This was written very much to a common 
parishioner in the parish.”

On holiness

In his third major guidance to the Catholic Church, Pope Francis writes of what it means to be holy in the modern world.     
Alessandra Tarantino, Associated Press

Pope puts caring for the poor on equal footing with preventing abortion

“Genesis ... says all of us, all of creation, 
all men and women are made in the 
image and likeness of God. What Pope 
Francis is trying to say is: Do we really 
believe that?” 
The Rev. William Graf, chair of religious studies at St. John Fisher College in New York


