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Douglas Kindschi   
Director, Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute

As we begin this new year, 
I want to take a different approach to this 
week’s column and discuss the origins and 
development of the Kaufman Interfaith 
Institute and some plans for the future.  

It was in Muskegon in the late 1980s that 
Sylvia Kaufman conceived and led a com-
munity celebration of the Jewish commu-
nity’s presence in that city.  It attracted 
national interest with articles in The New 
York Times and the Chicago Tribune.  The 
Tribune article began: 

“Which of the following statements is 
true?

“(A) Muskegon County, Mich., is a bastion 
of Jewish culture, hosting exhibits, concerts, 
fi lms and scholarly studies and dissertations 
on contemporary and historic Judaism. Or...

 “(B) Muskegon Countỳ s 150,000 popula-
tion includes only 250 Jews.

“The second statement is true. 
“Nonetheless, the fi rst statement is also 

true, at least for eight months beginning last 
weekend, when renowned violinist Itzhak 
Perlman fl ew into town on a private jet.”

A consequence of this celebration was the 
beginning of a triennial Jewish-Christian 
Dialogue, which brought to West Michigan 
famous theologians from both traditions for 
a day-long interaction.  In 2006, the dialogue 
was moved to Grand Rapids and expanded to 
include the Muslim faith, bringing together 
the three Abrahamic faiths.  This then led 
to the establishment of the Kaufman Inter-
faith Institute, housed at Grand Valley State 

University. 
The institute continues to coordinate the 

triennial Jewish-Christian-Muslim Dialogue 
every three years as well as the Interfaith 
Academic Consortium conferences in the 
intervening years. The consortium includes 
eight colleges, universities and theological 
seminaries in West Michigan. Thus, every 
year there is a major conference focusing on 
interfaith issues drawing participants from 
throughout the state and beyond.  

With the establishment of the Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute, the vision was expanded 
beyond these annual events to involve more 
of the community in an ongoing emphasis 
on seeking understanding and acceptance 
for all faith communities.  In 2012, with 
a proclamation from then Mayor George 
Heartwell, the Year of Interfaith Under-
standing was created, which led to more 
than 300 events throughout the commu-
nity. Churches, synagogues, temples, and 
mosques hosted educational and other 
events seeking better understanding of the 
religious diversity in our community. The 
colleges, universities, and seminaries all 
had events with the same goal.  Commu-
nity organizations, including museums, 
the symphony, the Economic Club, and 
theatre groups all had events that related 
to the theme.  The eff ort led to coverage on 
the national PBS program, “Religion and 
Ethics NewsWeekly” (video available at bit.
ly/2012interfaith ).

Three years later, we engaged the commu-
nity in “2015 — Year of Interfaith Service,” 
bringing together various faith communi-
ties with service organizations to engage 
in working together to do service with food 

pantries, Habitat for Humanity, hospice 
organizations and environmental groups.  

As we look to this coming year, we are 
launching “2018 — Year of Interfaith Friend-
ships.”  We are building on efforts of this 
past year to make connections among Jew-
ish, Christian and Muslim congregations to 
stand together and learn from each other in 
times of anxiety, distrust, and polarization.  
We anticipate this will expand to involve 
other faith communities as well. 

You might think of the development 
in these past years as involving the head 
(understanding), then the hands (service), 
and now the heart (friendships). 

BUILDING PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 
This coming year we are developing inter-

faith affi  nity groups bringing families and 
individuals around common interests in 
ways that develop personal relationships 
and friendships. There are 10 groups in pro-
cess of forming, with others to be added in 
the near future.  They are organized around 
such interests as cinema, book reading, fi t-
ness, scriptural reading, knitting, art, med-
icine and contemplative traditions.  If you 
would be interested in learning more, visit 
the website interfaithunderstanding.org. 

For those from other cities or communi-
ties who would be interested in participating 
in developing interfaith friendships in your 
area, let us know at the appropriate link on 
our website.

During this year we will continue the 
other events that are a regular part of our 
schedule, including the Abrahamic Dinner 
and the Sigal Lecture this spring, and the 
Triennial Jewish-Christian-Muslim Dia-

logue and Interfaith Thanksgiving Celebra-
tion in the fall.  You can keep informed on 
these and other developments by checking 
our website and signing up for our weekly 
e-newsletter, Interfaith Inform, which comes 
to your email address each Tuesday.     

Following all of this history and informa-
tion, what is our interfaith insight for the 
week?

One insight is that the efforts of one 
woman, who in the 1980s sought under-
standing and acceptance for all religious 
communities, is having long-term impact. 
Let us each commit our own individual 
effort to build such impact in our increas-
ingly diverse communities. 

In these days of increased anxiety and 
polarization, it is a time for building bridges 
between and among communities and indi-
viduals.  We seem to be more and more iso-
lated into our own echo chambers where we 
listen to and relate to those with whom we 
agree while disparaging those with whom 
we don’t agree. Technology has made this 
even more divisive, since social media and 
computer programming repeatedly take us 
to sites for which we have already shown 
interest. 

Our challenge is to learn from those who 
are different from us: different in politics, 
in religion, in social class. In so doing, we 
become stronger as individuals while also 
building community. In seeking interfaith 
friendships, we fi nd a truer identity for our-
selves and build a richer, more diverse and 
stronger society. Let this be our goal in the 
new year.   

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT 

Past developments lead to new interfaith focus
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Tammy Smith   Tribune News Service

BAY ST. L OU I S ,  M I S S .  — Like many pastors, Joey Gilbert 
felt called to serve.

But that call ended up being long-distance.
Gilbert has been pastor at a small church in the Bayside 

community — which has an average Sunday attendance of 
40 — for about 17 months.

Children rush up to give him a hug, even though they 
might be bashful about talking, and he’s just as glad to see 
them. Adults give him a hearty handshake or a high-fi ve.

But this isn’t your average calling.
The thing is, he doesn’t live in Bay St. Louis or neighbor-

ing Waveland. He doesn’t even live on the Mississippi Gulf 
Coast, or anywhere in Mississippi or nearby Louisiana.

About three weekends each month, Gilbert drives from 
Carnesville, Georgia, to Bayside Baptist Church off  U.S. 90. 
It’s about a 1,000-mile round-trip journey. That’s in addition 
to doing his weekday job as a land surveyor for a company 
called Landtech.

Carnesville is about 75 miles northeast of Atlanta, and as 
anyone who has driven in Georgia knows, it’s almost impos-
sible to bypass that city’s traffi  c in the northern half of the 
state. Yet Gilbert, often joined by wife, Julie, a teacher, and 
friends Joyce and Kim Reed, sees this route as a  mission trip 
to people who captured his heart after Hurricane Katrina.

Like much of Hancock County,  Bayside  was hit hard by 
the  storm. A building intended to be a sort of neighborhood 
clubhouse now houses a convenience store and a coin laun-
dry. Katrina cottages dot the streets. Several struggling fam-
ilies  call the  area home, with a few original residents.

One original residens is Suzy Medrano, a retired nurse 
who has made her daughter’s empty house available to the 
Gilberts and Reeds as a sort of free bed-and-breakfast . She 
wants Bayside Baptist to succeed.

 Another is Vicky Wesner, who has been a member of the 
church “33 or 34 years.”

“My wedding was the fi rst wedding in this church,” she 
said. “I’ve been teaching Sunday school about 30 years and 
driving the church van about 30 years, too.”

She’s seen 13 pastors serve at Bayside.

INVOLVEMENT GRADUALLY EXPANDED
Gilbert first came to the neighborhood a few years ago 

when he and other volunteers arrived to help after Katrina. 
Part of their mission was to help rebuild the church. Later, 
providing a vacation Bible school became a project.

“Last June, the pastor called and said he was leaving the 
church in the hands of another gentleman,” Gilbert said. 
When they  returned to help with VBS a few weeks later, he 
was amazed to fi nd that attendance had dropped dramati-
cally — to as few as three adults. The former pastor’s plans 
had not worked out, and people were leaving the church.

“They asked if I could help them,” he said. Gilbert, 46, 

became an ordained Baptist minister in 2002, “but I actually 
started preaching at 19,” he said.

His new mission work had begun. What had been an 
annual trip became an almost-weekly trip. The Gilberts and 
the Reeds absorb most of the travel expenses themselves.

“The off ering is used to keep the lights on,” Joey Gilbert 
said, and Kim Reed added, “and keep the van repaired.”

The van picks up neighborhood children who otherwise 
wouldn’t have a ride to the church on Sunday mornings. It 
doesn’t hurt that breakfast, which usually features biscuits, 
coff ee and juice, is served at 9 a.m. Sunday school follows at 
9:30 a.m., with the service at 10:30 a.m. 

On this Sunday, two weeks before Christmas Eve, 
wrapped presents are piled under a Christmas tree in a front 
corner of the sanctuary. 

They’re gifts provided by groups from the Carnesville area 
for people in south Mississippi whom they’ve never met and 
might never meet. A gift is waiting for each person there.

How does Gilbert do it? Where does he fi nd the willpower, 

the energy?
“With the Lord’s help, and a lot of prayer, and a lot of 

determination,” he said, then added quietly, “If you came on 
a Sunday, and met the members and the kids, you’d under-
stand. Like I tell people, it’s a God thing. Physically, fi nan-
cially, God has made a way. I’ve just about worn out a vehicle 
in the past year and a half, but it’s all worth it.”

Nevertheless, he hopes the church eventually can fi nd a 
local, permanent pastor. The Gilberts have three children: 
one in college, one in high school, one in middle school.

“My children are understanding, but they sure do like for 
Dad to be home,” he said.

In the meantime, he beams with genuine happiness when 
he sees a child fi nd a donated jacket, shirt or dress that will 
fi t or starts telling him how the past week went at school.

“I love this church,” said Wesner, a member. “Sometimes 
I come here and get my peace and quiet. If I have trouble in 
my mind, I might just sit in the parking lot, and my anxiety 
is relieved.” 

HIS CALLING 

IS LONG-

DISTANCE
Pastor drives 1,000 miles round trip weekly 
to get to his small Mississippi church
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Alasjah Haynes, 7, and her sister, Jada, 12, chat with the Rev. Joey Gilbert before services at Bayside Baptist Church in Wave-
land, Mississippi. Asked why he travels so far to minister at the church, Gilbert said, “If you came on a Sunday, and met the 
members and the kids, you’d understand.”    John Fitzhugh, Biloxi Sun Herald


