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D2    T H U RS DAY, O CTO B E R  1 8, 20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Doug Kindschi   
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institut

“Witnessing to my faith 
means sharing my experi-

ences as honestly as possible while being 
equally open to listening deeply to the wit-
ness of others. … But the refrain, for me as 
a Christian, is simply this — God is greater 
than my experience.”

These are the words of Jennifer Howe 
Peace, the fi rst associate professor of Inter-
faith Studies at Andover Newton Theo-
logical School, in her chapter titled “God 
is Greater” from the book she co-edited, 
“My Neighbor’s Faith: Stories of Interreli-
gious Encounter, Growth and Transforma-
tion.” She is also a co-director of the Center 
for Interreligious and Communal Leader-
ship Education (CIRCLE), a joint program 
between Andover Newton and the Rabbin-
ical School at Hebrew College. Also serving 
as co-directors are Celene Ibrahim, Muslim 
chaplain at Tufts University, and Rabbi Or 
Rose, professor at Hebrew College.

She describes a discussion with a class-
mate while they were students at the 
School of Oriental and African Studies in 
London. During her junior year abroad 
studying the history, religion, politics and 
music of India, she met the Muslim class-
mate, named Mohammed, who “would 
change my theology and expand my under-
standing of God.” Peace is the daughter of a 
Christian minister and spent her “fi rst fi ve 
years in South Africa as a missionary kid.” 
But as she writes about her college experi-
ence, she admits that her childhood faith 
was no longer as real for her: “the words 
had become empty. At the same time, it 
struck me that faith cannot be inherited or 
bequeathed.  It has to be chosen.”

During this time in London of choosing to 
study Sufi  poetry and the religions of India, 
she accepted an invitation to attend a char-
ismatic weekend youth retreat. In the midst 
of her skeptical observations of the emo-
tional expressions of those around her, she 
experienced a break in her resistance and 
began to cry. As she tells it, “Diff erent from 
regular crying where the tears start from 
just behind the eyes, this was more like over-
flowing. It was as if there had been a wall 
holding back the water, and once it came 
down, water fi lled me up and spilled out.”  

She describes the first wave of pain-
ful awareness of her own faults and weak-
nesses, as well as a “more existential expe-
rience of collective suff ering that was hard 
to bear.” The second wave brought joy as 
she recognized the value of her own partic-
ular life, the reality of her being loved, and 
the joy that she could bring to others. 

The next day in the school coff ee shop, 
she described to Mohammed her new expe-
rience of being a “born again” Christian; he 
nodded, listening quietly.  She was unsure 
how he would respond to her recount-
ing this very emotional experience. He 
fi nally said, “I have a very good friend who 
described almost the exact same experi-
ence. He cried for three days, and now he is 
devoted to Allah.”

Peace was upset since this was not at all 
what she expected. She denied that it was 
the same thing. As she writes, “The deepest 
moment in my own faith journey suddenly 
felt mundane or somehow diminished.  
Mohammed remained seated, as I stormed 
out of the coff ee shop.”   

She refl ected on this conversation that 
ended their friendship and writes, “I was 
simply unprepared and unequipped to 
understand my experience in the context 
of another faith claim.” Many years later, 
reflecting on Mohammed’s words, she is 
now grateful. “They planted a seed that 
taught me, whether I liked it or not, that 
my personal experiences did not give me 
full knowledge or exclusive rights to God. 
God is greater than my experience. … At a 
moment when my religious identity could 
have been narrowly defined in Christian 
terms, it was broken open by Mohammed’s 

story.” 
In a much earlier publication she shared a 

brief version of her spiritual autobiography, 
telling about her life as a pilgrimage seeking 
to answer the question, “Where am I going?”  
She organized her refl ections around Jesus’ 
response to the question of which is the 
greatest commandment. Jesus replied, “You 
shall love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind, and with all your strength.” The 
second is this, “You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself.” (Mark 12:30-31)  

For Peace, her self-described “Mind Pil-
grimage” began in college when, as she puts 
it, “I fell in love with knowledge.” As she 
began to question her own motives for pur-
suing knowledge, she confronted the way 
in which knowledge is power. Knowledge 
“tends to divide those who know from those 
who don’t. Power tends to separate those 
above from those below.” She concludes that 
knowledge of God leads to love, which “con-
nects us, restores us and gives hope.”

She also writes about her “Heart Pilgrim-
age” (falling in love and her marriage) and 
her “Strength Pilgrimage” (recognizing the 
importance of a healthy body). In her “Soul 
Pilgrimage” she recounted her experience in 
London described in her later refl ections on 
Mohammed, and her conclusion that “God 
is greater than my experience.” Her brief 
spiritual autobiography concludes with, 
“My hope is that I can balance and serve the 
demands of my heart, soul, mind and body 
so that I might continue to learn what it 
means to love God and to love my neighbor 
as myself.” 

Peace has continued her study and now 
is a seminary professor and leader in the 
larger interfaith movement. She concludes 
her recent chapter with this: “Christian-
ity continues to be my spiritual home. … 
For me, witnessing to my faith means shar-
ing my experiences as honestly as possible 
while being equally open to listening deeply 
to the witness of others. The insights diff er. 
I don’t believe that all religions are funda-
mentally the same. … But the refrain, for me 
as a Christian, is simply this — God is greater 
than my experience. God is greater than any 
of our experiences.”

We are very pleased that Peace will be 
joining Eboo Patel and Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove 
for our triennial Jewish-Christian-Muslim 
Dialogue on “Religious Identity” in Novem-
ber.  It should prove to be a stimulating expe-
rience for us all. 

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Seeing God as greater 
than one’s experience

Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

This week, I am departing 
from the normal format of 

Ethics and Religion Talk to respond to some 
reader feedback.

A woman contacted me through the 
Grand Rapids Press regarding the lack of 
racial diversity on the panel; specifically, 
she wanted to know why there was no 
A frica n-A merica n pa nelist .  First ,  I 
explained that it is my goal for the panel to 
match the ethnic and religious diversity of 
our area, but I have had trouble finding a 
pastor from an African-American church for 
the panel. In fact, her own pastor was part of 
the column for a brief time, but discovered 
that he didn’t have the time to participate 
consistently. So I’m still looking. 

On another diversity front, with the retire-
ment of Doug Van Doren, pastor of Plym-
outh UCC, we welcome his successor, Rachel 
Bahr. Thus, the number of women increases 
from two to three (along with eight men); 
still not balanced, but slightly better.

Another reader asked about my responsi-
bility to correct errors of fact in responses to 
questions written by other members of the 
panel. Specifi cally, he asked about the state-
ment, “divorce is almost always a Pandora’s 
box of ongoing griefs and diffi  culties for the 
parties involved.”

“Allan,” a retired psychology profes-
sor, wrote, “This might be his opinion, 
but is demonstrably not true. With all due 
acknowledgment of the emotional turmoil 
that can — but not ‘almost always’ — accom-
pany a divorce, those difficulties are often 
simply an extension of the problems that led 
to the divorce in the fi rst place; they’re not a 
product of the divorce per se.”

I questioned that line before I published 
that column, but since the main topic of 
the column was the use of frozen embryos 
after divorce, not divorce per se, I let it go. 
But Allan’s point is a good one. If I see some-
thing in a response that I know for certain 
to be false, I will typically send the response 
back to the panelist for a rewrite. If I am run-
ning up against a deadline, it is often pos-
sible for me to edit the response to remove 
the error without changing the substance of 
the response. In this case, the line in ques-
tion was not responsive to the question and 
was not necessary in order to understand 
the part of the response that did answer 
the question. I could have and should have 
edited it out, and I apologize for not doing so.

Allan asked a follow-up question. What 
if a member of the panel were to state that 
male homosexuality (as defined by physi-

ological arousal, not behavior) is entirely 
a choice. Would I publish this assertion, 
either with or without comment?

My answer is that if he stated it as a med-
ical fact, I would send it back for a rewrite, 
edit it out or not use the response. If, how-
ever, the statement was grounded in the 
texts of his religious tradition (i.e., if he has 
scriptural support for such a statement), I 
would let it remain in the response because 
he would be stating his religious belief, not 
a medical fact. In that case, for the record, I 
would make sure that either my response or 
another panelist’s response clearly stated 
that a male homosexual orientation is not 
a choice. Along the same lines, if I had a 
panelist state that the world is about 6,000 
years old, I would let that stand even 
though it is scientifi cally unsupportable.

A panelist and a religious tradition has 
the right to embrace beliefs that fl y in the 
face of facts. Readers have the responsi-
bility to evaluate responses based on how 
well the position is supported by scriptural 
tradition and objective facts. Readers will 
have to decide for themselves the relative 
weight of these two factors. Some traditions 
believe scripture trumps scientifi c or med-
ical fact; others will alter their worldview 
when presented with scientifi c evidence.

Finally, a reader questioned what I 
meant by my response to a column on 
whether we understand the Bible literally. 
I wrote: “Every word of the Hebrew Bible is 
absolute historical and scientifi c truth. At 
the same time, every word is fi ction.”

The Genesis stories of creation may 
well refl ect the best scientifi c and histori-
cal information available at the time they 
were written. Yet for us, they are best read 
as mythic fiction, intended to teach us 
something about our role in the world. 
Other parts of the Hebrew Bible may have 
been written to be a historical record, but 
we understand that the history as written 
is far from objective. These passages’ intent 
is to critique fl awed human behavior, and 
it doesn’t matter whether the stories are 
100 percent objective fact or partially or 
largely fi ctional — the lessons are still valid. 
Whether or not the revelatory event at Sinai 
actually happened as described, the result-
ing legal system forms the basis of a Jewish 
(or Biblical-based) ethical system. 

I read every word seriously, seeking to 
fi nd truth; and at the same time, I acknowl-
edge that the story or the context may not 
be objectively, historically or scientifi cally 
true.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Addressing reader feedback
Questions include panelist diversity, 
religious belief vs. objective truth

The co-directors of the Center for Interre-
ligious and Communal Leadership Educa-
tion are, from let, Celene Ibrahim, Muslim 
chaplain at Tufts University; Jennifer Howe 
Peace, professor at Andover Newton; and, 
Rabbi Or Rose, professor at Hebrew College.   
Submitted photo

Jewish-Christian-Muslim Dialogue

When: Nov. 14 and 15
More information and free registration: 
InterfaithUnderstanding.org

Gerry Shih   Washington Post

H O N G  KO N G  —  China will release some 
Muslim detainees held in the far western 
region of Xinjiang after they complete their 
“de-extremization education” by the end of 
this year, a regional leader said Tuesday as 
China unfurled its most extensive defense of 
the mass internment program to date.

In a lengthy state media article aimed at 
rebutting a mounting chorus of international 
criticism, Xinjiang’s de facto No. 2 official, 
Shohrat Zakir, characterized the detention 
program as an eff ort to provide legal educa-
tion and job-training in humane, “people-
oriented” facilities in a region steeped in pov-
erty and religious fundamentalism.

Western governments and human rights 
groups, as well as a United Nations panel, 
estimate that China has held up to a million 
people — nearly all of whom belong to Mus-
lim ethnic minorities — in a secretive net-
work of re-education centers operating out-
side the scope of Chinese courts. A growing 
body of first-person testimony from inside 
the centers, backed by satellite imagery and 
Chinese government documents and reports, 
have painted a picture of grueling facilities 
that ostensibly off er educational courses but 
operate to erase detainees’ sense of religious 
and ethnic identity through forced repeti-
tion, confessions and drills.

Although various Chinese government 
officials have previously issued patchy 
defenses of the program or denied its exis-
tence outright, Beijing has made a concerted 
push in recent weeks to argue its perspective: 
that the facilities dispense mild but neces-
sary education to steer the population of Xin-
jiang, which has at least 10 million Muslims , 
away from extremist ideology.

“As a result of the vocational education 
and training, the social environment of Xinji-
ang has seen notable changes, with a healthy 
atmosphere on the rise and improper prac-
tices declining,” said Zakir, who is a member 

of the Muslim Uighur ethnic minority that 
makes up a majority of those detained.

In the past decade, Xinjiang, a vast ter-
ritory bordering Central Asia, and other 
parts of China have suffered a series of 
attacks, including bombings and mass 
knife assaults, that officials blame on 
Uighur extremists. And between 2013 and 
2015, Syria-based militant groups have used 
messaging apps to goad hundreds, probably 
thousands, of men, women and children to 
fl ee the suff ocating security environment in 
Xinjiang for the Middle East.

Chinese authorities responded with an 
unprecedented crackdown that combines 
sophisticated digital surveillance with a 
sprawling re-education effort, sweeping 
up Muslim residents who maintain contact 
with overseas relatives, study at Islamic 
schools known as madrassas abroad or sim-
ply keep habits such as praying regularly or 
growing beards. The measures are vastly 
disproportionate to the militant threat fac-
ing China and could exacerbate violent 
extremism, international rights groups 
and U.S. State Department officials have 
warned.

Large numbers of people are believed to 
have been swept up since the centers began 
proliferating in 2017, and relatively few 
have emerged. Zakir signaled Tuesday that 
that might change once some students fi n-
ish their training, although he did not give 
details about the number of detainees who 
might be released — or how many are held.

He did, however, acknowledge that some 
of those held had been merely “infl uenced” 
by extremism and did not commit crimes. 
Those detainees are receiving lenient treat-
ment that involves lessons in Mandarin, 
garment-making and electronics assembly, 
he said in an apparent counterpoint to crit-
icism about the mass detentions’ arbitrary 
and extrajudicial nature. 

China defends its Muslim 
re-education program as 
‘people-oriented’ job training
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