
Grand Rapids Press - 01/25/2018 Page : B01

Copyright © 2018 The Grand Rapids Press 01/25/2018
February 1, 2018 8:27 am (GMT +5:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 80% from original to fit letter page


Douglas Kindschi   
Director, Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute

It has been observed that 
for most of human civilization the vast 
majority of people have lived their whole 
lives without going more than 50 miles from 
their place of birth. Not only do people travel 
and move more frequently now, but commu-
nication has taken the whole world to our 
living rooms via television as well as to the 
cellphones in our hands.  The diversity of the 
world is very present in our consciousness 
and at the same time more and more present 
in our own neighborhoods.  The question is 
not the fact of diversity, but how we respond 
to that reality.  

In a recent interview, Diana Eck, profes-
sor of comparative religion at Harvard Uni-
versity and director of the Pluralism Proj-
ect, responded: “If you ask what my fear is, 
it’s that if our diversity becomes isolated 
enclaves in which we really do not allow our-
selves to encounter one another and don’t 
take on the diffi  cult task of creating a posi-
tive pluralism in which we’re engaged with 
one another, we may end up with communi-
ties that are more isolated.”

The very technology that brings the larger 
world into our homes and cellphones can 
also create “echo chambers” where we inter-
act only with people like us and with whom 
we agree. It can actually lead to an isolation 
that removes us from real personal interac-
tion with the diversity in our community. 
Diversity can lead to an exclusion response 
in which we reject the opportunity to engage 
with those who are different and seek the 
isolated enclaves of which Eck warns. 

We can also respond to diversity by 
expecting everyone to assimilate and 
become “just like us.”  They are expected to 
change their practices, dress and beliefs so 
they are not seen as a threat or even an alter-
native to that which we have found comfort-
able. This is sometimes referred to as the 
“melting pot,” where cultural differences 
and practices are left behind, and one con-
forms to the predominantly Anglo-Protes-
tant culture. 

Another response is active engagement 
with diversity and accepting the other’s dis-
tinctive contribution to the “orchestra” of 
American society. This is the “salad bowl” or 
pluralism response, which respects as well 
as learns from the diversity in our commu-
nities. 

To accomplish this acceptance response 
requires getting to know personally people 
who are different in culture and religion. 
When someone has a personal friendship 
with even one person from a minority reli-
gious group, it not only changes one’s atti-
tude toward that group but toward other 
minority groups as well. 

In his latest book, “Interfaith Leader-
ship,” Eboo Patel, founder and president of 
the Interfaith Youth Core , points to the ques-
tions we ask when encountering diversity: 
“Who am I? Who are you? How do we relate 
to each other?”  As we explore these ques-
tions, we have the opportunity to grow and 
expand our own identities.  

It has certainly been my experience in 
our recent interfaith activity. It has not only 
enhanced my understanding and broadened 
my vision, but has also deepened my own 
faith. It can also contribute powerfully to 
one’s identity.  Patel points out that, “Gandhi 

read the Bible as a young man in law school, 
and King read Gandhi as a young man in 
seminary.”  No doubt these interfaith infl u-
ences had major impact on their identities 
and life direction. 

Patel also explores four ways that we can 
respond to diversity: 

Bunker.  We can remove ourselves from 
interaction with people who are different, 
thus bunkering ourselves into a silo apart 
from the rest. This retreat shields us from 
the world around us, and ultimately from 
people who could enrich our lives.

Barrier. We can build barriers that fur-
ther separate us from those who are diff er-
ent. These walls between us can be built by 
denouncing, demeaning, or dehumanizing 
others. 

Bludgeon. The most harmful of the nega-
tive responses is to pick up bludgeons, or use 
violence against those who are diff erent. Far 
too often throughout history this has led to 
causing physical harm to others. 

Bridge. The best choice is to build bridges 
of cooperation across differences. These 
networks of engagement help create rela-
tionships among those who orient around 
religion differently. In this way, we build 
understanding that can lead to new friend-
ships. 

The Kaufman Interfaith Institute has 
announced 2018 as the “Year of Interfaith 
Friendship,” as we explained in last week’s 
column. To accomplish this, we are form-
ing a number of “affi  nity groups” which will 
bring together persons from diff erent faiths 
around areas of common interest, from book 
reading and cinema experience, to fitness 
activity, eating and cooking together, knit-
ting or sharing contemplative practices. You 

can learn more at our website:  interfaithun-
derstanding.org.  

Another opportunity to meet and learn
together is the upcoming return of the
National Geographic IMAX production
of “Jerusalem,” which presents the city 
through the eyes of three young women,
Jewish, Christian and Muslim.  This is an 
exclusive opportunity with only two show-
ings, and will also include a panel of four
local clergy, from the three faith traditions,
who will have just returned from an inter-
faith experience in Jerusalem. The personal
friendships among these clergy serves an 
example of building bridges.

Patel also writes: “Bridges don’t fall from
the sky or rise from the ground.  People build
them.” 

We can all join the effort to build such
bridges of personal friendship and relations
using our diff erences to strengthen our com-
munities and bring us together. Let us all 
have this vision for our community and for a
world that builds bridges of understanding,
acceptance, and friendship.  

— interfaith@gvsu.edu

Coming up

Join us for the fi lm “Jerusalem”

Celebration North, Grand Rapids

Feb. 7 and 12 at 6:30 p.m.

$5 per person or $15 for a family

Tickets available only at interfaithunderstand-
ing.org  
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SAN JOSE, Calif. — Services at the Coachella Valley Church begin and end with 

the Lord’s Prayer. In between, there is the sacrament. “Breathe deep and blow 

harder,” intoned Pastor Grant Atwell after distributing small marijuana joints to 

20 worshippers on a recent Sunday afternoon. “Nail the insight down, whether 

you get it from marijuana or prayer. Consider what in your own life you are 

thankful for.”

A middle-aged man wearing a “Jesus 
Loves You” baseball cap piped up. “Thank 
you, God, for the weed,” he called out. “I’m 
thankful for the spirit of cannabis,” a woman 
echoed from the back. “I am grateful to be 
alive,” said another young woman, adding 
that she had recently overdosed — on what, 
she did not say — for the third time.

The small room, painted black and gold 
and decorated with crosses and Rastafarian 
symbols, fi lled with pungent smoke after an 
hourlong service of Christian prayers, self-
help slogans and inspirational quotes led by 
Atwell, a massage therapist and photogra-
pher.

Despite its mainstream Christian 
trappings, the Coachella Valley Church 
describes itself as a Rastafarian church, 
something that’s tough to define. Ras-
tafari is a political and religious move-
ment t h at  or ig i n ate d i n Ja m a ic a . 
Combining elements of Christianity, pan-
Africanism and mysticism, the movement 
has no central authority. Adherents use mar-
ijuana in their rituals.

The church’s leaders say they believe that 
religious freedom laws give them the right to 
off er marijuana to visitors without a doctor’s 
recommendation — and without having to 
abide by any other regulations. Some courts 
and local authorities beg to diff er.

As more states ease access to marijuana, 
churches that offer pot as a sacrament are 
proliferating, competing with medical mari-
juana dispensaries and even pot shops in the 
few states that have legalized recreational 
weed. While some of them claim Rastafari 
affi  liation, others link themselves to Native 
American religious traditions.

The churches vex local offi  cials, who say 
that they’re simply dispensaries in disguise, 
skirting the rules that govern other mari-
juana providers, such as requirements to pay 
taxes.

In California, which legalized medi-

cal marijuana in 1996 and, as of New Year’s 
Day, allows sales of recreational marijuana, 
churches tied to marijuana use have popped 
up from Oakland to Orange County. A few 
have been shut down by law enforcement.

“I’m not going to say they’re not churches, 
but to the extent that they’re distributing 
marijuana, they’re an illegal dispensary, in 
my view,” said San Jose City Attorney Rick 
Doyle. Doyle has requested a permanent 
legal injunction to stop the Coachella Val-
ley Church from providing marijuana, and 
a court hearing was scheduled for  this week. 
He recently got a court order to shut down 
operations of a similar church, the Oklev-
ueha Native American Church of South Bay, 
he said.

THEY CLAIM LEGAL PRECEDENT
Nationally, such churches have opened in 

Indiana, where marijuana remains illegal, 
and Michigan, where medical marijuana is 
allowed. Even in Colorado, which legalized 
pot in 2012, the International Church of Can-
nabis is testing the limits of state and city 
rules on consuming marijuana in public.

Marijuana churches typically require peo-
ple to purchase a membership, then give or 
sell them marijuana and related products. 
They may ask for ID such as a driver’s license 
but don’t require a doctor’s recommendation 
or medical marijuana identifi cation card.

They’re relying on court rulings that made 
it possible for some groups, including Native 
Americans, to use federally banned drugs 
like peyote in their religious ceremonies. (A 
coalition of Native American churches has 
disavowed Oklevueha churches that claim 
marijuana as their sacrament.)

Despite these rulings, courts have thus far 
rejected religious groups’ right to use mar-
ijuana, which is still illegal at the federal 
level, said Douglas Laycock, a University of 
Virginia Law School professor specializing 
in religious liberty issues.

“Marijuana churches have brought reli-
gious liberty claims for years, and they 
have always lost,” Laycock said. “Marijuana 
is a huge recreational drug, and a religious 
exception would make enforcement nearly 
impossible. So the courts have always found 
a compelling government interest in mari-
juana enforcement.”

Yet, Laycock said, as more states legalize 
marijuana, courts may regard marijuana 
churches’ rights more favorably.

“Legalization changes everything,” he 
said. “Religious use may not violate state law 
in some of these states. And if it does, legal-
izing recreational use but not religious use 
clearly discriminates against religion.”

A STOP AT THE ‘GIFT SHOP’
In California, however, the Coachella Val-

ley Church may not be able to off er its potent 
sacrament for much longer.

The church operates in a 1925 San Jose 
mansion that formerly housed the Amster-
dam’s Garden medical marijuana dispen-
sary, which was shut down last year by San 
Jose city offi  cials in a citywide crackdown on 
dispensaries.

City offi  cials have determined that some 
of the people who ran Amsterdam’s Garden 
now operate the Coachella Valley Church, 

Doyle said.
Church leaders at fi rst agreed to be inter-

viewed but then did not respond to subse-
quent emails . A man who was videotaping 
the recent Sunday service said the church 
opened in May. The man, who gave his name 
as Dryden Brite, also goes by Xak Puckett, 
and has been described in media reports as a 
former director of Amsterdam’s Garden.

“The message is really strong and power-
ful,” Puckett said of the church. “People are 
craving something new.”

He described the back room where mari-
juana products were sold to members as the 
church’s “gift shop,” then declined to answer 
further questions.

About half of the churchgoers left the 
black-and-gold worship room immediately 
after receiving their sacrament, with some 
heading straight to the gift shop to stock up.

Others remained to fi nish their joints and 
chitchat. The man sporting the “Jesus Loves 
You” cap lingered. He had brought along his 
dog, Spartan, and a shofar, a ram’s horn used 
in some Jewish ceremonies, which he blew 
loudly at the end of the service.

“Anytime the word of God is being 
preached, it’s a good thing,” said Mark, a 
57-year-old who declined to give his last 
name.

The high road
Pot churches proliferate
 as states ease access to marijuana


