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D2    T H U RS DAY, D EC E M B E R  13, 20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Khizr Khan, 
father 
of fallen 
U.S. Capt. 
Humayan 
Khan, speaks 
in 2016 as 
his wife, 
Ghazala, 
stands by his 
side. Khizr 
Khan spoke 
recently at 
an anti-
extremism 
summit.   AP 
fi les

Doug Kindschi   
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

I was recently invited to 
attend a summit on “Com-

munities Overcoming Extremism: The 
After Charlottesville Project.” This effort 
established by the Anti-Defamation League 
 is in partnership with other organizations, 
such as the Justice & Society Program of the 
Aspen Institute, the National Immigration 
Forum and the Fetzer Institute. 

The summit, chaired by Mike Signer, the 
former mayor of Charlottesville, included 
other national leaders, such as former Sen. 
John Danforth, Fetzer President Bob Bois-
ture and Meryl Chertoff  of the Aspen Insti-
tute. 

In August 2017, white supremacists came 
to Charlottesville ostensibly to protest the 
taking down of confederate statues. Yet as 
they marched, one of the chants was “Jews 
will not replace us.” It was not clear what 
this had to do with the confederate statue 
issue, but what was clear was the hatred 
for Jews and every other group that did not 
fi t their very prejudiced and racist idea of 
who should be acceptable in our country. 
The protests led to the injury of nearly three 
dozen victims, and the violent death of 
32-year-old paralegal and civil rights activ-
ist Heather Heyer by a self-declared neo-
Nazi, who last week was convicted of mur-
der.

The “After Charlottesville Project” seeks 
to build capacity at the local and national 
levels to “combat the rise of extremism, 
intolerance and political violence” in cities 
and communities across the country and to 
empower these communities. 

Johnathan Greenblatt, the CEO of the 
ADL, stated the goal at the project initiation 
last August: “To fight back against those 
who brought their message of hate to Char-
lottesville, we now seek to marshal all of 
our community resources, from city hall to 
corporate boardrooms to community orga-
nizations, in order to equip every commu-
nity in America with the necessary skills to 
reduce community intergroup tensions and 
overcome any hate and extremist event.”

The ADL, founded in 1913, was a response 
to an increasing climate of anti-Semitism 
and bigotry. It sees its mission as not only 
to protect the Jewish people but also “to 
secure justice and fair treatment for all.” Its 
ultimate goal “is a world in which no group 
or individual suff ers from bias, discrimina-
tion or hate.”

What a tragedy then that only two 
months following the announcement of 
this project combating extremism and a 
year after the Charlottesville riots, this 
same hatred expressed itself in the killing 
of 11 Jews in the Tree of Life Synagogue in 
Pittsburgh. The gunman shouted, “All Jews 
must die” in the shooting, the deadliest 
anti-Semitic attack in U.S. history. 

It is also an irony that the Pew Research 
Center had earlier reported its study on 
how warmly the U.S. public views vari-
ous religious groups. Jews were the most 
highly rated by the overall public. A signif-

icant positive shift also was reported regard-
ing the rating of Muslims, which went from 
a positive 40 to 48 in a three-year period. It 
is also notable that knowing someone from 
one of the faith groups aff ects one’s attitude. 
For example, good feelings about Muslims is 
reported at the 56 level for those who know 
a Muslim compared to 42 who do not know 
any Muslims.  

Attitudes are slowly becoming more 
accepting of all religious groups, but the 
threat of extremism and violence continues. 

Signer said, “Our great nation must be 
fully equipped to overcome hate, political 
violence and extremism. I am committed to 
sharing learning from last year’s events in 
Charlottesville as part of this national eff ort, 
bringing together key public and private 
leaders … to increase our collective capacity 
to stand up against hate.” 

Sharif Azami, program offi  cer at the Fetzer 
Institute, provided further insight into the 
project’s potential impact, stating that “[t]
his initiative will not only seek methodolo-
gies for how cities across America can be bet-
ter prepared to respond to hate crime and 
violence, but will also invite conversations 
around bridge building and healing.”

The highlight of our time together at the 
summit was the talk by Khizr Khan, the 
“Gold Star Father” of Captain Humayun 
Khan, who was killed by a suicide bomber in 
Iraq in 2004. He shared how he “fell in love” 
with the U.S. Constitution and Declaration of 
Independence when he read them as a stu-
dent in Pakistan. He had lived under dicta-
tors and repressive regimes and knows what 
it is like not to have the freedom we enjoy.  
But he warned that if it is not freedom for all, 
then it is jeopardized for all.  

Khan warned that our freedom is bought 
by sacrifice, and noted that the signers of 
the Declaration of Independence were likely 
signing their own death warrants if the revo-
lution had not been successful. His home is 
in Charlottesville, where he witnessed last 
year’s riot. He told us about a letter from a 
soldier who urged that we must continue to 
speak against hatred and extremism. It was 
the same message he received from survivors 
of the Holocaust urging that he “continue to 
speak out.”  

He told us how following the announce-
ment of the Muslim travel ban, it would break 
his heart when small children would ask 
him, “Will we be thrown out of here?”  

Speaking out has been a personal mission 
for him, and he challenged us to defend lib-
erty whenever it is attacked, saying, “Liberty 
requires vigilance and sacrifi ce.” 

However, Khan is not giving up hope. His 
faith in the values of this country is even 
stronger. He concluded, “I have seen the sun-
rise on the other side of the mountain.”

Interfaith understanding and acceptance 
continues to be the challenge for us all, as we 
unite to combat the extremism and violence 
that threaten us.

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Extremism and violence 
require constant vigilance

Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

J a m e s 
w r i t e s ,  “ I n 

recent months we have seen 
reports from Philadelphia 
of widespread clergy sexual 
abuse of children followed 
by widespread cover-up also 
committed by clergy. As a 
member of the clergy, what 
do you think of your profes-
sion weighing in on ethical 
issues (when it seems unable 
to police itself)?”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., 
a Dominican priest who 
serves as adjutant judicial 
vicar, Diocese of Grand 
Rapids, responds:

“I must first correct that 
last assertion in this state-
ment. The Dallas Char-
ter of 2002, 2005, 2011, and 
2018 has provided a schema 
for the protection of chil-
dren. Although the full fall-
out from the Pennsylvania 
grand jury report, as well 
as subsequent investiga-
tions from the state’s attor-
ney general, is yet to be fully 
realized, the overwhelming 
data indicates that proper 
reporting of said perpetra-
tors to civil authorities is 
occurring; and there are few 
new cases since 2002.

“For myself, I am sick-
ened by the sexual abuse of 
children. I have been up to 
my eyeballs in dealing with 
abusers since 2002, so for 
me there are no ‘new’ reve-
lations. 

“I have served as an advo-
cate for those abused (pro-
tecting those individuals’ 
rights, and these individ-
uals have rights), a judge in 
a pedophilia case and as a 
prosecutor in an ecclesiasti-
cal trial.

“Sadly, a high percent-
age of individuals who abuse 
children (not just priests) 
were abused themselves. 
This is a problem not only 
for those in ministry but also 
for us as a culture. The best 
disinfectant is sunlight, and 
I hope and pray those who 
have been abused continue 
to come forward so they 
may experience healing and 
peace.”

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

“The writer here paints 
with a rather broad brush. 
Ever yone on this panel 
belongs to a different reli-
gious organization. While 
abuse within the rank and 
file is age-old, those in 
leadership positions have 
responded in various ways; 
everything from brazen cov-
er-up attempts to honest and 
open efforts toward repen-
tance and reform.

“It’s important to note 
that we panelists research 
our answers from within 
the wisdom of thousands 
of years. Some of us also 
add to that from our per-
sonal experiences, reason 
and intuition. Regardless of 
how we arrive at our answer, 
it should also be noted that 
while we attempt to convey 
the high ideals of our reli-
gion, the on-the-ground 
expression of a moral issue 
by adherents might not 
always match that. This is 
a part of our human condi-
tion. But this by no means 
exempts those of us in the 
positions we hold from striv-
ing to provide moral guid-
ance while simultaneously 
striving towards a most 
noble life.”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, 
minister at All Souls Com-
munity Church of West 
Michigan, a Unitarian 
Universalist congrega-
tion, responds:

“It is often the case when I 
sit down to write my answers 
to these ethical questions 
I ask myself, ‘who am I to 
weigh in on these topics, by 
what authority do I speak 
from, am I worthy of this 
task?’ Having served in a 
Catholic hospital as a chap-
lain in the city of Boston 
following the clergy sexual 
abuse crisis, I saw fi rsthand 
the pain, hurt and devasta-
tion caused by the clergy to 
good people of faith. This 
abuse broke people’s hearts 
and often broke their rela-

tionship with God. This 
experience was very pro-
found in my formation as a 
member of the clergy.

“I think as clergy we 
must own the failures of 
our profession or calling 
to live up to the ideals of 
our faiths. I think it falls 
upon the clergy to call out 
when we see wrong doing, 
and we must also stop the 
cover-ups and the deni-
als. Each time one clergy 
fails, our entire profession 
is lessened and the trust is 
broken once more.

“I think the ‘good apples’ 
of the clergy, politicians 
and police officers must 
call out and throw out the 
‘bad apples’ of our respec-
tive professions. When we 
do this, we are living up 
to the ethical standards 
of our calling. As my sem-
inary professor would say, 
‘live a life worthy of being 
revered.’”

Dr. Sharif Sahibzada, 
director of the Islamic 
Center and imam of the 
Mosque of Grand Rapids, 
responds:

“ R i g h t e o u s n e s s , 
God-fearing, and honesty 
is part and parcel of a godly 
person’s life. If someone is 
not fulfi lling the criteria for 
the job of clergy obligation 
and duties, he disqualifi es 
himself from the job and 
commits multifold crimes. 
He loses trust of God, 
admits an inability to per-
form obligations and, on 
top of that, commits crimes 
against innocent people of 
humankind. He misguides 
the congregants instead of 
guiding them.

“Cover-up of the sexual 
abuse of children is a hei-
nous crime. All those who 
participate in the cover-up, 
they all must be dealt with 
under strict application of 
the law. Ethics and man-
ners must be upheld all 
times. If someone is unable 
to protect himself, then it 
is his duty to come out of 
betraying himself and oth-
ers.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Given abuse cases, should 
clergy weigh in on ethics?

Cleve R. Wootson Jr.   Washington Post

At the center of the inves-
tigation into crimes against 
Jehova h’s Witnesses — 
including two fires that 
destroyed worship centers — 
is a question that has vexed 
Washington state investiga-
tors, the governor and pretty 
much anyone who has come 
into contact with the reli-
gious denomination:

Who could muster this 
much de st r uc t ive ra ge 
against a religion full of pac-
ifi sts?

On Friday morning, Thur-
ston County authorities 
responded to a predawn fi re 
in the city of Lacey, Wash-
ington. But by the time fi re-
fighters arrived, it was too 
late. The blaze had caused 
the roof to collapse and 
destroyed the kingdom hall, 
the name Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses give to their worship 
centers.

The Bureau of A lco -
hol, Tobacco, Firearms and 
Explosives quickly ruled 
that the fire was intention-
ally set, saying it fi t the pat-
tern of other kingdom hall 
attacks in Thurston County 
over the past nine months 
that have rocked the Jeho-
vah’s Witness community.

No one has been arrested, 
and the only image of a sus-
pect is surveillance video 
of a person in a hoodie and 

coveralls pouring gasoline 
on the side of a kingdom 
hall, then sparking a bloom 
of fire. Authorities don’t 
know whether that person 
is the only perpetrator, and 
a motive continues to elude 
investigators. 

A l l  t he at tack s have 
occurred early in the morn-
ing, and there are no reports 
of injuries.

Still, Jehovah’s Witness 
leaders in the area say the 
attacks are a blow to their 
community.

“It’s devastating for the 
whole congregation,” Dan 
Woollett, one of the ministers 
who helped build the hall in 

Lacey in 1976, told Seat-
tle-area NBC affi  liate KING. 
“It does make you sad, but 
it’s just a building. No mat-
ter who we are, no matter 
what our religious persua-
sion is, we have to cope with 
the problems we face.” 

Jehova h’s Witnesses 
are known mostly for their 
door-to-door proselytizing, 
rejection of traditional hol-
idays and refusal to accept 
blood transfusions even 
in the face of death. They 
reject subservience to the 
state, believing God to be 
the only true ruler. They do 
not serve in the military or 
vote. 

JEHOVAH’S WITNESSES

Another kingdom hall destroyed 
in 9-month rash of arson attacks
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