
Grand Rapids Press - 11/15/2018 Page : D02

Copyright © 2018 The Grand Rapids Press 11/15/2018
November 18, 2018 3:26 pm (GMT +5:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 66% from original to fit letter page
D2    T H U RS DAY, N OV E M B E R  1 5, 20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Aly Mageed   
interfaith@gvsu.edu

Note: This week’s Interfaith Insight column 
is based on a sermon delivered at First United 
Methodist Church in Grand Rapids last sum-
mer as a part of an interfaith series. Dr. Aly 
Mageed will be the keynote speaker at this 
year’s   Interfaith Thanksgiving Celebration.

I lived my early childhood years in a four-
unit apartment building in a suburb of Cairo, 
Egypt. Non-Muslim families lived in two of 
these units. In fact, we all lived together as 
one big family most of the time. Many days 
I returned home from school to the four 
mothers gathering in the platform between 
the apartments, cooking or preparing food. 
Many times, our families would gather and 
all eat together.

I grew up as a young child fasting on the 
first and last day of Ramadan, and on the 
fi rst and last day of Lent, while my Christian 
friends would also fast the fi rst and last day 
of Ramadan. I grew up hearing that fasting 
on this fi rst and last day meant that I fasted 
the whole Ramadan or Lent. Later, to my sur-
prise, I learned that this was not true, but 
what was true was the belief I grew up with — 
that God or Allah, as all Muslims and Chris-
tians called his name in Arabic, was central 
in the lives of all of us Muslims and Chris-
tians. 

I carried this with me as I came here to the 
United States and started to raise my own 
family. We raised our children in this inter-
faith atmosphere. My daughter told me the 
other day how much it helped her to be com-
fortable in her setting, carrying her own dif-
ferent religious beliefs within a majority who 
did not share all her beliefs, but did share all 
her values. 

We taught our children the common uni-
versal human values of upholding the law, 
respecting personal freedom, respecting the 
elders; values such as honesty, truthfulness, 
commitment to justice, equality, fairness, 
dignity, living a life of acquiring knowledge, 
volunteering and helping others and aiding 
the less fortunate. These are the true moral 

values shared by all religions and are the 
universal human heritage taught by all the 
messengers of God, which we all share and 
defend and teach our children. Those values 
are what make this life worth living.

We now face very diverse societies across 
the globe. Last time I was in Egypt, and cer-
tainly when I was in countries in the Gulf 
area, one sees an unmistakable level of diver-
sity that was not seen before. This raises soci-
etal challenges that we must face. 

Interfaith relationship is in the fore-
front of these challenges. It is challenging 
for both the majority and the new incom-
ing minority populations. Even as a Muslim 
when I attend our Masjid (mosque) on East 
Paris, I meet with many Muslims from about 
40 diff erent countries. That experience has 
been extremely rewarding although at times 
challenging. Early reactions when meeting 
a person from a diff erent background can be 
negative, but very often deeper and more sus-
tained interactions prove extremely reward-
ing, enriching and mutually benefi cial, pro-
viding all parties with chances of growth, 
understanding and appreciation.

That is why interfaith dialogue is 
extremely important. It is why, locally, many 
of us came together in 2011 and decided to 
change the potential path. As you know, this 
area of West Michigan holds religious beliefs 
very high and dear. We considered this an 
advantage rather than a liability. We decided 
to build upon it a strong foundation of con-
gregational and individual activities, start-
ing with interfaith understanding and mov-

ing on to service, collaboration, affi  nity groups
and many smaller circles of friendship. Trust
is being built, and now topics that are more
sensitive can be freely discussed. These dia-
logues must succeed; failure is not an option.
It will prove to be rewarding and enriching to
all involved. 

The primary objective is to learn rather
than to debate or proselytize. We asked people
to come and represent their faith honestly but
also to accept the authenticity of the other’s
belief and respect them. We believed that one
must not compromise one’s own beliefs and
commitments in order to engage in dialogue
with opposing ideas. Tolerance is not enough,
or even appropriate, as one can tolerate what
one hates. Understanding is a start. One needs
to learn to take seriously and respectfully the
theological commitments of the others even
when they clash with one’s own beliefs. There-
fore, acceptance and collaboration are better
goals than tolerance. 

In this spirit, let me share with you my faith.
I believe in a creator who created the whole
universe out of love and out of a desire to share
with us.  I believe that this creator is the ulti-
mate essence of beauty, mercy, love, forgive-
ness and compassion. He is also the ultimate
source of wisdom, peace, justice and kind-
ness. These beautiful attributes and others
led to our existence. He is what we call God,
or, in Arabic, both Christians and Muslims call
him Allah, which literally means “The God.”
I believe that this God has sent us many mes-
sengers to communicate with us from the very
beginning, since it is impossible to communi-
cate with each one of us individually. Those
included Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus and
Mohammad (peace be upon them). There

are times when God is there with me with his
watchful loving eye, wiping a tear trickling
down my cheeks, patting me on my shoulder
or putting someone in my path with a smiling
face or a helping hand to lift me up when I fall. 

Therefore, let us join hands in prayer
remembering that what hurts one of us hurts
all of us. Pray that what unites us becomes a
lot more than what separates us. Pray that we
all fi ght the real problems that truly threaten
our existence and fight all forms of bigotry,
from islamophobia to antisemitism. Let us all
together face sexist, racist and xenophobic atti-
tudes and behaviors. Let us build bridges, not
walls. 

As one of our speakers in this interfaith ini-
tiative said, “Not everything that is faced can
be changed. But nothing can be changed until
it is faced.” So, let us face our challenges and
work together to overcome them. 

Amen and God bless!      

Aly Mageed, M.D., is section chief of the Pedi-
atric Blood & Bone Marrow Transplant Pro-
gram at Helen DeVos Children’s Hospital.

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Growing up and living in 
a multireligious world

Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Leading up to Thanksgiv-
ing next week, I invited the 

Ethics and Religion Talk panel to answer the 
question: “In the past year, what is the one 
thing in your life, in your community, in the 
world near or far, for which you are the most 
grateful?” Here is the fi rst set of responses. 
Look for more next week.

We welcome the Rev. Rachel J. Bahr, pas-
tor of Plymouth UCC, to the panel. She 
replaces the recently retired 
Rev. Doug Van Doren. Her response:

“My wife and I were married Feb. 18, 2018, 
and it certainly was a mountaintop experi-
ence for which I am truly grateful. This was 
fi ve-and-a-half years in the making, because 
when we fi rst met, this was not a legal pos-
sibility. Generations of same-gender-loving 
people have carried the sacred light which 
has transformed the world and its laws. In 
the name of all those in the LGBTQI commu-
nity who fought to liberate our nation and 
our churches, we honored those who made 
this day possible with a candle-lighting cer-
emony at our wedding. I fi rmly believe that 
the love that God places between two people 
can transform a community. I have seen such 
transformation come to pass with my own 
eyes. I have seen transgender youth aglow as 
a church sang the prayer, ‘Take, O, take me 
as I am. Summon out what I shall be.’ I have 
seen folks who lived decades under misogy-
nistic misconceptions and homophobic mis-
interpretations of the Bible, suddenly awaken 
to the truer meaning and truest love of scrip-
ture. In moments when our communities are 
being terrorized, celebrating moments of joy 
is an act of resistance.”

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

“I am most grateful in my life for a God 
who liberated me from bondage to mental 
illness and addiction to allow me to love my 
wife and children, to take a shower when I 
need it, to have food in my belly and vehi-
cles that get me to work more often than not. 
We often have enough money for heat, we 
always have electric, and sometimes get to 
go to visit family in Detroit or leave the farm 
for a weekend. I have been homeless and 
hurting. I am grateful that I am no longer 
making poor choices regarding substances 
and meds after my experience of here-and-
now salvation.

“I am grateful for my community and the 
safety we accord one another so that we do 
not experience the public violence that other 
nations or communities must endure on a 

daily basis. I am grateful for what appears 
to be a community of civility, in all of my 
experiences of Barry County and Hastings.

“In the world near and far, I am grateful 
for the past year and the constant amaze-
ment I have in those of God’s creatures who 
sacrifi ce on behalf of the other. There are 
too many stories that make the story of 
Christ credible to mention. The church may 
die, but the Spirit of Assembly in his name 
will endure forever.”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Domini-
can priest who serves as Adjutant Judi-
cial Vicar, Diocese of Grand Rapids, 
responds:

“As I refl ect on this past year, I am most 
grateful for the simple pleasures of life. 
From watching the sunrise and the length-
ening of days to the arrival of fall and the 
sun fading earlier in the day. I have com-
mented to co-workers and friends many 
times on the beauty all around from the 
many animals I often see on my frequent 
train trips to Chicago to the pesky chip-
munks that destroyed many of my toma-
toes to the bees buzzing around the fl owers 
of my vegetables to the stunning heirloom 
morning glories that are my favorite. I 
am often transfi xed by the aroma of fresh 
bread baking in the oven to the joy of pre-
paring dinner on the grill and eating out-
doors.

“None of the above are costly, and all of 
them refl ect the face of God shining upon 
us. When people ask me how I am doing, I 
have joyfully responded … life is good! Liv-
ing each day to the fullest and taking in the 
joys of life are things for which I am truly 
grateful!”

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

“I am most grateful for all acts of kind-
ness. I think our country needs to show 
more kindness to those in need. I fear our 
society is getting crueler and more narcis-
sistic.

“My favorite scripture passage is from 
Matthew 25:35-36, ‘For I was hungry and 
you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty 
and you gave me something to drink, I was 
a stranger and you invited me in, I needed 
clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and 
you looked after me, I was in prison and 
you came to visit me.’ Each one of these 
gestures is a simple act of kindness. When 
I see or witness people modeling these 
behaviors, I am most grateful.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

What are you most grateful 
for from the past year?

Tolerance is not enough, or even 
appropriate, as one can tolerate what one 
hates. Understanding is a start.

Dr. Aly Mageed will be the 
keynote speaker at the Inter-
faith Thanksgiving Celebra-
tion on Monday.

IF YOU GO

The Interfaith Thanksgiving 
Celebration

When: 7 p.m. Monday

Where: The Church of Jesus Christ of Lat-
ter-day Saints, 2780 Leonard St. NE

Rishabh R. Jain   Associated Press

Abul Kalam sits cross-
legged on the fl oor of his tiny 
mud hut and whispers prayers 
into a small plastic bottle 
filled with water, creating 
what he says is a potion that 
will cure stomach cramps.

“I got these powers in my 
dreams,” he says. “People 
come to me because I heal 
them.”

Kalam is a boidu, or faith 
healer, and for decades has 
been treating fellow Rohingya 
Muslims, first in Myanmar’s 
northern Rakhine state and 
now in a squalid camp in 
Bangladesh, where 700,000 
Rohingya took refuge last 
year after escaping a cam-
paign of government violence 
at home.

Faith healers have long 
been sought out in Rohingya 
societ y to treat physi-
cal and mental ailments. 
Their trade has thrived in 
part because of traditional 
beliefs and in part because 
Rohingya have lacked access 
to modern medical care in 
Buddhist-majority Myan-
mar, where they are one of 
the most persecuted minority 
groups in the world.

Access to medical care has 
changed for the better in Ban-
gladesh, where thousands of 
aid workers offer Rohingya 
everything from vaccinations 
to psychological support.

Doctors Without Borders, 
which runs four inpatient 
hospitals and a dozen medical 
centers in the area, says it has 

provided more than 800,000 
outpatient consultations and 
admitted more than 15,000 
patients since August 2017.

Yet many Rohingya still 
seek out their faith healers.

Kalam,  who arrived in Ban-
gladesh in 2012 in an earlier 
exodus of Rohingya, says he 
receives more than fi ve clients 
each day.

“People come to me 
because they benefi t from my 
power,” he says. “That’s why 
they keep coming back.”

Myanmar officials have 
said they expect the repatria-
tion of Rohingya to start this 
week, a move criticized by 
rights groups who say it is not 

yet safe for them to return.
Anita Saha, a clinical psy-

chologist who has worked 
in the camps since August 
2017, says Rohingya refu-
gees’ dependence on faith 
healers stems from a lack of 
exposure to doctors and a 
suspicion of scientifi c medi-
cine.  And in the case of men-
tal illness, she says, many 
believe it is a reflection of 
evil forces and is best coun-
tered by a faith healer invok-
ing prayer.

“They don’t have any doc-
tors to prescribe psychotro-
pic drugs. So, they believe in 
the boidus to overcome their 
problem,” Saha says. 

KUTUPALONG, BANGLADESH

Rohingya fearful of doctors, 
keep faith healers in business
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