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“Americans are highly 
religious but have little content knowledge 
about religious traditions — their own or 
those of others.”

So wrote Stephen Prothero in his best-sell-
ing book “Religious Literacy: What Every 
American Needs to Know — And Doesn’t.”  
His recommendation was that more educa-
tion about religion be taught in our schools 
from an objective perspective, “leaving it up 
to students to make judgments about the vir-
tues and vices of any one religion, or of reli-
gion in general.”  Hardly any school boards 
adopted his suggestion, and in many places 
the “objectivity” of the teacher would have 
been a signifi cant issue. 

Eboo Patel, founder and president of the 
Interfaith Youth Core, in his book, “Inter-
faith Leadership,” takes issue with “just the 
basic understanding of other religions.”  In 
the interfaith agenda, we are not just deal-
ing with abstract systems or textbook knowl-
edge, he argues, “but actual people interact-
ing in real-world situations.”  He calls for 
an “appreciative knowledge” of other tradi-
tions, actively seeking out “the beautiful, the 
admirable, and the life-giving rather than 
the defi cits, the problems, and the ugliness. 
It is an orientation that does not take its 
knowledge about other religions primarily 
from the evening news, recognizing that, by 
defi nition, the evening news reports only the 
bad stuff . … By being attuned to the inspir-
ing dimensions of other religious traditions, 
such ugliness is properly contextualized.”

Patel’s whole approach is to build bridges 
between people and communities across 
religious lines. A beautiful example of such 
occurred last Saturday in Grand Rapids 
when the At-Tawheed Mosque and Islamic 
Center sponsored a “Know Your Muslim 
Neighbor Open House.”  Hundreds attended 
and had the opportunity to visit the Prayer 
Hall, try on a hijab, write their name in Ara-
bic, and ask questions of refugees, teens, and 
women and men of this community.

A similar example will occur with the 
Jewish community when Temple Emanuel 
will sponsor its “Taste of the Passover” next 
week, with a light meal and a sampling of 
the traditions of the Passover Seder. It will 
include holiday music and reading, and is an 
opportunity to ask questions and learn more 
about this important Jewish holiday. More 
information and signup is available at our 
website, interfaithunderstanding.org 

Appreciative knowledge also involves the 
learning of important contributions to our 
current society and throughout history from 
the various religious traditions. How many 
of us know that the architect of the Sears 
Tower (now the Willis Tower) and the John 
Hancock Center in Chicago was a Muslim?  
Fazlur Rahman Khan, the architect known 
as “the Einstein of structural engineering,” 
was born in Bangladesh, where he received 
his bachelor’s degree in engineering. He 
immigrated to the United States and pio-
neered a new structural design that initiated 
the renaissance in skyscraper construction 
during the second half of the 20th century. 

Khan advised engineers never to lose 
sight of the bigger picture: “The technical 
man must not be lost in his own technology. 

He must be able to appreciate life, and life is 
art, drama, music, and most importantly, 
people.”

OVERLOOKED CONTRIBUTIONS
Mathematics also owes much to the pres-

ervation and innovation that came from the 
Muslim community, especially from the 
House of Wisdom founded in the eighth cen-
tury in Baghdad.  Our current Hindu-Arabic 
number system was introduced to the West 
from this center.  Ever tried to multiply or do 
long division using Roman numerals?  Many 
new techniques in solving equations came 
from the mathematician al-Khwarizimi, 
whose Latinized name became the term for 
algorithm.  The word “algebra” came from 
one of the words, “al-jabr,” in the title of his 
famous book on solving equations.  

The House of Wisdom also was where 
many of the Greek classic texts had been 
translated into Arabic and preserved.  The 
West would likely not have many of the 
works of Plato, Aristotle and Euclid had it 
not been for the preservation of these texts 
by this major contribution of Islamic civi-
lization.  Appreciating these contributions 
also helps us understand how much we owe 
to other religious traditions. 

 Patel also discusses the Jewish author 
Chaim Potok and his novel “The Chosen.” It 
is the story of two Brooklyn orthodox Jew-
ish boys, one whose father is a Hasidic rabbi; 
the other is more liberal and seeks to put 
his Jewish faith in conversation with the 
broader intellectual traditions of the modern 
world. While the fathers disagreed on many 
things, the more liberal father tells his son, 
“There is enough to dislike about Hasidism 

without exaggerating its faults.” It can be a 
very diff erent position and we can disagree, 
but “it ought to be appreciated as well.”  

One of the challenges of interfaith dia-
logue is to learn how to disagree and yet have 
appreciative knowledge about other faith 
commitments. Interfaith is not a new belief 
system that says everyone is the same and 
we all essentially believe the same things.  
We have important diff erences, but we can 
still learn from each other and appreciate 
the values expressed through these diff erent 
ways of understanding.

Patel is calling us to build bridges of coop-
eration across differences, and one of the 
important building blocks is this apprecia-
tive knowledge. Networks of engagement 
help create relationships among those who 
orient around religion differently. In this 
way, we build understanding that can lead 
to new friendships. 

He describes hearing Nelson Mandela, 
the former president of South Africa, speak.  
Mandela appreciated the role that many 
faith traditions contributed to his freedom.  
As he pointed in the direction of Robben 
Island he said: “I would still be there, where 
I spent a quarter century of my life, if it were 
not for the Muslims and the Christians, the 
Hindus and the Jews, the African tradition-
alists and the secular humanists, coming 
together to defeat apartheid.”

Yes, we are different and have different 
faith traditions, but we can diff er and even 
disagree while at the same time appreciating 
others through our knowledge and through 
our friendships.  

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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LUO T I A N BA , CH I NA — The bishop can’t really talk about 
religion right now.

His unoffi  cial church is caught in a fi ght over the future of 
the Roman Catholic faith here, a struggle for control between 
the Vatican and the Communist Party that will determine 
the fate of the 10 million Catholics in China and shape the 
legacy of Pope Francis.

Bishop Zhuang Jianjian, 88, under watch and already 
in trouble, knows it is not safe to speak out. But he can still 
deliver a sermon.

Just before 7 a.m. on a recent Sunday, he walked to the 
front of a small, white church in the green hills of Guang-
dong province and told the story of how God tested Abraham 
and Abraham kept faith.

In half-empty pews, grandmothers  traced their fi ngers 
across the creased pages of their Chinese prayer books. 
Farmers, arriving late, made the sign of the cross. For them, 
and for millions of others, these are testing times.

For decades, the Vatican and the Communist Party have 
been at odds over Catholicism in China, particularly on the 
question of who appoints clergy — the Holy See or Beijing.

Vatican-appointed bishops like Zhuang operate under-
ground, which means they are often under surveillance 
and are never safe. The government-backed Chinese Patri-
otic Catholic Association chooses leaders for churches of 
its own.

Now, a deal is in the works. The plan would give Pope 
Francis a say in how bishops are appointed in the People’s 
Republic. In return, the pope would recognize seven bishops 
who were ordained without Vatican approval.

It is being pitched as a way to restore ties between the Vat-
ican and Beijing and bolster the church at a time when Pres-
ident Xi Jinping is cracking down on religion, and Catholi-
cism is losing ground to other faiths.

Critics, particularly senior Catholic fi gures in Hong Kong, 
see it as  sellout that would put party cadres in charge of com-
munities that have long fought to worship without govern-
ment control. They want the pope to reconsider.

“To join the Patriotic Association is to deny our faith,” 
said Cardinal Joseph Zen, the former bishop of Hong Kong 
and the deal’s most vocal critic. “If the government is man-
aging the church, it is not the Catholic Church anymore.”

In an interview  in Hong Kong, where the church operates 
relatively freely, Zen confi rmed the story that Zhuang could 
not relate. In December, the elderly bishop was escorted 
from Guangdong to Beijing, where a papal delegation asked 
him to retire to make way for Huang Bingzhang, an excom-
municated bishop who is a member of China’s National Peo-
ple’s Congress.

Zhuang refused.

‘YOU CANNOT GET RID OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH’
Sitting in the seventh row that morning was a 71-year-old 

farmer with white hair and worn hands. He asked to be iden-
tifi ed only by his family name, Cai, for fear of persecution.

 Cai, like many here, traces his family’s Catholic roots back 
 to when Catholicism established itself in this part of China 
under French infl uence in the mid-19th century.

He has seen faith tested. And he has seen it survive. “You 
cannot get rid of the Catholic Church,” he said. “Catholics 
are like seeds.”

That, of course, is what China’s leaders fear. Critics say 
the Patriotic Association, which was created in 1957, aims 
to channel Catholics into churches where faith in party, not 
faith in God, comes fi rst.

While many Catholics in China have joined, millions of 
others have held out, unwilling to compromise on the pri-
macy of the pope. Now, the pope hopes to unite them.

 The villagers of Luotianba spoke carefully, and mostly 
off the record, to avoid criticizing the government or the 
church. Some said it didn’t matter who the bishop was. Oth-
ers thought it did.

Few seemed pleased about the prospect of change. 
Zhuang, their bishop, was born in this area and, like them, 
speaks Hakka, a language that is unintelligible to many Chi-
nese. The bishop set to replace him, Huang, won’t under-
stand them, Cai worried.

 “He wasn’t appointed by the church, he was appointed by 
the government,” he said. “It will be very diffi  cult for people 
who truly believe in God to accept this.”

And if the deal goes through? Recalling that morning’s 
service, Cai summoned the sermon on Abraham: “The mes-
sage is to stick to your beliefs.”

Closer to the halls of power, the debate over a deal has 
been accompanied by secret meetings, open letters and dra-
matic, last-minute fl ights to Rome.

 Eff orts at rapprochement did not start with Francis, but 
he has given the issue greater attention. He has taken sev-
eral chances to send greetings to Xi. In a 2016 interview, 
he wished the Chinese president a happy new year and 
expounded on the “greatness of the Chinese people.”

Negotiations appeared stuck until this year, when news 
broke that Zhuang and a second Vatican-appointed bishop 
had been asked to step down.

Zhuang wrote a letter appealing to the pope and sent it to 
Zen. On the night of Jan. 9,  Zen, not trusting Vatican diplo-
mats to deliver his mail, decided to fl y from Hong Kong to 
Rome, he said.

The next day, he  handed Francis a translation of Zhuang’s 

letter, plus a letter of his own.
On the evening of Jan. 12, the pope received him and he 

made his case. “I was rather disorderly in my talking, but I 
think I succeeded to convey to the Holy Father the worries of 
his faithful children in China,” he wrote.

Zen called the deal a betrayal of underground Catholics 
who had kept faith under tough conditions. “With the deal, 
you are pushing people who are outside the cage, into the 
cage — that’s incredible,” he said.

‘BLOW TO THE CHURCH’S MORAL POWER’
Sister Beatrice Leung, a professor at Taiwan’s Wenzao 

Ursuline University of Languages and an expert on Cathol-
icism in China, said she reserved judgment, but worried that 
the Vatican lacked expertise when it came to dealing with 
China’s government and risked getting “trapped.”

“I do feel that the Vatican has made a great deal of conces-
sions. I haven’t seen any concession from the Chinese gov-
ernment ,” she said.

An open letter written by a group of infl uential Catholics 
argued that the Communist Party had a history of breaking 
promises when it comes to protecting religious freedom.

“We are worried that the agreement would not only fail 
to guarantee the limited freedom desired by the Church,” 
they wrote, “but also damage the Church’s holiness, catho-
licity, and apostolicity, and deal a blow to the Church’s moral 
power.”

In Luotianba village, the anxiety about what comes next is 
palpable — even when it goes unsaid.

“It’s not convenient to talk, forgive me,” Zhuang said that 
Sunday morning.

“But I will keep my faith.”

— Luna Lin contributed to this report.
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Villagers pray in Bobei Catholic Church in Guangdong province, China.     Yan Cong for the Washington post


