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What does it mean to pray with our feet? 
We’ve heard this language recently, from 
participants in the March for our Lives to the 
pope’s Palm Sunday sermon where he told 
the youth “you have it in you to shout.” It is a 
call for social justice, and “praying with our 
feet” isn’t seen only in the Christian tradi-
tion. 

Social reformers in different religious, 
secular, and spiritual traditions are well-
known, from Mahatma Gandhi to Malala 
Yousafzai to Abraham Heschel. Of course, 
one doesn’t need religion to care about social 
justice, and not everyone who practices reli-
gion is a social reformer, but this question of 
praying with our feet has been on my mind 
recently. My recent appointment at Grand 
Valley State University is to oversee a social 
justice center around religious, secular and 
spiritual identity. And I now am seeking to 
understand what it means to use our reli-
gious and spiritual identity as a lens to push 
for social justice.

Maurianne Adams, an author, profes-
sor and leader in social justice education, 
defines social justice as “reconstructing soci-
ety in accordance with principles of equity, 
recognition and inclusion.” How do we work 
to remove barriers, how do we strive to make 
the world a better place? How do we push to 
not only make the world better, but to make 
it more equitable for all people? How do our 
thoughts and meditations turn into actions 
and deeds? 

One way to do it is by participating in 

interfaith work as an act of social justice. By 
joining the table and hearing the stories of 
other religious and secular people, we gain 
empathy for our neighbors. Bur interfaith 
work needs to be more than just being tol-
erant or coexisting; it needs to be radically 
inclusive. 

Martin E. Marty, in his book “When Faiths 
Collide,” reminds us that “one of the prob-
lems with tolerance within pluralism is that 
those who tolerate often have the power 
or the will to remake ‘the other’ into some 
manageable image. Hospitality permits — 
indeed, it insists on — regarding the other as 
being really different.” 

In our interfaith context and work we 
need to go beyond just talking about living 
together. We put our interfaith into action by 
building friendships and communities with 
people of various traditions. By doing that, 
we continue to make this world more just by 
becoming friends as we gain more apprecia-
tion and knowledge of different worldviews. 

When I was a student at Emory University, 
the Rev. Susan Henry-Crowe was the chap-
lain and dean of religious and spiritual life. 
Her social justice work allowed her to trans-
form the historically Methodist university 
into a vibrant community full of people of 
various spiritual identities. One instance 
of this radical inclusiveness was when she 

made me question whether putting on the 
“coexist” bumper sticker was enough. She 
argued that we needed to move to a more 
enthusiastic engagement with our religious 
diversity. She wrote that it required “con-
stant education, cultural sensitivity, respect 
and multilingual communication.” 

When she planned events and programs, 
she recognized the small details, because 
“by being sensitive to even the smallest 
detail, the chaplain makes room in the com-
munity for everyone.” She brought students, 
staff, and faculty to places like Northern 
Ireland, Cuba and South Africa, where she 
worked with them to “explore the root causes 
of conflict and build relationships between 
Emory University and communities in the 
U.S. and around the world.” 

These trips allowed students, faculty and 
staff to move interfaith from a classroom or 
table to action and seeing our shared values. 
She brought in speakers of various identities 
to speak about the broader themes of life, 
justice, peace, and inclusion. It was because 
of Susan Henry-Crowe that I went into inter-
faith work. 

Henry-Crowe is now the chief executive of 
the United Methodist Board of Church and 
Society, the social justice arm of the Method-
ist church. She holds the church to the social 
principles around equity, inclusion and 
social justice. Her office is near Congress, 
where she spends part of her time praying 
for and pushing the United States govern-
ment to continue to act justly. She continues 
to use her Methodist faith to work for a bet-
ter world. 

After Charlottesville last summer, she 

wrote to U.S. Attorney General Jeff Ses-
sions pleading with him to go back to
his Methodist faith. She challenged him
directly to “more justly uphold the protec-
tions and rights of people of color and reli-
gious minorities than what we have seen in 
your seven-month tenure at the Department
of Justice.” She calls all of us to be actors
of change, responding to injustices “not
out of a desire to win, but out of a fullness
of love.” 

For me, Henry-Crowe epitomizes put-
ting our faith-based and secular values into
social justice. She calls us to put our faith 
into action, to live a socially conscious life
and live out our values as we continue to 
make the world a better place, just as she 
lives out the social principles of her Chris-
tian faith. I am pleased that she will be
in Grand Rapids next week to deliver the
annual Rabbi Sigal lecture on “Social Justice
as a Faith Based Initiative.” 

I hope that you will join us as we explore 
turning our religious, secular and spiritual 
traditions into a lens for social justice. 

interfaith@gvsu.edu 

Rabbi Sigal Memorial Lecture

 › “Social Justice as a Faith Based Imperative”

 › Tuesday at 7 p.m. 

 › Eberhard Center, Grand Rapids

 › Information and free registration at inter-
faithunderstanding.org
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Nuns make a pitch to middle-school 
girls to consider the convent

Julie Zauzmer    Washington Post

B A LT I MOR E — The first order that Virginie Fish tried to 
join turned her away: They wouldn’t train black girls as 
nuns, they said. They told her to try the Oblate Sisters of 
Providence, the nation’s oldest African-American order.

Today, black girls have is a more opportunities than Fish 
could have ever imagined. Women can enter any profession, 
most of which were unavailable to Fish. And while it still 
happens, racial discrimination in hiring now is illegal.

The black girls sitting before Fish recently can do any-
thing they’d like. With an endless array of options, a choice 
like the one Fish made — joining a historically black order 
of Catholic sisters — might seem hopelessly antiquated to 
these girls.

Yet Fish and her fellow sisters made their pitch: In a world 
of choices, give the convent a chance.

“Do I want to marry Joe Blow?” Sister Trinita Baeza asked 
the middle school girls from St. Francis International School 
in Silver Spring, Maryland, who visited the Oblate Sisters 
of Providence’s convent in Baltimore on March 14. “Or do I 
want to marry Jesus Christ?”

It’s a tough sell. As American women have far more career 
opportunities that don’t require giving up the chance to 
marry and have children, interest in religious orders has 
dropped. The number of nuns in the United States dropped 
from almost 180,000 to just under 50,000 between 1965 and 
2014. The number of priests declined far less in the same 
half-century: From more than 58,000 to more than 38,000.

In 2017, according to the Center for Applied Research in 
the Apostolate, only slightly more women than men entered 
Catholic religious life in the United States. Interest is partic-
ularly low among African-American women. In 2017, 69 per-
cent of new nuns were white, CARA reported, though Pew 
research says 59 percent of U.S. Catholics are white. Only 3 
percent of new nuns were black, including African-Ameri-
can women and women from Africa who entered U.S. orders.

‘OFFER THEM THAT OPPORTUNITY’
A primary purpose of the field trip to the convent was 

to show the girls that black women can be nuns, said Kirk 
Gaddy, the teacher at the school who organized the trip.

The students at St. Francis occasionally interact with 
nuns but don’t have nuns as classroom teachers, as some 
Catholic school students do, Gaddy says. So for many of 
them, their image of a nun is an older white woman, he said.

“It’s less common for women of color, particularly Afri-
can-American girls,” he said. “We need to begin to intention-
ally cultivate this — let these young ladies see that they, too, 
can become religious. There’s nothing taboo about this. One 
of the best jobs you can get now is saving souls for Christ. I 
want to make sure we offer them that opportunity.”

During the trip, Gaddy also told the students they can pur-
sue a variety of professions, from doctor to lawyer to engi-
neer, while simultaneously serving as nuns. Many sisters 
enter the convent after college or even after graduate school 
and work outside the convent after they take their vows.

The Oblate Sisters — founded as a groundbreaking Afri-
can-American order in Baltimore in 1829, when Maryland 
was still a slave state — dispelled the notion that nuns are all 

white for the girls from St. Francis, where the student body 
is predominantly black and Latino, with many immigrants. 
The girls rushed to take photos of the convent gift shop, 
with its window full of dolls of black nuns. Cellphones were 
encouraged on this school trip — Gaddy even paired girls off 
with nuns to walk into Mass together and urged each group 
to take a selfie first.

From selfies to favorite TV shows to summer vacation 
plans, the nuns tried to show the students that they weren’t 
so different, even if they have lived for decades in chastity 
and poverty.

“I like to get the personal pan pizza,” Sister Lorraine 
George said, referring to a recent outing from the convent. 
Seventh-grader Snaha Costa enthused, “Saaaame.”

“I like to get the sausage on it,” George continued. Costa 
slapped the table: “You are so much like me!”

Costa told George she liked the convent. “There’s lots of 
stuff to do here, other than just looking at your phone and 
video games. You can actually communicate with people,” 
she said.

The Rev. Kenneth Gaddy, the teacher’s brother, celebrated 
Mass for the nuns and students. He, like his brother and like 
the nuns, encouraged the girls to consider whether God is 
calling them to join the convent someday.

“What about you, young sisters? Can you hear God’s voice 
calling you?” Gaddy said in his homily. “Today we are asking 
you simply to keep your heart open that maybe God is call-
ing you to religious life. ... We’re asking you to be generous 
with your life. Because the fact of the matter is God has been 
very generous with you, with us.”

GIRLS DOUBT IT’S A LIFE FOR THEM
When the girls talked privately as they prepared to board 

the bus back to their school, though, most of them weren’t 
convinced. “If I didn’t have my personality, I’d really love to, 
but I’m too loud. And I enjoy messing with boys too much. 
Like messing with their heads,” one seventh-grader said.

“They seem nice and peaceful and funny,” Mohnein 
Lewis said, defending the nuns. “At the same time as being a 
religious thing, they have a good time.”

Mohnein’s friend Naira Wiley chimed in. “I get angry. 
I just get annoyed too much. I’m way too sassy and loud. I 
don’t think I would have enough patience to be a nun.”

But Mohnein held her ground. “The way they all get along 
and laugh, it’s like one big sisterhood.” She started mus-
ing about what her parents would say if she told them she 
wanted to be a nun instead of a chemist.

One parent, Lawrence Billy-Eko laughed when he heard 
his daughter Camille had expressed interest during the field 
trip in considering a religious vocation. “I’ll tell you this 
much, that’s totally going to be up to her,” he said. “If that’s 
a calling, then it’s going to make itself known. We’ll have to 
address that when we get there, if we do get there. She’s our 
only child, number one — so right there, every parent always 
wants to look forward to grandkids. [But] if that’s the direc-
tion that we’re going to go into, so be it. ”

That was just what Camille predicted as she sat next to 
Sister Dolorosa Bundy, hearing about the 68 years Bundy has 
spent in this convent. When she entered, Bundy said, her 
family predicted she would last only two weeks.

Camille told the nun, “I think my parents would be fine 
with it. They’d say, ‘Whatever you believe in to do, just put 
your mind to it.’ “

Then Mass began, and she rose alongside the sister to 
sing, her face shining in the light of stained glass windows 
depicting the founding of this first African-American order. 
The nun at the piano urged them to clap, snap and sing out 
— turning the sedate schoolgirls into a fervent gospel choir.

‘Keep your 
heart open’

St. Francis International School student Therese Muraya talks with Sister Avila Avila during a school field trip to the convent 
on March 14.   Evelyn Hockstein, Washington Post

Girls from St. Francis International School in Silver Spring, 
Maryland, tour the Oblate Sisters of Providence convent in 
Baltimore.    Evelyn Hockstein, Washington Post


