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B2    T H U RS DAY, M AY 17, 20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS        

Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk.com

Linda B. asks, Do we forget those around 
us struggling in favor of “others” in foreign 

lands? With limited resources, how do we decide to allocate 
them —  do we allocate those resources to those within our 
community or to those outside (including those outside our 
country)?

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

“In my experience, Christians do have a blind spot in 
this area. Many middle-class Christians don’t seem to real-
ize that there is as much poverty and need in certain parts 
of the USA as there is in any Third World country, even in 
parts of the ‘holy city’ of Grand Rapids. The answer is not to 
withhold aid to other countries, or divert our giving from 
causes abroad to causes at home. Rather, we should gird up 
our loins and see what there is to be done closer to home as 
well. ‘Blessed is he that considereth the poor’ (Psalm 41:1).

“Presbyterian and Reformed churches are blessed with 
an agency to lead the way. We call it the ‘diaconate,’ the 
body of those elected and ordained to serve as deacons in 
our congregations, after the example of the early church 
(Acts 6). ‘The offi  ce peculiar to the deacons is diligently to 
collect alms and other contributions of charity, and after 
mutual counsel, to distribute the same faithfully and dil-
igently to the poor, both to residents and to strangers, as 
their needs may require’ (Church Order of Dort, Art. 25). 
Much good work is already being done by area diaconates, 
but their work could be better supported, its reach extended 
further than at present, and many more church members 
could be enlisted to assist them in their work.”

The Rev. Kevin Niehoff, O.P., a Dominican priest 
who is adjutant judicial vicar, Diocese of Grand Rap-
ids, responds:

“I cannot answer this for others, but I will answer for 
myself. No, I do not forget those struggling around me, or 
‘others’ in foreign lands. I will also answer for the Catho-
lic Church. No, the Catholic Church does not forget those 
struggling around us (regardless of their religion), or ‘oth-
ers’ in foreign lands.

“To this end, the Diocese of Grand Rapids has a minis-
try called Catholic Charities of West Michigan, (ccwestmi.
org), and the Diocese of Grand Rapids actively participates 
in Catholic Relief Services, (crs.org). The former assists 
those struggling around us, and the latter assists ‘others’ 
in foreign lands. Check the websites to see how the Cath-
olic Church assists our fellow human beings, locally and 
abroad.”

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

“In our UU faith, we have Seven Principles, and some 
of us use them to help frame our moral compass. For this 
question, I rely on our seventh Principle  — respect for the 
interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part. 
When I read this Principle, I gain two important insights. 
The fi rst is I see our connection to the honey bees and to the 
great white rhinos as well as to the people of Flint and the 
Syrian refugees. This tells me that it is never a compassion-
ate response to pit one person’s struggle against another 
person’s struggle. This leaves those who are struggling to 
plead their case of worthiness. The question should not be 
how do we pick and choose who to help, but rather why are 
those in power and those with abundant resources allow-
ing struggling to continue.

 “The second insight is that because of my connection to 
all things, it is my responsibility (within my own resources) 
to assist all those who are struggling regardless of their 
location or distance from me. Ultimately, my neighbor next 
door is equally connected to me as my neighbor across the 
globe. Our seventh UU Principle eliminates the “othering” 
of people; we are one humanity, we are connected.”

The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head pastor of Conklin 
Reformed Church, responds:

“There is a responsibility that comes with the resources 
that God gives us. In his word, he gives us many guidelines 
about giving, and he encourages us to seek his wisdom in 
all that we do. Galatians 6:10 tells us that ‘as we have oppor-
tunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who 
belong to the family of believers.’ The point here is that we 
start with those closest to us — our community. And from 
there, we extend to help those in need outside of our com-
munity.”

R. Scot Miller, who writes from an Anabaptist and 
Quaker Christian perspective, responds: 

“This is a great query for Quaker or Brethren Meeting. I 
urge all congregations to silently consider it, and then dis-
cuss it as a matter of congregational integrity.”

Send your questions to ethicsandreligion@gmail.com.
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Should charity 
always begin 
at home?

Two members of the group World Changers remove shin-
gles from a home in Jackson in 2011. Members came from 
across the country to repair homes.   MLive.com fi les

Zahabia Ahmed-Usmani   
Program coordinator, Kaufman Interfaith Institute 

The Holy Quran says: “Oh mankind! We created you 
from male and female and made you into nations and 
tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may 
despise each other). Verily, the most honored of you in the 
sight of Allah is the most righteous of you. And Allah has 
full knowledge and is fully informed.”  (Chapter 49: verse 
13)

At our annual Abrahamic dinner, we refl ect on the les-
sons we can learn from Sarah and Hagar, the wives of Abra-
ham in the Islamic tradition. We connect their story to 
God’s intention to create a diversity of nations and tribes. 
In Islam, we believe that God promised Sarah and Prophet 
Abraham a child and, that after much praying, trying and 
waiting, Sarah gave Abraham permission to marry Hagar, 
an Egyptian pharaoh’s daughter, who gave birth to a son, 
Prophet Ishmael. Through Hagar’s devotion and obedience 
to Allah, a flourishing community was created. Among 
Prophet Ishmael’s descendants would be Prophet Muham-
mad, the leader of my Muslim tribe. 

Meanwhile, just as Allah had promised, Sarah gave birth 
to Isaac, whose descendants would be our cousins, the Jew-
ish and Christian tribes. Sarah and Hagar’s role in the cre-
ation of our Abrahamic faiths was fundamental. Had Allah 
willed it, we could have all descended from prophet Ish-
mael or from prophet Isaac. But that was not His will. God 
has put into motion the blueprint for the diversity we see 
in our world today. Furthermore, God has challenged us to 
“know each other.” 

Unfortunately, as we know, diversity does not mean 
inclusion, and some research even shows that without 
engagement, diversity can result in an isolation of thoughts 
and beliefs.  The last thing we want is for our communities 
of worship to become echo chambers. Our work to “know 
each other” is accomplished through active engagement 
with the diversity around us.

RELATIONSHIPS GIVE DEPTH TO DIVERSITY
God has given us a number of gifts to do this righteous 

work. One of the gifts is the knowledge of the intention of 
diversity as the blueprint for all of time to come. But how 
do we work to “know each other” by embracing, accepting 
and loving one another? Thankfully, humans are social 
creatures. Forming interfaith friendships and engaging in 
interfaith dialogue is one way we descendants of Sarah and 
Hagar can get to know one another on that deeper level. 

I am so thankful for the variety of friendships I have and 
the new ones I am constantly making through my inter-
faith work.  A recent friend is a person named Wes, who 
is Baha’i. He told me how his mom had survived by pick-
ing cotton in the South, but finally went back to school 
to become a teacher. As a teacher, working full-time, she 
raised three children. Wes’ reverence for his mother got me 
talking about my mother, who was an immigrant and also 
worked full-time while caring for my brother and me. Then 
he said, “Did you ever ask your mom, how did she do it?”  

While growing up, I always appreciated my parents’ 

hard work but took for granted how she must have felt — how 
many hardships and sacrifi ces she must have made.  So, I 
breezily said, “Well I know how she did it.” He challenged me 
again saying, “No, did you ever ask her, how did she do it?” 

In that moment, I was moved to tears. Thinking of the rev-
erence that I, as a Muslim, should have for my mother, I real-
ized now that I am a mother, how she was modeling for me 
how to balance religious duties with the responsibilities you 
have to your family. This casual friend deeply wanted to help 
me, and I was completely taken aback. I immediately real-
ized my selfi shness and arrogance, and I quickly asked God 
for forgiveness. I also said a heartfelt prayer for my mother. 
Time after time, my interfaith friendships have taught me 
how to be a better Muslim. 

POINTS OF INTERSECTION
In my role at the Kaufman Institute, I have the privilege 

of interacting with and building relationships with people of 
all faith or belief traditions and believe it is sacred work. The 
Abrahamic faiths hold a special place in Islam. The Quran 
often refers to “the People of the Book” and says: “And argue 
ye not with the People of the Book, except with means bet-
ter than mere argument, apart from those among them who 
infl ict wrong and injury upon you. Tell them that we believe 
in the Revelation which has come down to us and in that 
which came down to you: Our God and your God is One and 
it is to Him we submit.” (Quran 29:46)

Another gift the Abrahamic faiths have been given are 
unique points of intersection that each tradition shares with 
the others. For Muslims and Christians, we share our love for 
Jesus. For Muslims and Jews, we share our understanding of 
strict monotheism. Jews and Christians share the Hebrew 
Scriptures. While there are fundamental diff erences in our 
traditions, our places of intersection have provided those 
touch points we can use to “know each other.” 

As each of us works toward building interfaith bridges, 
I am reminded that each time Muslims pray, in addition to 
bringing peace and blessings upon the prophet Muhammad 
and his family, we also ask God to bring peace and bless-
ings upon the family of Abraham.  As a community, we are 
actively praying for our Jewish and Christian cousins during 
each prayer. And while appreciating the intentions of our 
prayers is important, it is more important that our actions 
follow suit. 

As we know, the most loved by Allah are those who 
actively work to bring into realization that which has been 
prescribed. Let us join together to actively honor the notion 
of bringing peace upon prophet Abraham, as we do in our 
prayers, by “knowing” our friends of other nations and 
tribes.

interfaith@gvsu.edu 

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Listening to other voices: 
A Muslim perspective

Zahabia Ahmed-Usmani is   program 
coordinator for the Kaufman Interfaith 
Institute at Grand Valley State University.

Eugene Scott   
Washington Post

One of President Don-
ald Trump’s closest evan-
gelical advisers gave the 
prayer at the opening of 
the new U.S. Embassy in 
Jerusalem. But Robert Jef-
fress’ past comments about 
other people of faith drew 
away attention from the 
event.

Jeffress, pastor of First 
Baptist Church in Dallas, 
a Southern Baptist mega-
church in Texas, regularly 
talks about the signifi cance 
of Jerusalem to conserva-
tive Christians.  

But long before Jeffress 
began defending Trump on 
cable news, he made head-
lines for attacking other 
Americans whose faith is 
different from his own — 
something former GOP 
presidential nominee Mitt 
Romney noted Sunday on 
Twitter.

“Robert Jeffress says 
‘you can’t be saved by being 
a Jew,’ and ‘Mormonism is a 
heresy from the pit of hell.’ 
He’s said the same about 
Islam. Such a religious 
bigot should not be giving 
the prayer that opens the 
United States Embassy in 
Jerusalem,” tweeted Rom-
ney, a candidate for the 
Senate in Utah and a Mor-
mon.

Here are some other con-
troversial things Jeffress 
has said in the past.

M o r m o n i s m  i s  a 
“c u lt ”:  Fol low ing t he 
2011 Value Voters Sum-
mit, Jeffress told report-
ers  voting for Romney for 
president would “give cred-
ibility to a cult” — a posi-
tion he fi rst took in the 2008 
election.

At the time, he said he 
was planning to give a ser-
mon in which he would 
talk about “how a Christian 

should vote.” One of his cri-
teria for candidates: “Is he a 
Christian?” 

He added, “As a pastor I 
am not nearly as concerned 
about a candidate’s record 
on fi scal issues or immigra-
tion issues” as about social 
conservative positions.

J e w s  a n d  M u s l i m s 
going “to Hell”: In a 2010 
Politically Incorrect lecture 
series, Jeffress said: “God 
sends good people to Hell. 
Not only do religions like 
Mormonism, Islam, Juda-
ism, Hinduism — not only 
do they lead people away 
from God, they lead people 
to an eternity of separation 
from God in Hell.”

The Catholic Church is 
an instrument of Satan: 
On his television show 
“Pathway to Victory in 2010,” 
Jeffress called the Catho-
lic Church an instrument 
of Satan. He said:  “If you 
want to counterfeit money, 
what you do is make it look 

as closely related to the real 
thing as possible. And that’s 
what Satan does with coun-
terfeit religion. He uses, he 
steals, he appropriates all of 

the symbols of true biblical 
Christianity, and he changes 
it just enough in order to 
cause people to miss eternal 
life.”

Pastor who prayed at embassy: Jews going to Hell
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Hymn Sing
Grandville Bible Church

4122 – 44th Street  |  Grandville, MI

Time:  7:15 – 8:15 pm

Organist:  Jan DeVries

Pianist:  Jo Johnson

Memory Lane of Choruses

A tribute to Wendell P. Loveless

Director:  Dave Steinfort

Pastor Tom Couch

Sunday Services at 

9:30 am and 6:00 pm

Solid Biblical Preaching 

with Traditional Music

Everyone Welcome!

Sunday, 
May 20, 2018

8606543-01


