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Religion

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“We are the most religiously 
devout nation in the West, 
and the most religiously 

diverse country in the world, at a time of 
religious tension, confl ict and crisis.”  

So writes Eboo Patel, founder and pres-
ident of the Interfaith Youth Core, in his 
recent book, “Religious Diversity and the 
American Promise.” He continues, “How 
do we affi  rm and extend the ethic that wel-
coming religiously diverse people, nur-
turing positive relations among them 
and facilitating their contributions to the 
nation is part of the defi nition of America? 
Responding to that question is the task of 
this book.” 

Patel, who was one of our keynote speak-
ers in November at the triennial Jewish-
Christian-Muslim Dialogue, begins his 
book by pointing out that political theo-
rists have long observed that diversity and 
democracy have not mixed well histori-
cally. But the United States has been the 
“great exception” in the way our founders 
“set for themselves the remarkable task of 
building a religiously diverse democracy, 
an experiment never before tried at such a 
scale in human history.” 

While the founders, many of whom were 
slaveholders, did not represent much diver-
sity in gender and race, they did “create a 
constitutional system that protected free-
dom of religion, barred the federal govern-
ment from establishing a single church, 
prevented religious tests for those running 
for political offi  ce and penned more than a 
few poetic lines about building a religiously 
diverse democracy,” Patel writes.

Patel then continues by recounting 
George Washington’s letter to Jewish leader 
Moses Seixas, affi  rming their welcome as 
full members of this new nation. Benjamin 
Franklin made fi nancial contributions to 
every diverse community that built a house 
of worship in Philadelphia, and even raised 
money for a hall in Philadelphia “expressly 
for the use of any preacher of any religious 
persuasion who might desire to say some-
thing.” Franklin was explicit in stating it 
would be open to Muslim preachers. 

Thomas Jeff erson drafted the Virginia 
Statute for Religious Freedom in 1777, 
which became the basis for Article 1 of 
the Bill of Rights, stating, “Congress shall 
make no law respecting an establishment 
of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise 
thereof.”

The Treaty of Peace and Friendship 
between the United States and Tripoli 
was signed by President John Adams and 
approved unanimously by the Senate in 
1797. It made clear that the United States 
was a secular state and had no “enmity” 
against any Muslim nation and further 
stated, “it is declared by the parties that 
no pretext arising from religious opinions 
shall ever produce an interruption of the 
harmony.”   

Patel also discusses the historic chal-
lenges to religious diversity at times when 
Jews, Catholics and Mormons were per-
secuted and not fully accepted. While we 
have moved beyond those conflicts, we 
now see members of these groups repre-
sented in Congress, the Supreme Court and 
the highest offi  ces in our nation. 

Patel also celebrates the contribution of 
religious communities to the overall wel-

fare and social capital of our country. The 
vibrancy of our civil life is in a signifi cant way 
dependent on the generosity and contribu-
tions of religious groups. He then urges that 
we “guard against religious preference … and 
continue the American ideal of free exercise 
for all faith communities. We also need to wel-
come the contributions from these commu-
nities, facilitate positive relations between 
diverse religious communities, guarding 
against conflict and strengthening social 
cohesion.”  

The task, however, is not easy, and there 
are challenges ahead. Patel discusses the real 
diff erences between religions and their truth 
claims. The idea that all religions are pretty 
much the same and all paths are leading up 
the same mountain is called “pretend plural-
ism.” There are doctrines, rituals and prac-
tices that counter other religions and can 
even insult. He writes: “How are non-Jews 
supposed to view the idea that Jews are God’s 
chosen people, non-Christians meant to coun-
tenance the concept that you must hold to the 
Christian belief that Jesus is Lord and Sav-
ior in order to go to heaven, or non-Muslims 
to reckon with the idea that Muslims have the 
fi nal revelation and others are incomplete or 
corrupted?” 

These are real differences, and our inter-
faith activity urges a “thick dialogue” that 
seeks understanding and respect rather than 
a “thin dialogue” that reduces our various 
beliefs to some kind of bland agreement. Fur-
thermore, to assert that all paths are going 
up the same mountain implies that we have 
a “God’s-eye view” that somehow lets us see 
from above the mountain and make asser-
tions that only God could conclude. We are 
each on our own path with a limited view. To 
assume we can affi  rm or deny the path that 
someone else in on is a kind of arrogance 
that is dangerous. We can fi rmly believe that 
we are on the right path and still maintain a 
humility about judging what others believe.  

We must always be on guard against think-
ing we know God’s intent.  After all, God 
chose Abraham before there existed Jewish, 
Christian, Muslim or other religious struc-
tures. We must be careful not to put limits on 
God’s ability and actions in dealing with his 
creatures. 

Patel defi nes “pluralism as an ethic that has 
three main parts: respect for diff erent identi-
ties, relationships between diverse commu-
nities, and a commitment to the common 
good.” He puts special emphasis on develop-
ing “meaningful relationships between peo-
ple from diff erent religious communities.” 

This was the focus of the Year of Inter-
faith Friendship that the Kaufman Interfaith 
Institute initiated in 2018. Most of the affi  n-
ity or interest groups formed still are meet-
ing. These groups include people from vari-
ous religious groups coming together around 
common interests such as knitting, cooking 
and eating together, exploring contempla-
tive practices, watching and discussing cur-
rent cinema together, and reading each oth-
er’s scriptures. The interfaith reading group 
has just started reading Patel’s book, “Out of 
Many Faiths.”  

To learn not just about each other, but also 
with each other, I invite you to consider join-
ing one of these groups. To learn more, visit 
our website, InterfaithUnderstanding.org.

interfaith@gvsu.edu 
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We must face the challenge 
of religious diversity

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

A question submitted to 
a n i nter fa it h p a nel  on 
approaches to hospice care: 

“If we believe in heaven, why are we so afraid 
of dying?”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All 
Souls Community Church of West Mich-
igan, a Unitarian Universalist Congrega-
tion, responds:

“Not all Unitarian Universalists believe 
in heaven. From what I have witnessed, 
whether a person believes in heaven or 
not, most folks have lots of feelings about 
dying. The fear or sadness around dying 
comes from not having lived enough, having 
regrets, wanting to do more in life or wanting 
to see more of life, like witnessing a grand-
child graduating from college or the heart-
ache of saying goodbye to those you love. 
What is absent from most Unitarian Univer-
salists’ belief is the fear of going to hell; that 
idea as a general rule is not part of our way of 
thinking about death.”

Dr. Sharif Sahibzada, director of the 
Islamic Center and imam of the Mosque 
of Grand Rapids, responds:

“Life has a certain time limit. It is an 
empirical reality that there is an end to life. 
All must taste death. It will find us even 
inside of strongly built towers.

“Love is the strongest factor in human 
nature, and believers have extreme love of 
God under faith. Therefore, they must not 
be afraid of dying and be ready to face death 
anytime. Believers must be convinced that 
fi nal abode is heaven.

“When a believer prefers a materialistic 
life, then worldly life is preferable over the 
heavenly life in the hereafter. The fear of 
dying prevails due to weak aspect of belief.”

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

“Everyone is afraid of the unknown, but 
those who know God will struggle less with 
the fear of dying than those who do not know 
God. Fear has to do with punishment, and 
those who know God also know that the pun-
ishment that we deserved, God put on Jesus, 
so that we could be found guiltless. Therefore, 
those who are in Christ Jesus can now con-
fi dently proclaim what the apostle Paul pro-
claimed in Philippians 1:21: ‘For to me, to live 
is Christ and to die is gain.’ Moreover, they can 
also live their lives with the same hope that 
Paul lived with: ‘I eagerly expect and hope 
that I will in no way be ashamed, but will have 

suffi  cient courage so that now as always Christ 
will be exalted in my body, whether by life or 
by death.’ (Philippians 1:20)”

Fred Stella, the pracharak (outreach 
minister) for the West Michigan Hindu 
Temple, responds:

“The writer says ‘we,’ as if the fear of death 
is universal. I hold that there are those who 
are not afraid of transitioning. But I agree 
that most people do have concerns about 
leaving this earthly plane. And even peo-
ple such as myself, who claim not to have 
such apprehensions, would still have their 
survival instincts kick in full force when 
faced with a situation where, say, an active 
shooter might be involved. There certainly is 
an inborn preference to expire from natural 
causes as opposed to violence.

“Something to consider is how so many 
people who claim to have experienced near-
death episodes seem to have no fear. Every 
account I’ve read or heard indicates that one 
who believes to have caught a glimpse of the 
afterlife continues on with a certain peace of 
mind about dying. This is because they have, 
as Hindu scriptures encourage, passed from 
belief to knowledge. Yes, there are many who 
discount such claims, but if the person who 
had such a cosmic encounter has complete 
conviction of its reality, then we would agree 
that the lack of fear they feel is honest.”

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

“We fear death for two reasons. First, 
because God created us with a thirst for life. 
As ‘the wages of sin’ (Romans 6:23), death is 
an enemy, an invading foe who came into 
the world by sin. But Christ has death on 
his ‘enemies list’ and will destroy it when 
he returns at the last day. In the meantime, 
Christ warns us not to cling to this life, and 
assures us of His presence and help in the 
hour of death: ‘I will never leave thee, nor 
forsake thee’ (Hebrews 13:5).

“Second, someone may be afraid of dying 
because he or she has no comfort for body or 
soul. Burdened by sin’s guilt and oppressed 
by sin’s power, life is an ordeal and death is 
the bitter end. The Christian’s only comfort 
in life and death is, ‘That I with body and 
soul, both in life and death, am not my own, 
but belong unto my faithful Savior Jesus 
Christ; who, with His precious blood, hath 
fully satisfi ed for all my sins, and delivered 
me from all the power of the devil’ (Heidel-
berg Catechism, Q. 1).”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

If we believe in heaven, 
why are we afraid of dying?

Lindsey Bever   Washington Post

SA N A N T ON IO — The Texas attorney gen-
eral has launched an investigation to deter-
mine whether the San Antonio City Council 
violated religious liberty laws by barring 
Chick-fi l-A from opening a restaurant in the 
city’s airport.

The council voted late last week to exclude 
Chick-fil-A from a concession agreement 
with San Antonio International Airport, cit-
ing, in part, the religious views associated 
with the fast-food restaurant chain — specif-
ically, values opposing same-sex marriage, 
according to the Texas Tribune.

The state’s Republican attorney general, 
Ken Paxton, said the treatment of the chain 
was “discriminatory” and wrote in a letter to 
San Antonio Mayor Ron Nirenberg and the 
city council that his offi  ce would investigate 
whether such a ban violates any state laws. 
He said he also asked the U.S. Department 
of Transportation to look at the federal reg-
ulations.

“The Constitution’s protection of religious 
liberty is somehow even better than Chick-
fil-A’s chicken,” Paxton wrote. “Unfortu-
nately, I have serious concerns that both are 
under assault at the San Antonio airport.”

The mayor said the city attorney is 
reviewing the letter, and “I am withholding 
comment until we have had adequate time 
to analyze it.”

The Texas Tribune reported that city 
council member Roberto Trevino proposed 
a plan to approve the concession agreement, 
permitting eight new vendors to set up in the 
airport’s Terminal A, but swap out Chick-
fil-A for another vendor. Trevino told the 
council that he could not get behind a com-
pany with “a legacy of anti-LGBTQ behav-
ior,” according to the newspaper.

“The work our city has done to become a 
champion of equality and inclusion should 

not be undone so easily,” he said, according 
to the San Antonio Express-News.

The Express-News noted that although 
the mayor came to the same conclusion, he 
apparently based his decision on business, 
arguing that the city would lose revenue on 
Sundays when the restaurant closes for reli-
gious reasons.

The Chick-fi l-A Foundation has donated 
to organizations that are seen by some as 
anti-LGBTQ or oppose rights such as same-
sex marriage.

However, the company has maintained 
that “to suggest that our eff orts in support-
ing these organizations was focused on sup-
pressing a group of people is misleading and 
inaccurate.” 

Paxton  said in a statement that the city’s 
decision “to exclude a respected vendor 
based on the religious beliefs associated with 
that company and its owners is the opposite 
of tolerance.”

“The city’s discriminatory decision is not 
only out of step with Texas values, but incon-
sistent with the Constitution and Texas law,” 
Paxton said.

San Antonio City Council’s controversial 
decision, a 6-4 vote, has made national head-
lines and prompted criticism from conserva-
tive lawmakers.

Texas Gov. Greg Abbott wrote on Twitter 
that the ban “has the stench of religious dis-
crimination against Chick-fi l-A.” 

One council member, Greg Brockhouse, 
has apologized to Chick-fi l-A, emphasizing 
in a letter to the company that San Anto-
nio City Council’s recent decision does not 
“refl ect the overwhelming belief in our city 
that you are a valued business and commu-
nity partner.” 

Chick-fi l-A did not immediately respond 
to a request for comment .

RELIGIOUS LIBERTY

Texas AG says Chick-fi l-A 
ban  was discriminatory

We can firmly believe that we are on the 
right path and still maintain a humility 
about judging what others believe.  
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