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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

Why is religion often a fac-
tor in increasingly common 
acts of mass shootings? 

On July 28, at the Gilroy Garlic Fes-
tival in California, a 19-year-old killed 
three people and injured 15 others. 
Among the dead were two children, ages 
6 and 13. The FBI, investigating this 
shooting as an act of domestic terror-
ism, noted that the shooter, a reader of 
anti-Semitic literature, left a list of reli-
gious organizations and other targets.

Less than a week later, another 
young shooter, 21, traveled more than 
600 miles to El Paso, Texas, and killed 
22 people and wounded more. His tar-
get, a border city with a majority of His-
panic residents, was carefully chosen, 
as explained in his hate-fi lled manifesto 
sent out online just minutes prior to his 
act of violence. In it, he talks about the 
“Hispanic invasion of Texas” and warns 
that foreigners are replacing white peo-
ple. He also indicated his support for the 
Christchurch shooter in New Zealand.

The Christchurch shooter’s 74-page 
manifesto, titled “The Great Replace-
ment,” was sent out to more than 30 
people as well as to the media, prior to 
his violent acts at two mosques killing 
51 people and injuring dozens more. In 
his manifesto, he praises the genocide of 
Muslims during the Bosnian War, cites a 
Norwegian anti-Muslim terrorist’s 2011 
act of killing 77, and praises those who 
promote white identity. 

And, just last weekend, another ter-
rorist began fi ring on a mosque in Nor-
way but was overpowered by one of the 
worshipers before the gunman killed 
anyone.

Earlier this year in April, a shooter 
entered a synagogue on the last day 
of the Jewish holiday of Passover in 
Poway, California, killing one and injur-
ing others, including the rabbi. He likely 
would have killed more, except his semi-
automatic rif le jammed or malfunc-
tioned.

Last October, a shooter entered the 
Tree of Life Synagogue near Pittsburgh, 
killing 11 and injuring more. He was 
heard shouting, “I just want to kill Jews.”

In February last year, the Parkland, 
Florida, school shooter killed 17. He had 
hurled slurs on social media against 
blacks and Muslims, and he had ties to 
white supremacists.

We could continue by pointing to the 
2015 killing of eight during prayer at the 
Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal 
church in Charleston, South Carolina. 

And, in 2012, a white supremacist 
gunman entered the Sikh gurdwara in 
Oak Creek, Wisconsin, killing six before 
killing himself.

Why is religion combined with racism 
such a prominent feature in so many of 
these mass killings?

There are many other questions to ask 
in light of the recent killing. What is the 
role of violent video games? Is it a mental 
health issue? What about gun laws and 
political rhetoric? Is the media contrib-
uting by publicizing the shooters and 
the manifestos they write and circulate? 
What is the role of social media?

The discussion and debates will go on, 
but some things seem to emerge from 
the studies and analyses that have taken 
place. It has repeatedly been shown that 
there is no evidence of a link between 

video games and violent acts. Furthermore, 
many other countries have large video 
game markets but very little gun violence. 

It might seem that anyone who kills has 
a mental problem but, again, the link is not 
established, and there is little evidence of a 
mental-illness diagnosis of the perpetra-
tors.

The role of media publicizing the killer 
and his manifesto is also debated. Some 
argue it is important to expose the killer 
and his ideology as expressed in his state-
ments, saying that sunlight is a disinfec-
tant. 

University of Syracuse professor and 
media scholar Whitney Phillips count-
ers this argument, writing, “What sun-
light mostly does is help things grow.” She 
argues that the publicity helps spread the 
killer’s ideology and encourages a network 
of disillusioned racists. 

It is noteworthy that New Zealand offi  -
cials and media refused to use the name or 
picture of the person who killed so many in 
the two mosques.

Given the references in the manifes-
tos from the killers, it is clear that they 
follow previous acts of violence and rac-
ism discussed in social media. While it is 
often stated that they acted alone, they are 
not alone in the social media world. It is 
becoming an international phenomenon 
— from Norway to New Zealand to El Paso, 
the connections are there. Communication 
in the media and online has an impact.

It is also clear that racism often gets 
expressed against religious communities. 
While the gunmen might be acting alone 
at the time of the killing, it is noteworthy 
that it is communities of people who are 
attacked. It is churches, mosques, syna-
gogues and gurdwaras that are attacked. 
When people come together to worship or 
celebrate, it is an aff ront to some who see 
them as diff erent. But they also see them 
in community — an experience that these 
“loners” may not themselves have. Could it 
be that the coming together in community 
is a threat to these shooters?

Furthermore, religious people not only 
come together personally, they share a 
diff erent ideology. They talk of loving the 
stranger; they see all people as children of 
God. They teach doing what is right and 
just. This is not to say that all religious 
communities practice these values — there 
are unfortunately exceptions — but, for the 
most part, these are the values promoted. 

Is it perhaps their hatred of these com-
munal values, and their resentment at feel-
ing excluded from these communities, that 
stokes the killers’ rage?

Religious people are not alone in pro-
moting these values, but they do form com-
munities that support one another and 
teach the values through understanding 
scriptures, sharing common stories and 
providing practices and liturgies that rein-
force the teaching. 

The increasing commitment to interfaith 
understanding is also a way to work against 
the separatism that tempts all groups. We 
are learning more about respecting our dif-
ferences while affi  rming our commitment 
to the common good.

In a world of competing ideologies, let 
us come together through personal inter-
action, affirming difference as a strength 
and respecting every person’s right to live 
and fl ourish.

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

When religious communities 
become targets of violence

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Saul asks: How does your tra-
dition handle inter- and multi-
faith relationships?

In the previous column, four of the Eth-
ics & Religion Talk panelists discussed this 
question as it relates to interfaith social rela-
tionships and friendships. This week, three 
panelists respond to the question’s implica-
tions for romantic relationships.

Ty Silzer, a former pastor in the Presby-
terian Church in America, responds:

“If you mean friendships, I would encour-
age you to have many and let them be full of 
love. If you come from a conservative back-
ground, this may allow you to one day ‘reach’ 
them; if from a progressive background, 
you will fi nd they open your eyes to aspects 
of God you had not considered before, like 
Abram with Melchizedek, Moses with 
Jethro, Jesus and Judas, the Syro-Phoencian 
woman, the Roman centurion, Nicodemus 
and more. The Bible is covered in relation-
ships with those ‘on the outside,’ and fi nding 
God through those not traditionally labeled 
‘the chosen.’

“I suspect you may be referring to that 
highest of relationships: your romantic 
interest who may one day be your signifi cant 
other or spouse. Conservative Christian-
ity cites: ‘Guard your heart’ (Proverbs 4:23) 
and point to Solomon’s many foreign wives 
(1 Kings 11:4) who ‘turned his heart after 
other gods,’ culminating in 2 Corinthians 
6:14 (citing Deuteronomy 22:10) ‘Do not be 
unequally yoked.’ Some view these as com-
mands, others as warnings.

“Why? We are social creatures. We tend 
to fl ock where our fl ock is going. So, at min-
imum, we should be mindful of where our 
(big and little) flocks are headed. If your 
crowd is doing something that violates your 
conscience? It’s very easy to swim down-
stream. But, does that make it an absolute? 

“I personally know inter/multi-faith mar-
riages that are very mature and, as a result, 
have a richness within them, and neither 
party supplants God for the other. It’s not for 
the weak.”

The Rev. Michael Nasser, who writes 
from an Eastern Christian perspective 
and is pastor of St. Nicholas Orthodox 
Christian Church, responds:

“Carefully! My advice to couples from dif-
ferent religious traditions is for each to fully 
explore not only their partner’s religious 
beliefs and faith, but more deeply examine 
their own, embarking on a united search for 
truth. Orthodox Christianity sees marriage 
as being given to us primarily for our pursuit 
of the Kingdom of Heaven as revealed most 
clearly by Jesus Christ. Therefore, Ortho-
dox Christians are only permitted to be mar-
ried to other Orthodox Christians, or to non-

Orthodox Christians who share the most 
fundamental teachings of the Christian 
faith.”

My response:
The liberal denominations of Judaism 

more fully welcome interfaith relationships 
than the traditional denominations. Liberal 
rabbis typically offi  ciate at interfaith mar-
riages (i.e., marriages in which one partner is 
not Jewish). The non-Jewish partner is wel-
come to take part in the religious life of the 
congregation as much as he or she is com-
fortable. Conversion to Judaism is relatively 
simple, requiring only a period of study and 
a public affi  rmation of one’s acceptance of 
the Jewish covenant.

The traditional denominations do not 
support rabbinic officiation at interfaith 
weddings. My denomination (Conserva-
tive) forbids me from officiating. The rea-
soning is that the language of a Jewish wed-
ding ceremony assumes that each of the two 
people getting married is committed to the 
Jewish covenant of God and Israel through 
Torah. Liturgically, it makes no sense to use 
that language when one partner is not Jew-
ish; and my commitment to traditional Jew-
ish practice precludes me from changing 
centuries-old, time-honored rituals to 
accommodate a person not of the Jewish 
faith.

In addition, within synagogue practice, 
only those who fully and exclusively embrace 
Judaism are welcome to take part in public 
religious rituals. Only Jews are called to the 
Torah to say blessings, only Jews may lead 
prayers, generally only Jews wear the tallit 
(prayer shawl) in public worship.

Conversion to Judaism is a long, intense 
process of study, participation in a Jewish 
community, and adoption of Jewish prac-
tices such as kashrut (dietary laws), Shabbat 
and holidays. Men must undergo an actual 
or symbolic circumcision, and all converts 
appear before a Beit Din (rabbinical court) of 
three rabbis followed by immersion in a nat-
ural body of water or a specially constructed 
ritual pool known as a mikvah.

Many traditional synagogues, including 
mine in Grand Rapids, welcome all indi-
viduals and couples who want to partici-
pate in a community which embraces tra-
ditional Jewish practice. Many interfaith 
couples who want this for themselves or 
their children choose to affi  liate at such tra-
ditional congregations, even though they 
understand that the rabbi would not offi  ci-
ate at their wedding ceremony. More, how-
ever, choose to affi  liate at Reform congrega-
tions where they feel more fully welcomed 
because the lack of traditional Jewish rituals 
and practice (including less use of Hebrew 
in prayer) reduces barriers for one who is not 
Jewish or Jewishly well educated.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Interfaith romance requires 
patience from both parties

Ekemini Uwan   Washington Post

“Teaching is about taking things apart; 
writing is about putting things together,” 
Toni Morrison, the Nobel Prize-winning 
author who died Aug. 5, once told the New 
Yorker. Toni has taken me apart many 
times — too numerous to count. With great 
love, through her writing, she has put me 
back together time and again. Her piercing 
insight into the interior lives of black girls 
and women was otherworldly.

Toni’s singular grasp of the depth of love, 
her love for herself, black women and black 
people as a whole, did not arise from a vac-
uum. The love that permeated Toni’s life and 
work was not some abstract philosophical 
reality; it found its inception in the one who 
is love — God.

At age 12, Toni, known then as Chloe Wof-
ford, converted to Catholicism and selected 
Anthony as her baptismal name. In her doc-
umentary, released this year, “The Pieces I 
Am,” Toni mentions that people perpetually 
mispronounced her first name, Chloe, so 
she went with Toni after her patron saint, St. 
Anthony. Naturally, her work often featured 
a strong undercurrent of the natural world 
and the spiritual world.

As a young girl, I picked up my mother’s 
copy of “The Bluest Eye” and read it. Correc-
tion — it read me. Toni loved me in this way: 
She waged war with the internalized white 
supremacy that ravaged my soul. Every time 
I picked up “The Bluest Eye,” Toni went to 
battle with the “wall of whiteness,” said 
Laura Pritchard, a black Christian woman 
who has fought racism in churches.

Toni knew that for a black girl to love her-
self was no trifl ing matter. I had to be set free 
from the clutches of white supremacy to love 
myself. For freedom lies on the other side of 
truth, and it is from that side that Toni wrote 
and spoke to me — to us — black people. She 

centered blackness — our history, culture, 
lifestyles, while eschewing the white gaze.

Her devotion to truth was undergirded 
by love, and it dripped from the pages of her 
books.

She beckoned us, wooed us, exhorted us 
to love ourselves fiercely by uprooting the 
foul seeds of inferiority implanted within 
our souls before we could utter our names. 
She called us by our name, Beloved.

Toni had an uncanny spiritual vision to 
see the spirit world while maintaining a fi rm 
understanding of the material world and the 
complicated nature of human beings. 

It is rare for a black woman to receive her 
roses — accolades, honor, respect — while 
she is alive, but Toni received hers. America 
holds a long history of black women — like 
Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Harriet Tubman, Zora 
Neale Hurston, Sojourner Truth and Fannie 
Lou Hamer — who never received their roses 
while they were alive. Toni did; that’s signif-
icant. She was loved. She is loved.

Well done, Mother Toni. Well done.

COMMENTARY

Toni Morrison’s words 
had a profound impact

In a world of competing ideologies, let us come 
together through personal interaction, affirming 
difference as a strength and respecting every 
person’s right to live and flourish.

Author Toni Morrison died Aug. 5.   AP fi les
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