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B2    T H U RS DAY, M AY 3 1 , 20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS        

Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligion@gmail.com

Lorri R. asks, “How much should we give of 
our time and money to help the less fortunate 

or in the pursuit of social justice? At what point is it selfi sh to 
use our resources for personal enjoyment when there are oth-
ers in need?”

Doug Van Doren, the pastor of Plymouth United 
Church of Christ, responds:

“Care for the marginalized was clearly Jesus’ example 
and is absolutely central to the Gospel. Thus it must be the 
orientation of a follower. Here are but a few clear examples. 
Matthew 25:45: ‘Whatever you did unto the least of these 
(in need) you did unto me.’ 1 John 3:17: ‘How does God’s 
love abide in anyone who has the world’s goods and sees a 
brother or sister in need and refuses to help?’ James 2:15: 
‘If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one 
of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your 
fi ll,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is 
the good of that?’

“How people can say they are Christian, yet deny a basic 
safety net, healthcare and food security for those who need 
it, is simply beyond me! The question for a follower is not, 
‘What must I do to fulfi ll an obligation or to justify myself?,’ 
but rather, ‘How can I use the resources God gave me to care 
for God’s people, to further God’s just and peaceable realm?’

“As I said, helping those in need is central to the gospel, 
but this needs to be done not as a matter of charity, but as 
a matter of justice. An attitude of ‘helping the less fortu-
nate’ preserves the unholy social hierarchy and allows the 
giver to feel superior. Rather, there needs to be a true part-
nership between those with more economic resources and 
marginalized people, sharing and receiving the gifts each 
have to give, working to tear down systems that perpetu-
ate inequity. When that happens, the reign of God comes a 
bit closer.”

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

“Presbyterianism insists that social justice is an item 
on the church’s agenda, but not the fi rst or most important 
item. The gospel must be preached to all nations, churches 
must be gathered and church members must be instructed 
and nurtured in the faith; these ends take priority over 
all others. Supporting such necessary work is not “using 
resources for personal enjoyment.”

“But Reformed Presbyterians also hold that, ‘Both the 
Christian and the church have a responsibility for witness-
ing against national sins and for promoting justice’ (RP 
Testimony, Ch. 23:22). So, for example, Reformed Presby-
terians actively and sacrifi cially promoted the abolition of 
slavery. Church members and congregations should take 
care to allocate a due portion of time, talents and gifts 
toward fulfi lling this part of our duty under God.”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Dominican priest who 
serves as Adjutant Judicial Vicar, Diocese of Grand 
Rapids, responds:

“In the Roman Catholic religious tradition, social jus-
tice is not something we do, it is something we are. All 
‘social justice’ is rooted in respect for human persons that 
flows from the dignity everyone possesses as created in 
the image and likeness of God. God never designed human 
beings to discriminate on the grounds of sex, race, color, 
social conditions, language and religion. (This entire 
paragraph is sourced  from the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, pp. 469-472)

“To answer the questions specifi cally, 100 percent of our 
time should be dedicated to help the less fortunate because 
this is the action of social justice — please note that what 
I mean by 100 percent of time means we always respect 
human dignity. In my own experience, people who have 
the least are often the most generous with what they have, 
and those who appear to be living in what most would con-
sider meager and sometimes filthy environments often 
experience the greatest joy.”

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

“The most common practice among Unitarian Univer-
salists is that we listen to NPR during our morning routine; 
one might say we do this religiously. Several years ago, NPR 
reported on a study regarding generosity; who is more char-
itable? The study found that people who were well-off  fi nan-
cially were less generous than the people who make up the 
working poor. Those living closer to the poverty line were 
44% more likely to give than those living well above the line. 
The reason for this is that people living in or near poverty 
conditions have feelings of sensitivity and care for the wel-
fare of other people; they feel a connection and compassion 
to other people.

“I think giving is not a mind or money thing but a heart 
and connection thing. We often hear the expression ‘give 
until it hurts’ — that is a mind and money response. I person-
ally prefer ‘give until it feels good’ — a heart and connection 
response. So to answer your question — make your charita-
ble giving budget fi rst then plan your enjoyment activities.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

How do 
we balance 
enjoyment, 
social justice?

Kevin McIntosh   
Campus engagement manager, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

As part of Kaufman Interfaith Institute’s commitment to 
engaging the next generation of interfaith leaders, we have 
worked with four colleges in the area to create an inter-in-
stitutional, interfaith intern cohort. These students, from 
Hope College, Aquinas College, Calvin College and Grand 
Valley State University, are the champions of interfaith 
on their campuses. In this past year, these four students 
worked together to plan an interfaith leadership confer-
ence, have brought their classmates to numerous  sacred 
sites, hosted panels and workshops, and have worked to 
make their campuses more knowledgeable of various reli-
gious, secular and spiritual traditions in the West Michi-
gan area.  

Eboo Patel, the founder and president of the Interfaith 
Youth Core, writes that “religion should be a bridge of coop-
eration rather than a barrier of division,” and that colleges 
should be the breeding grounds of a new generation of 
interfaith leaders. Our interns are a part of this growing 
interfaith movement and have all been amazing partners 
for me as we think about how we build an interfaith move-
ment.  

Manato Jansen, a junior at Calvin College studying 
sociology, international development studies and geogra-
phy, is the interfaith intern at Calvin. As part of his role at 
the Service-Learning Center, he wrote the following end-of-
year refl ection about why he does interfaith.

Manato Jansen   Interfaith intern at Calvin College

This semester, our interfaith program focused heavily on 
site visits, starting with our “Meet Your Sikh Neighbor” din-
ner event in Ada. We made several visits to our local mas-
jid (mosque) and synagogue, as well as a handful of lecture 
and dialogue events with representatives from the Hindu 
temple and LDS church. We ended our semester with an 
on-campus dinner and lecture event on Islam and hospital-
ity, with special guest Justin Meyers, of the Al Amana Cen-
tre in Muscat, Oman. 

While the general response to interfaith work has been 
positive among Calvin students and faculty, others remain 
wary and concerned. So why do we pursue interfaith work 
at Calvin’s Service-Learning Center? 

As a Christian, my faith is central, personal and deeply 
rooted, shaping how I live my life, the decisions that I make 
every day and how I view the world. What we often easily 
forget is that this experience is the same for the millions 
of people of other faith traditions. Interfaith work involves 
sensitive and difficult dialogue. Christians need to be 
equipped to understand the traditions and core beliefs of 

Muslims, Hindus, Jews, Buddhists and others, in order to 
truly love them. 

Why? Because Christians are not the only ones who expe-
rience the “sensus divinitatis” — the sense of the divine 
— and we should learn about the beliefs that others value 
deeply. We also think this is important because with a sim-
ple glance at the Bible, we see that Jesus broke down walls, 
whether talking with a Samaritan woman (John 4) or sharing 
meals with the social rejects of society (Mark 2:13-17), regard-
less of their ethnic, social or religious identities. Jesus’ new, 
radical teachings should be considered in our current con-
text as well. 

To debunk a common misconception of interfaith work, 
we are not trying to merge and morph our religions together 
into one universal comfort zone of a diluted, blase, broad 
mega-faith. Instead, we value the importance of recognizing 
the diversity around us, and strive to expose people to those 
of other faith traditions, with whom they would rarely come 
in contact otherwise. In addition to exposure, we strive to 
engage in often sensitive and diffi  cult dialogue with people 
who think diff erently from us. 

One of my experiences of a difficult conversation was 
while facilitating a table discussion at an interfaith com-
munity dinner in mid-March. One of the attendees was 
visibly upset with the conversation taking place. Fuming, 
he pointed at me and questioned, “If Calvin College was 
founded and rooted in core Christian principles, why would 
they hire you to dilute that?” The man also ranted later about 
how he doesn’t see the problem with segregated neighbor-
hoods, with “whites living with whites” and “Hispanics liv-
ing with Hispanics.” 

While his remarks left me speechless for a few moments, 
I realized that I was glad that he was there. These are pre-
cisely the people with whom we need to be especially engag-
ing in dialogue: those who don’t want to connect with others, 
those who don’t see the necessity of engaging in interfaith 
and interracial dialogue. While it’s absolutely great for inter-
faith events to be fi lled with people who love and support 
interfaith work, what good is the interfaith community if it 
doesn’t extend beyond its safe bubble and engage in diffi  cult 
conversations with those who are against our cause? It was 
through this event that I realized interfaith work, if not done 
well, can become its own bubble that disregards those who 
don’t agree with this work. 

It has been an encouraging and exciting year for inter-
faith work at Calvin. As we continue to pursue this work on 
campus, we will continue to learn from and reach out to “the 
other” through our relationships with them, pushing back 
against the ill-informed hatred that has no place in our com-
munity, state, country and world. 

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Fostering understanding 
at local college campuses

The question for a follower is 
not, ‘What must I do to fulfill an 
obligation or to justify myself?,’ 
but rather, ‘How can I use the 
resources God gave me to care 
for God’s people, to further God’s 
just and peaceable realm?’

Kevin McIntosh is campus engagement 
manager at Grand Valley State University’s 
Kaufman Interfaith Institute.

Manato Jansen is a junior at Calvin College 
studying sociology, international devel-
opment studies and geography. He is the 
interfaith intern at Calvin.

Melissa Etehad   
Tribune News Service

A Z U S A ,  C A L I F O R N I A 
—  It was almost 5:30 p.m. 
on a recent Saturday, and 
A ra nya n i Phya k u l had 
only a few hours before 
congregants started arriv-
ing for Ramadan prayers 
and iftar — the meal that 
breaks the day’s fast.

Phyakul is in charge of 
daily operations at Masjid 
Al-Fatiha, a small Thai 
mosque in Azusa, Califor-
nia, that was founded 20 
years ago.

She scurried into her 
offi  ce and began to delegate 
tasks.

“Make sure you cut the 
cucumbers in a slant and put 
a few slices in each plate,” 
Phyakul reminded a wor-
shiper.

As Ramadan enters its 
second week, and Memo-
rial Day is celebrated across 
Southern California, Mus-
lims have gathered with 
family and close friends 
to observe the holy month 
meant to encourage self-
refl ection and piety.

As with many mosques 
across Southern Califor-
nia, congregants at Masjid 
Al-Fatiha extended the invi-
tation to people of all faiths 
to join them one evening for 
prayer and to break the day’s 
fast.

“What better way than 
sharing a meal with people 
and having them see our 
community?” Phyakul said.

It’s a fitting objective for 
a mosque known within 
the Muslim community for 
embracing diversity and 
uniting Muslims from dif-
ferent ethnic backgrounds.

Phyakul’s father, Rahmat, 
was raised as a Buddhist in 
Thailand until he met his 
wife, Sukatee, in the 1960s 

and converted to Islam.
The establishment of the 

Thai mosque underscores 
Southern California’s diverse 
Muslim population, accord-
ing to Jihad Turk, president 
of Bayan Claremont Islamic 
Graduate School.

“Every mosque has its 
own culture because, in 
Islam, there is no hierarchical 
structure,” Turk said. “Some 
mosques tend to focus on the 
culture of the founders from 
back home, wherever that 
may be, or others are adjusted 
in the American context.”  

The Thai mosque offers 
a space for worshipers who 
want to develop their faith 
but who don’t necessarily 
want to adhere to strict rules 
imposed at more conservative 
mosques.

“Our parents decided to 
establish this Masjid for the 
future of their grandkids,” 
Phyakul said. “The way we 

interact with people is out of 
love.”

The mosque’s subsequent 
popularity within the Mus-
lim community suggests it is 
fi lling congregants’ spiritual 
needs.

For Sahrish Akram, the 
mosque has given her a sec-
ond chance at connecting 
with her faith.

“I don’t get judged here,” 
Akram said. “I always feel 
included no matter if I wear 
jeans, or if I don’t wear a head-
scarf.”

On a recent Saturday eve-
ning, more than 120 people 
from diff erent faiths and eth-
nic backgrounds gathered 
at the mosque’s parking lot 
before sunset. 

Shortly before sunset, the 
guests fi led inside the mosque 
for prayer. 

The room was packed as 
the Koran reciter, Abdonro-
sak Mahachal, began singing 

the call to prayer. His voice 
filled the renovated room 
with rhythmic passages from 
the Koran. 

By the t ime evening 
prayers finished, night had 
fallen.

Muslim congregants eager 
to break fast rushed toward 
tables filled with plates of 
appetizers. They bit into 
plump dates and washed it 
down with sweetened tea.

Nearby, Hadiara Diallo 
 began serving guests the 
main course: Thai food.

Diallo, a first-generation 
immigrant from Niger, moved 
to America 33 years ago and 
said the community of wor-
shipers at the mosque make 
her feel comfortable for how 
she chooses to practice Islam.

“There’s no politics here 
and no preaching,” she said. 
“I can hug people if I want 
and nobody judges me. After 
prayer, people actually talk.” 
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