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D2    T H U RS DAY, AUGUST 16, 20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Krista Tippett never inter-
views politicians but made an 
exception a couple of weeks 

ago. Cory Booker, the Democratic senator 
from New Jersey, was the exception because 
she was intrigued with his reference to poli-
tics as the work of “manifesting love.”  

Tippitt is the host of “On Being,”  a radio 
interview show that deals with religious and 
spiritual topics. She introduced Booker as a 
Stanford University graduate, Rhodes Scholar 
to Oxford, law degree recipient from Yale Uni-
versity, former mayor of Newark, N.J., and 
now senator. But Tippett expressed surprise 
when she heard him say that the best thing 
that ever happened to him was “being broken, 
time and time again.” 

Booker told about his experience meet-
ing Virginia Jones, an organizer for the ten-
ants in a building where he lived in Newark 
and where Jones’ son had been killed. She 
asked him to describe the neighborhood, and 
Booker responded with comments about the 
drug dealing and abandoned buildings.  Jones 
faced him and bluntly said, “Boy, you need to 
understand that the world you see outside of 
you is a refl ection of what you have inside of 
you, and if you’re one of those people who only 
sees darkness, despair, that’s all there’s ever 
going to be. But if you see hope, opportunity, 
if you’re stubborn enough to, every time you 
open your eyes, see love and the face of God, 
then you can be a change agent here. Then 
you can make a diff erence.” 

Booker relates that this was a monumen-
tal moment for him; it was the realization that 
he had to make choices. “Your life is not just 
stimulus-response. That space between stim-
ulus and response — you can make powerful 
choices. And even in the way you describe a 
person, describe a child. … I could go through 
all the maladies and describe the children as a 
collection of those — or I can see their divinity 
and see their potential.”

He recognizes the important eff ect that his 
parents had on him while growing up with 
bigotry, confl ict and hatred all around them. 
They were the only black family in their town 
and faced discrimination and hatred. They 
would drive into Newark in order to attend 
a small black church. His parents made sure 
that he and his brother received a good educa-
tion. They also taught him about confronting 
fear, which is “often the ignition point for big-
otry or hatred or confl ict.”

“I was very fortunate to have a life that 
was very diff erent than my parents. My dad 
would tell me, ‘Boy, don’t walk around this 
house like you hit a triple. You were born on 
third base.’” His mother would tell him, “Cory, 
think about what you would do, if you knew 
you couldn’t fail despite your fears and inse-
curities.” This inspired him to move into the 
depressed and dangerous area of Newark and 
work to improve conditions for the residents. 
His father admonished, “You can’t pay back 
all the blessings that were given to you in gen-

erations before, but you’ve got to pay it for-
ward.”

“My parents had this view of this sort of 
indefatigable love — love of people, love of 
this country — that was really shaping, to 
me, about how you encounter darkness, and 
what do you do? How when you encounter 
discouragement or defeat, what do you do? 
And those are building blocks … that are so 
fundamental to my own personal philos-
ophy and my orienting to the world, to the 
universe and to religion.”

Booker worries that we are coming to a 
place where we can’t see the humanity in 
someone else. As we demonize those dif-
ferent from ourselves, there will be no way 
that we can work together to fi nd common 
ground. He fears that our country “will be 
torn left or right and forget about the urgency 
of forward progress.” He sums it up with: “It 
is so easy to love people who agree with you, 
but the real test comes, to love someone who 
you disagree with.”

When he talks of love, he means the 
kind of love that inspired the soldiers who 
stormed beaches in Normandy. “It’s the 
hard love. It’s the difficult love. It’s not an 
easy way. It’s hurtful. Love does get angry. 
And this is a time where our country needs 
a more courageous love, needs a more dar-
ing empathy. This is really a moment where 
we’re going to defi ne our culture.” What we 
need now, he says, is an “understanding 
that these are sacred spaces between us, and 
they need to be fueled and injected with an 
unapologetic, courageous, daring love.” 

This kind of love is also far from mere tol-
erance.  He sees tolerance as “a cynical state 
of mind — we’re just going to stomach each 
other’s right to be diff erent. And basically, 
tolerance says that if you disappear from the 
face of this earth, I’m no better or worse off , 
because I was just tolerating you like I toler-
ate a cold. … But love says, ‘I see your worth. I 
see your value.’”

Looking for someone to solve all of our 
problems takes away our individual respon-
sibility. “It forgets those cute little, 10 two-let-
ter words that I learned as a child, which 
are simply, ‘If it is to be, it is up to me.’” He 
reminds us that “change rarely comes from 
Washington, it comes to Washington.”

He quotes Mother Teresa’s response to the 
journalist who asked how she measures suc-
cess. Her answer was, “I wasn’t called to be 
successful. I was called to be faithful.” For 
Booker, faithfulness is not just a spiritual 
issue. It’s getting up and continuing to work, 
“even if you can’t see to how that work will 
change this almost seemingly impossible 
reality.”

Yes, we are not called to be successful, or 
to just be tolerant. We are called to be faith-
ful with a love and respect that can, in fact, 
change reality. 
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We are called to move 
beyond ‘cynical’ tolerance

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Jim E. asks, “Most church 
buildings are older with lots 
of stairs. What ethical obliga-

tion does a church or house of worship have 
to be accessible to all visitors? At what cost?”

Fred Stella, the Pracharak (outreach 
minister) for the West Michigan Hindu 
Temple, responds:

“There are many houses of worship 
that have great historical value that would 
require significant retrofitting. One also 
has to take into account maintaining the 
building’s structural integrity. 

“I do not feel equipped to sit in judgment 
of those who have the fi duciary responsibil-
ity of any other institution than mine. That 
said, I do admire those churches, temples, 
etc. who do make every eff ort to welcome 
those of most every age and level of ability. 
At West Michigan Hindu Temple, we are 
entirely accessible.”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Domini-
can priest who serves as adjutant judi-
cial vicar, Diocese of Grand Rapids, 
responds:

“At least in part, the source of this issue 
is found in the Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA) passed in 1990. You may learn 
about this act at adata.org/learn-about-ada.

“The basis of this act is to prevent dis-
crimination against individuals with dis-
abilities. Churches have the ethical obli-
gation to minister to the people who are 
members of a given church, and this may 
be done in various ways.

“Regarding public accommodations 
in the Act, ‘the title sets minimum stan-
dards for accessibility for alterations and 
new construction’ (ibid.). I interpret this to 
mean that churches are to provide minis-
terial access to disabled individuals. This 
may be done without the church doing sig-
nificant and expensive alterations. This 
ministry could be done in people’s homes, 
an accessible area of the church property 
or, in this electronic age, via media. In 
doing so, the churches are ensuring the dis-
abled individuals are not excluded from 
receiving God’s mercy through the min-
istry of their pastors, simply because they 
lack access to a church building.”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister 
at All Souls Community Church of West 
Michigan, a Unitarian Universalist 
Congregation, responds:

“Beyond cost, I believe there is a spiritual 
and theological obligation to be as welcom-
ing and hospitable as possible to all who 
enter our doors. I am very grateful my con-
gregation has been renting/sharing space 
with Congregation Ahavas Israel for many 
years. Ahavas is a fully accessible building 
and was originally designed with acces-
sibility in mind. Unitarian Universalists 

hold accessibility and inclusivity as high pri-
orities. Currently, we are re-evaluating the 
wording in our hymnals to use more inclu-
sive and less ableist language. 

“There are many ways to make a space 
truly welcoming to all, and there is equally 
as many barriers to overcome. In the United 
States, the most common size of a commu-
nity of worship is around 75 people. Most of 
the church buildings were built before the 
early part of last century, when more people 
were attending worship services. Due to the 
sheer size of these buildings, they are quite 
expensive to maintain and to heat. Acces-
sibility needs are often the fi rst items to be 
delayed to next year’s budget. While this 
is a common practice and done at times to 
keep the doors open, it is also forgetting the 
fi rst mission of any house of worship, and 
that is to welcome the stranger regardless 
of need.”

The Rev. Ray Lanning, a retired minister 
of the Reformed Presbyterian Church of 
North America, responds:

“Presbyterians believe that in the gospel 
God off ers the gift of salvation to ‘the whole 
lost race of man.’ This ‘free off er of the gos-
pel’ puts all Presbyterian churches under 
a gospel-driven ethical obligation to make 
their houses of worship accessible to all vis-
itors, no matter what cost. At the very least, 
these buildings should be accessible to all 
church members, regardless of infi rmities or 
impairments.

“If the cost of making its building acces-
sible is too high, a Presbyterian congrega-
tion should appeal to the higher courts of 
the church (presbytery or synod, particu-
lar or general) for assistance. It is part of the 
genius of Presbyterianism that the strong 
should support the weak. ‘As we have there-
fore opportunity, let us do good unto all men, 
especially unto them that are of the house-
hold of faith’ (Galatians 6:10).”

My response:
Buildings are only a part of being an 

accessible congregation. Are materials 
available for the visually impaired? Does 
the sound system accommodate the hearing 
impaired? Are people with mental impair-
ments and mental illnesses welcome to fully 
participate in any and all activities that take 
place in the building? Are children, even 
those who make noise, welcome?

Installing ramps and elevators, widening 
doorways, installing powered doors, retrofi t-
ting sound systems and providing interpre-
tation services can be expensive. Building 
modifi cations are not always fully possible 
in historic older buildings. Welcoming all 
people is less expensive. It may cost nothing 
more than the eff ort of cultivating a culture 
which truly believes that every human being 
is created in the image of God and deserves a 
place in the congregation.
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How can we make houses 
of worship welcoming to all?

Yanan Wang   Associated Press

Guo, a 62-year-old Chinese shopkeeper 
in Nanyang, China, had waited nearly his 
entire adult life to see his dream of building 
a church come true — a brick house with a 
sunny courtyard and spacious hall with room 
for 200 believers.

But in March, about a dozen police offi  cers 
and local offi  cials suddenly showed up at the 
church on his property and made the fright-
ened congregants disperse. They ordered 
that the cross, a painting of the Last Supper 
and Bible verses be taken down. And they 
demanded that all services stop until each 
person, along with the church itself, was reg-
istered with the government, Guo said.

Without warning, Guo and his neighbors 
in China’s Christian heartland province of 
Henan — the entry point for many of the ear-
liest foreign missionaries — had found them-
selves on the front lines of an ambitious new 
eff ort by the offi  cially atheist ruling Commu-
nist Party to dictate — and in some cases dis-
place — the practice of faith in the country.

“I’ve always prayed for our country’s lead-
ers, for our country to get stronger,” said Guo, 
who gave only his last name out of fear of gov-
ernment retribution. “They were never this 
severe before, not since I started going to 
church in the ’80s. ”

Under President Xi Jinping, China’s most 
powerful leader since Mao Zedong, believers 
are seeing their freedoms shrink dramatically 
even as the country undergoes a religious 
revival. Experts and activists say that as he 
consolidates his power, Xi is waging the most 
severe systematic suppression of Christian-
ity in the country since religious freedom was 
written into the Chinese constitution in 1982.

The crackdown on Christianity is part 
of a broader push by Xi to “Sinicize” all the 

nation’s religions by infusing them with 
“Chinese characteristics” such as loyalty to 
the Communist Party. Islamic crescents and 
domes have been stripped from mosques, and 
a campaign launched to “re-educate” tens of 
thousands of Uighur Muslims. Tibetan chil-
dren have been moved from Buddhist tem-
ples to schools and banned from religious 
activities during their summer holidays, 
state-run media report.

This spring, a five-year plan to Sinicize 
Christianity in particular was introduced, 
along with new rules on religious aff airs. Over 
the past several months, local governments 
across the country have shut down hundreds 
of private Christian “house churches.” A 
statement last week from 47 in Beijing alone 
said they had faced “unprecedented” harass-
ment since February. 

The party has long been wary of Chris-
tianity because of its affiliation with West-
ern political values. Several Chinese human 
rights lawyers jailed for their work, including 
Jiang Tianyong and Li Heping, are outspo-
ken Christians. So too are many Hong Kong 
pro-democracy activists, not least among 
them 2014 protest leader Joshua Wong.

 “Under Xi, this fear of Western infi ltration 
has intensifi ed and gained a prominence that 
we haven’t seen for a long time,” said Xi Lian, 
a scholar of Christianity in China at Duke 
University.  

The number of Chinese believers of all 
faiths has doubled in two decades to an esti-
mated 200 million, by offi  cial count, as the 
hold of the Communist party has weakened. 
Among them are an estimated 67 million to 
71 million Christians, a number that is 
expected to  become the world’s largest Chris-
tian population in the world as soon as 2030. 

RELIGION

In China’s Christian heartland, 
a fi ght for the nation’s soul

Banners 
reading 
“All nations 
belong to the 
Lord arising 
to shine” 
and “Jesus’ 
salvation 
spreads to 
the whole 
world” are 
displayed 
below a cross 
in a house 
church shut 
down by 
authorities  
in central 
China’s 
Henan prov-
ince.    Ng Han 
Guan, Associ-
ated Press
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