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D2    T H U RS DAY, F E B RUA RY 2 8, 20 1 9    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Kevin McIntosh   Coordinator of Campus Interfaith Resources, 
Grand Valley State University

Who is an interfaith leader?  
My mind goes to the greats. Martin Luther 

King Jr., Mahatma Gandhi, Dorothy Day, 
Malala Yousafzai, Desmond Tutu and so 
many more. History makers who helped push 
for social justice and made the world a better 
place. Folks who were able to use their reli-
gious traditions to build bridges and work 
with people of other worldviews. Men and 
women who had appreciative knowledge of 
other traditions,  a vision and skill to build on 
social capital. 

But can one be an interfaith leader in one’s 
everyday job?

These larger than life figures are vital in 
the current interfaith realm. But, every once 
in a while, this scares me. These folks have 
dedicated their lives to becoming interfaith 
leaders; how can I live up to that expecta-
tion? I hear that same fear in the voices of my 
students, those who want to get involved in 
interfaith but don’t see themselves working in 
a church or a temple or a mosque when they 
graduate.  

I hear students say that unless their voca-
tion calls them to be a leader in their house of 
worship, interfaith isn’t for them. How about 
those whose passions are in law, education, 
fi nance? Do they know that in their role they 
can also be interfaith leaders? What do we 
mean when we use terms like leader or lead-
ership?   

I recently took an online course hosted by 
Eboo Patel, founder and president of Inter-
faith Youth Core. He says that interfaith 
leaders have three things. They have appre-
ciative knowledge of other traditions, they 
have a clear vision of their own goals, and 
they have the skills to bring people of diff er-
ent traditions together. One doesn’t need to 
work in a religious institution to have knowl-
edge, vision and skills and push for change.  
In fact, Patel highlighted several IFYC alumni 
who are in various occupations and use their 
interfaith skills every day. 

One of them, Kinza Khan, is a lawyer in 
Chicago who got involved with interfaith in 
college and then went on to be a domestic vio-
lence lawyer. She currently works for a fi rm 
providing legal services and advocacy, where 
she pushes for social justice on the front line. 
On the outside, it might not seem like a typ-
ical place to do interfaith. But Khan says she 
uses it every time she talks to clients, recog-
nizing that their religious, spiritual or secular 
tradition might impact how they live.

She describes how most of her clients are 
women and often immigrants or minori-
ties. She says, “I found that being a young, 
minority woman myself helped me build rap-
port with them. They often asked me where 
I was from or how I got into this fi eld, and I 
believe they felt more comfortable discussing 
sensitive issues with me, including issues of 
sexual and domestic violence.”

Outside of her work, Khan is deeply com-
mitted to her Muslim community. She takes 
time out to serve as educator and trainer 
for an organization that provides educa-
tion about, and advocacy regarding, issues 
of sexual health and sexual violence in Mus-
lim-American communities. 

Khan will be on Grand Valley State Uni-
versity’s Allendale campus March 11, to talk 
about how her student interfaith activity has 
led her to be a better lawyer and an inter-
faith leader in her profession, by being more 
understanding of and sensitive to her clients. 
She also discusses how ethnic and religious 
minorities need to respond to the biases that 
exist in various professions. Check out her 
TED talk at  bit.ly/kinzahkan. 

Another IFYC alum, Skyler Oberst, a stu-
dent at Eastern Washington University, tells 
how his interfaith commitment began during 
his freshman year. 

“It was one of those days in February 
when it’s overcast, it’s been overcast for like 
six months now, a lot of snow on the ground, 
and it was just a really down day,” he recalls. 
He saw a flyer displaying the Golden Rule 
from the texts of three religious traditions. In 

his excitement, he shared it with his phi-
losophy of religion class, but was disap-
pointed in their lack of interest. After class, 
he retraced his steps to fi nd the fl yer, only 
to find that it had been ripped to pieces. 
Oberst also remembered that Muslim stu-
dents were being harassed on campus and 
knew he had to act.

He recalls thinking, “‘I really (have) to 
do something’ — not only as a Christian, 
but also as someone who needs to speak 
up for the rights of everybody.” After pick-
ing up most of the fl yer’s remnants, Oberst 
brought the pieces to his professor, and 
said, “Look, you saw this flyer as well. 
Look what happened. We need to do some-
thing.”

This was the beginning of his inter-
faith leadership on campus. That led to 
the launch of a “Meet the Neighbors Cam-
paign,” which taught the community how 
to visit and meet their neighbors. After 
graduation, Oberst has continued his inter-
faith leadership in the city of Spokane.  

Last week at the Abrahamic Dinner, we 
had a large turnout to hear students from 
three West Michigan colleges describe 
their experiences of applying their own 
faith traditions to expanding interfaith 
understanding. 

These folks remind us that interfaith 
leadership can be in small everyday lead-
ership opportunities. I ask, how will you 
build bridges across divisions? We all have 
spheres of influence where we have the 
ability to lead. How will you use yours to be 
an interfaith leader? 

interfaith@gvsu.edu  

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

We can be interfaith leaders 
in our everyday lives

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

For those unfamiliar with 
Lent, it is a season of refl ec-
tion and preparation mark-

ing Jesus’ withdrawal into the desert for 
40 days leading up to Easter, recalling the 
events leading up to and including Jesus’ 
crucifixion by Rome. In its original form, 
Lent is marked by fasting, both from food 
and festivities. Today, it is more common 
for Christians to surrender a particular vice, 
such as favorite foods or smoking. What-
ever the sacrifi ce, it is a refl ection of Jesus’ 
deprivation in the wilderness and a test of 
self-discipline. Ash Wednesday, the begin-
ning of Lent, is this Wednesday.

Kelly T. asks, “Is it acceptable to commit 
to something for Lent instead of giving some-
thing up? In the past, I have always given up 
fast food for Lent, and it was a real struggle at 
fi rst. But now, I rarely eat fast food, and last 
year it wasn’t even an eff ort to give it up. I do 
struggle to exercise on a regular basis and am 
wondering if it would be OK to commit to exer-
cising every day instead.”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Domini-
can priest who serves as adjutant judi-
cial vicar, Diocese of Grand Rapids, 
responds:

“The purpose of Lent is to expressly 
deepen our relationship with God through 
more intense acts of penance. For many, 
this practice has included giving up a type 
of food during Lent: for example, candy, eat-
ing fi sh on Fridays or fast food, as the author 
of this question. Typically, Lenten practices 
are the trifecta of fasting, almsgiving and 
prayer.

“Yes, is it acceptable to commit to some-
thing during Lent instead of giving up some-
thing. I always encourage a practice that 
is reasonable. The question I have for the 
author of this question is whether the com-
mitment to daily exercise is reasonable? 
Exercise is good and I suggest the individ-
ual do more, but to set a reasonable goal that 
is attainable.  Further, intentionally off ering 
the additional struggle to God would fulfi ll 
any Lenten practice of penance.

“Happy Lent!” 

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

“People who struggle with not knowing 
how to please God often experience a lot of 
guilt and think that giving up something is 
what God asks of us. But God does not ask 
for a sporadic sacrifi ce or a part of us. God 
wants all of us! Choosing and picking what 

to give to God and what to keep for ourselves 
is a sign of a divided heart. Our hearts are 
prone to be divided between a variety of fas-
cinations, temptations and excitements, and 
our sole purpose in life should be to have an 
undivided heart towards God. If this is our 
pursuit, we will never have to worry about 
whether we are pleasing God or not. ‘Teach 
me your way, Lord, that I may rely on your 
faithfulness; give me an undivided heart, 
that I may fear your name. I will praise you, 
Lord my God, with all my heart; I will glorify 
your name forever.’ (Psalm 86:11-12)”

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

“Presbyterian and Reformed churches do 
not encourage such customs as the ‘Lenten 
sacrifi ce.’ The apostle Paul rebukes the Gala-
tians for observing ‘days, and months, and 
years. I am afraid of you, lest I have bestowed 
labour in vain’ (Galatians 4:10, 11). For Pres-
byterians, the only day to be kept holy is the 
weekly Christian Sabbath. 

“If the ‘holy seasons’ of Advent and Lent 
are observed in Reformed churches, it 
should only be a matter of the texts and top-
ics of the pastor’s sermons. Anything more 
violates God’s right to regulate all worship, 
public or private. The second command-
ment requires ‘that we in no wise represent 
God by images, nor worship him in any other 
way than he has commanded in his word’ 
(Heidelberg Catechism, Q. 96).

“But it is a good thing to give up ‘fast food’ 
and, even better, to commit to daily exercise. 
Why wait for Ash Wednesday? Start today! 
There is no added benefi t, spiritual or phys-
ical, in making such ‘sacrifi ces’ during any 
one part of the calendar year.”

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

“Most Unitarian Universalists do not par-
ticipate in the practice of giving something 
up for Lent. The few UUs who do observe 
Lent see it as a way of being more inten-
tional or mindful in our daily behaviors 
and habits during a 40-day time frame. The 
point of observing Lent is to make some per-
sonal sacrifi ce away from our comfortable or 
habitual routine. Often these sacrifi ces will 
result in some noticeable path to self-im-
provement. Specific to the question, com-
mitting to daily exercise can also be seen as 
giving up unhealthy behavior like not exer-
cising.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

What is acceptable practice 
for Christians during Lent?

David Crary and Jim Salter   Associated Press

The United Methodist Church, America’s 
second-largest Protestant denomination, 
faces a likely surge in defections and acts 
of defi ance after delegates at a crucial con-
ference Tuesday rejected a move to ease the 
faith’s ban on same-sex marriage and ordi-
nation of LGBT clergy.

Some supporters of greater LGBT inclu-
sion were in tears, while others vented their 
anger after delegates, on a 449-374 vote, 
defeated a proposal that would have let 
regional and local church bodies decide for 
themselves on gay-friendly policies.

“Devastation,” was how former Methodist 
pastor Rebecca Wilson, of Detroit, described 
her feelings. “As someone who left because 
I’m gay, I’m waiting for the church I love to 
stop bringing more hate.”

Delegates then took up a competing mea-
sure, known as the Traditional Plan, that 
would tighten enforcement of the LGBT bans 
and encourage Methodists who oppose those 
policies to leave the church. It won majority 
support in a preliminary vote Monday.

The Traditional Plan’s success was due to 
an alliance of conservatives from the U.S. 
and overseas. About 43 percent of the dele-
gates are from abroad, mostly from Africa, 
and overwhelmingly support the LGBT bans.

If the bans were eased, “the church in 
Africa would cease to exist,” said the Rev. 
Jerry Kulah, of Liberia. “We can’t do any-
thing but to support the Traditional Plan — 
it is the biblical plan.”

The deep split within the church was evi-
dent in several fi ery speeches opposing the 
Traditional Plan.

“If we bring this virus into our church, 
it will bring illness to us all,” said the Rev. 
Thomas Berlin, of Herndon, Virginia. He 

predicted many Methodist churchgoers 
and some regional bodies would leave the 
church, while others would “stay and fi ght,” 
performing same-sex weddings even if it 
meant punishment.

Many supporters of the more liberal plan 
stood in support as Berlin spoke. Some wore 
rainbow-motif garments or sat behind rain-
bow banners.

The Rev. Allen Ewing-Merrill, a pastor 
from Portland, Maine, pledged defi ance of 
the Traditional Plan, tweeting: “I will not 
participate in your bigotry, sin & violence.”

An association of Methodist theological 
schools warned that if the Traditional Plan 
passes, the church “will lose an entire gener-
ation of leaders in America.”

Formed in a merger in 1968, the United 
Methodist Church claims about 12.6 million 
members worldwide, including nearly 7 mil-
lion in the United States.

While other mainline Protestant denomi-
nations, such as the Episcopal and Presbyte-
rian (U.S.A.) churches, have embraced gay-
friendly practices, the Methodist church still 
bans them, though acts of defi ance by pro-
LGBT clergy have multiplied. 

ST. LOUIS, MISSOURI

United Methodist delegates 
defeat bid to ease LGBT bans

IF YOU GO

Rabbi Sigal Memorial Lecture

What: ‘Interfaith Leadership in the 21st 
Century’

Who: Kinza Khan

When: 4 p.m. March 11

Where: Grand Valley State University Kirkhof 
Center, 10670 S Campus Dr.

More info: interfaithunderstanding.org

Kevin McIntosh is Coordi-
nator of Campus Inter-
faith Resources at Grand 
Valley State University.

Kinza Khan, a domestic violence lawyer in 
Chicago, will give the Rabbi Sigal Memo-
rial Lecture at Grand Valley State Univer-
sity on March 11.   Submitted

We all have spheres of 
influence where we have 
the ability to lead. How 
will you use yours to be 
an interfaith leader? 

From left, Ed Rowe, Rebecca Wilson, Robin 
Hager and Jill Zundel react Tuesday to the 
defeat of a proposal that would allow LGBT 
clergy and same-sex marriage within the 
United Methodist Church.   AP

Surge in defections 
from denomination by 
progressives appears likely

Self-Realization
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