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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

“ G r a t i t u d e 
for the Past; 
Hope for the 

Future:” This is the theme 
for this year’s Interfaith 
Thanksgiving Celebration 
being held Nov. 25 at the 
Cathedral of St. Andrew, 
where, 20 years ago, the 
first Interfaith Thanksgiv-
ing event was held. One of 
the people involved from 
the very beginning was Dr. 
Ali Metwalli, a professor at 
Western Michigan Univer-
sity and member of the Mus-
lim community. He refl ects 
on the beginning as follows:

“My gratitude in the past 
started when I received an 
invitation from the Grand 
Rapids Area Center for Ecu-
menism ... to attend the First 
Interfaith Prayer for Peace on 
April 20, 1999, at the Calder 
Plaza.

“Representatives of several 
faith groups offered prayers 
for peace in their own tradi-
tions, especially for the peo-
ple affected in the Kosovo 
conflict. I, a Muslim, joined 
with Rev. David Baak (Prot-
estant), Fred Stella (Hindu), 
Bishop Robert Rose (Catho-
lic), Rabbi Albert Lewis (Jew-
ish), as well as other repre-
sentatives of the Eastern 
Orthodox, Buddhist and 
Baha’i traditions along with 
other Christians. The gather-
ing reflected a special com-
munity caring for each other 
and the larger community, 
locally and globally.

“This beginning gave 
us all hope for the future 
planning of an Interfaith 
Thanksgiving service that 
took place on Monday, 
Nov. 20, 2000, exactly 20 
years ago at the Cathedral of 
St. Andrew. As a member of 
the Muslim community in 
Grand Rapids, I was thank-
ful and grateful to be a part 
of the interfaith community, 
and was determined to do my 
best as a member of the plan-
ning team to keep the Inter-
faith Thanksgiving service an 
annual tradition. The yearly 
planning created an activity 
that all the participants look 
forward to attending.

“The Muslim commu-
nity in Grand Rapids was 
shocked and shaken by the 
9/11 tragedy, but the inter-
faith community support 
was over whelming and 
totally standing in solidar-
ity with the members of our 
local Muslim community. 
The faith community became 
closer in understanding and 
supporting each other in 
the good and bad times. We 
learned to understand and 
accept each other’s belief sys-
tem, which helped remove 
the barriers of the negative 
perception and misunder-
standing.

“In the past 20 years, the 
Grand Rapids interfaith 
community developed the 
strength — and devoted the 
resources and the skills — to 
overcome many challenges to 
the Jewish, Christian, Mus-
lim, Hindu, Sikh, Baha’i and 
Buddhist communities both 
here and globally.

“The involvement of the 
Kaufman Interfaith Institute 
helped in making the inter-
faith community stronger 
and more effective in build-
ing future activities, and 
planning more effectively 
to bring our many faiths 
together to withstand any 
challenges.

“Looking to the past, I am 
very optimistic about the 
future bonding of the inter-
faith community in Grand 
Rapids and West Michigan. 
As Kahlil Gibran said, ‘In 
understanding, all walls shall 
fall down.’”

My own refl ection on pre-
vious Interfaith Thanksgiv-
ing Celebrations doesn’t go 
back as far as Dr. Metwalli’s. 
However, I have appreci-
ated the variety of traditions 
involved and the wonder-
ful mix of music, recitations, 
talks and readings that mark 

each event. I remember five 
years ago, when a Protestant 
minister reminded us that 
the Pilgrim story often told 
about the “first Thanksgiv-
ing” is really about how the 
Native Americans helped 
save the lives of the fi rst Euro-
pean immigrants who came 
to this land.

I remember four years ago 
when we heard Baha’i, Jew-
ish and Buddhist choirs sing 
about giving thanks in their 
various traditions. We also 
heard from Joe Jones, pres-
ident of the Grand Rapids 
Urban League, who chal-
lenged us to value diversity, 
work at it and not be afraid 
of getting out of our comfort 
zone.

He shared a quote from the 
Trappist monk Thomas Mer-
ton: “The beginning of love 
is the will to let those we love 
be perfectly themselves, the 
resolution not to twist them 
to fi t our own image. If in lov-
ing them we do not love what 
they are, but only their poten-
tial likeness to ourselves, 
then we do not love them: we 
only love the refl ection of our-
selves we fi nd in them.”

Jones urged us to embrace 
diversity and see it as a 
strength in our community.

In 2017, our Thanksgiving 
Celebration focused on Build-
ing Community Together. 
Business and community 
leader Fred Keller emphasized 
the role of community in the 
thriving of the human spirit. 
He pointed to the importance 
of diversity in business suc-
cess, as well as for a vibrant 
community. If we are all alike, 
he said, we lose the ability 
to think new thoughts and 
dream new ways for our lives 
to be enriched.

Last year, our Thanks-
giving keynote featured Dr. 

Aly Mageed, a bone mar-
row transplant specialist at 
Helen DeVos Children’s Hos-
pital and active member of 
the At-Tawheed Masjid and 
Islamic Center. He shared 
his experiences growing up 
in a multi religious world 
in Egypt and his involve-
ment in providing medical 
services in a Syrian refu-
gee camp. He pointed to the 
challenge that societies now 
are facing in the increasing 
diversity of our communi-
ties, which could potentially 
create a detrimental fear. 
Dr. Mageed urged us to see 
interfaith relationships as 
a key to making our society 
stronger as we embrace this 
diversity.

He concluded, “Let us 
join hands in prayer realiz-
ing that what hurts one of 
us hurts all of us. Let us pray 
that what unites us becomes 
a lot more than what 
separates us. Let us build 
bridges, not walls.”

Again this year, we have 
the opportunity to come 
together, celebrating “Grat-
itude for the Past and Hope 
for the Future.” Join us on 
Nov. 25 at the Cathedral of 
St. Andrew.

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Coming together every year 
in thanksgiving and hope

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Is God really able to hear my 
prayers, and does he really 
care?

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

“The most fundamental point about 
faith is, ‘What kind of our belief is about 
God, his powers and actions.’ My belief in 
God is that he is one. The creator of every-
thing. He has absolute powers. He is aware 
of everything, what we think and do about 
each moment of our life. On the top of this 
he has provided humankind discipline and 
guidance through his chosen messengers, 
prophets the revealed books.

“He, without any doubt, does hear our 
prayers and does really care about his cre-
ation. He is the provider for all his creation 
whether someone believes in him or rejects 
him. His mercy has dominated him over 
other characteristics and gives us hope that 
(we will) never be disappointed from God’s 
mercy. The deprived persons of his hope 
are those who deny his existence and dis-
obey his given way of life.

“Our acceptance of prayers has two 
aspects:

“a) Our prayers will be honored and 
heard when we listen to Him. Results of our 
prayers will be given in this world or saved 
for the hereafter.

“b) Those who reject him and do not lis-
ten to him rather worship other than God, 
they follow evil forces, but still being the 
merciful God is their provider.”

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

“God cares and God hears our prayers! 
‘For God so loved the world that he gave his 
one and only Son, that whoever believes in 
him shall not perish but have eternal life.’ 
(John 3:16). God’s desire is that everyone 
(including you and me) has life and lives it 
to the fullest. He is not detached or distant. 
He is close and comfortable near us, and 
he is pleased when we bring our requests 
to him in prayer. In fact, he encourages us 
not to worry but to pray in every situation. 
‘Do not be anxious about anything, but 
in every situation, by prayer and petition, 
with thanksgiving, present your requests 
to God.’ (Philippians 4:6)”

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

“The response to this question necessi-
tates the need to define prayer. ‘Prayer is 
the raising of one’s mind and heart to God 
or the requesting of good things from God.’ 

(Catechism of the Catholic Church, p. 613) 
Scripture reminds us that ‘everyone who 
exalts himself/herself will be humbled, but 
the one who humbles himself/herself will be 
exalted.’ (Luke 18:14b)

“I remember a question from the Balti-
more Catechism, why did God make you? 
The response is ‘to know God, to love God 
and serve God in this life, and to be with God 
in the next.’

“When we spend time with friends, what 
do we do? We talk, and laugh, and simply 
enjoy one another’s presence. Likewise, to 
build a friendship with God we must spend 
time with him in quiet conversation … which 
is called prayer.

“God deeply loves each human being, 
therefore, YES, God REALLY is able to hear 
our prayers and God REALLY does care!”

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

“Presbyterianism teaches that God is an 
intelligent, personal being, not an imper-
sonal force. God can both hear and answer 
our prayers. ‘O God that hearest prayer, unto 
Thee shall all fl esh come.’ (Psalm 65:2) God 
promises to hear our prayers and especially, 
the cries of the poor, the affl  icted, the dis-
tressed and the dying. ‘The LORD is nigh 
unto all that call upon Him, to all that call 
upon Him in truth.’ (Psalm 145:18)

“But what is prayer? ‘Prayer is an off ering 
up of our desires to God for things agreeable 
to His will, in the name of Christ, with con-
fession of our sins, and thankful acknowl-
edgment of His mercies.’ (Shorter Catechism 
Q. 98) Prayer is ‘heart to heart’ communica-
tion with God. We begin with his promises 
to us, and ask accordingly. Invoking Christ’s 
name, we join our prayers to his prayers 
for us, and rely on his merit, not our own. 
Because it separates us from God, sin must 
be confessed in order to remove any bar-
rier to communion with God (Psalm 66:18). 
Giving thanks for mercies received is eye-
opening for us, reminding us that our plight 
is seldom as bleak as it seems.

“And yes, God cares! ‘Like as a father 
pitieth his children, so the Lord pitieth them 
that fear Him.’ (Psalm 103:13) The fear of 
God is faith’s response to the infi nite holi-
ness, glory and power of God. We marvel 
that this great God ‘humbleth Himself to 
behold the things that are in heaven, and 
in the earth.’ (Psalm 113:6) God’s prom-
ise is, ‘Call upon Me in the day of trouble; I 
will deliver thee, and thou shalt glorify Me.’ 
(Psalm 50:15)”

NOTE: The Ethics and Religion Talk panel 
will revisit this question and share four addi-
tional responses in two weeks.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Prayer off ers a chance for
personal connection to God

Children bow their heads in prayer during a Cesar Chavez luncheon March 25 at the Flint 
Farmers’ Market in downtown Flint. Our panelists say God hears and cares about our 
prayers.   MLive.com fi les

If you go

What: Interfaith Thanksgiv-
ing Celebration

When: 7 p.m. Nov. 25

Where: Cathedral of St. 
Andrew, 215 Sheldon Blvd. 
SE in Grand Rapids

Information and free regis-
tration at: InterfaithUnder-
standing.org 

The Cathedral of St. Andrew in Grand Rapids will host the 
Interfaith Thanksgiving Celebration Nov. 25.   MLive.com fi les

The cathedral was the location of the fi rst iteration of the 
annual interfaith Thanksgiving 20 years ago.   MLive.com fi les

Self-Realization

www.grsrf.org

www.goodshepherdpres.com
www.whatifgodis.com

www.grtumc.org

www.driveinchurch.org
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Organist: Jan DeVries

Pianist: Nancy Davis

Director: Dave Schuh

Sunday,
November 17, 2019

Time: 6 P.M.


