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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“I am 18. I belong to the mas-
sacre generation.”

This is the title of an essay 
by Julia Savoca Gibson, published in The 
Washington Post one year ago following the 
shooting at the Tree of Life Synagogue in 
Pittsburgh. 

She continues, “It was last Saturday 
when it hit me that my entire life has been 
framed by violence. … I don’t remember 
being born on Jan. 28, 2000, and I don’t 
remember being a year-and-a-half old 
when 9/11 happened. … I remember the 
lockdown drills at my elementary school, 
the helpful signs in every classroom tell-
ing us where to hide in case of an active 
shooter. … I remember being in seventh 
grade, and I remember my teacher looking 
up from her computer, pale and running 
out of the room without a word during a 
quiz. I remember her walking back in, tears 
streaking her face, as she told us there had 
been a shooting in Newtown, Connecticut, 
where her grandchildren lived. I remem-
ber her telling us they were all right, and 
I remember thinking of my little brother 
and feeling my stomach churn. … Virginia 
Tech, Newtown, Orlando, Las Vegas, Park-
land, Tree of Life. These are my memories.” 

During Yom Kippur services this past 
October, Rabbi Seth Limmer, at Chicago 
Sinai Congregation, shared these reflec-
tions from Julia Gibson and other youth 
who lament the world they have inherited. 
In his sermon Limmer says, “The Massa-
cre Generation. Let that sink in: not the 
Greatest Generation, not the Baby Boom-
ers, Gen Xers or Millennials; the Massacre 
Generation. This is how our young people 
see themselves, a generation when school 
shootings happen more often than NFL 
games.” 

I was surprised to see this comparison 
until I checked the CBS News report that 
already by Sept. 1 of this year there had 
been 283 mass shootings (defi ned as four 
or more injured or killed). This compares 
to 265 total NFL games in a whole season 
including the Super Bowl. Mass shootings 
are likely to exceed the total number of 
days in this year. 

In his sermon, Rabbi Limmer acknowl-
edges that we must confront our sins and 
failings when it comes to gun violence and 
mass shootings. But he also says we cannot 
hide from the truth taught by Rabbi Abra-
ham Joshua Heschel: “some are guilty, all 
are responsible.” He continued by remind-
ing his congregation that it is not enough 
to acknowledge wrong, but we must also 
resolve to change our ways. While none of us 
is likely guilty of killing or injuring someone 
by gun violence, we are responsible for our 
actions to reduce such senseless violence. 

Rabbi Limmer suggests that our most 
effective response might be to follow the 
path set forth by this “massacre genera-
tion” themselves. They are taking action. 
They have a plan and are leading even 
though they know the enormity of the 
problem. He gives a number of exam-
ples of people in that generation who have 
stepped forward to lead a new movement.  
They need our help, our presence and our 
support. Furthermore, since many of these 
youth are too young to vote, we also need to 
support them with our vote.

Rabbi Limmer concludes his message 
with these words: “Let us change our hearts 
and turn them towards our children, so 
they can change the future. If we burdened 

them with the moniker ‘Massacre Gener-
ation,’ let us allow them to become instead 
the leaders who earn the title, ‘Defenders of 
the City,’ of the nation, of the world. … Let 
us help them create the world of peace and 
wholeness they envision.”

Rabbi Amanda Greene, the associate 
rabbi and colleague of Rabbi Limmer, also 
gave a sermon as a part of the Yom Kippur 
services. She confessed that she no longer 
feels comfortable and safe in the worship 
space. For most of her life the word “antisem-
itism” was about historical events of the past 
like the pogroms in Europe and the Shoah 
or Holocaust. There were also local, less-
violent versions, like restricted country 
clubs and signs prohibiting Jews. She told 
of her Nana pointing out an area where she 
grew up on the Chicago North Shore, and 
where there used to be a sign that said, “No 
dogs. No Jews.”

But more recent events in Europe and 
America leading to violent attacks have been 
unnerving.  The largest mass synagogue 
shooting in American history occurred in 
Pittsburgh, and it was followed by over 500 
antisemitic incidents in schools and Jewish 
institutions.  

Rabbi Greene proposes three ways of 
response.  

First, stand up and speak out. 
It may sound trite, she says, but our cul-

ture is passively absorbing antisemitism 
and it is becoming normalized. She observes 
that these attitudes and comments are com-
ing from both the extreme right and the 
extreme left, and we cannot make excuses 
from where ever it might emerge. It is about 
saying out loud and clear, “I will not accept a 
society in which hateful language pervades. 
I will not live in a world in which people are 
unkind to one another for any reason, no less 
the religion they practice.” 

Second, build bridges.  
“We cannot fight antisemitism alone, 

we need allies.” The shooter at Tree of Life 
Synagogue hated immigrants as well. He 
wrote on social media against the Hebrew 
Immigration Aid Society . The shooter at the 
Chabad Synagogue in Poway, California, had 
been previously charged with setting a fi re at 
a mosque. 

“He didn’t just hate Jews, he hated Mus-
lims too,” Greene points out. We must not 
stand by when any form of hatred is directed 
toward any group of people. She says, “It is 
our obligation to prevent the demonization 
of the Other in our society.”

Third, show up. 
Following the attack at the Tree of Life 

Synagogue, there was a great community 
response by Jewish and non-Jewish people 
to express solidarity and declare “hate will 
not destroy us.” 

In the past few weeks, there has been van-
dalism and antisemitic posters pasted to the 
door of Temple Emanuel here in our own 
Grand Rapids community.  Fortunately, no 
one was hurt or injured, but it is a reminder 
that no community is free from hate. 

We stand by our Jewish brothers and sis-
ters, as well as the Muslims, Sikhs and oth-
ers, including immigrants who are the tar-
gets of hate and violence. By standing up 
against hate, we also work together to pre-
vent violence. We build bridges by getting to 
know those in our community that may not 
look like us or worship like us, while affi  rm-
ing all as children of God. 
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Listening to and acting with 
a the ‘massacre generation’

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Jose writes, “I’m a passion-
ate student of the word. I’ve 
recently encountered a young 

man in church who leads worship. His attire 
and mannerism disconcert me. Those who do 
not know this young man personally will label 
him as gay. However, he has been asked by the 
pastor and he claims he is not gay. I’ve shared 
with the pastor that many people are not 
happy with this situation and his only reply 
is that he cannot do anything. I would love to 
read an ethical as well as a biblical response 
on the matter.”

Rabbi Krishef’s note: Again, our panelists 
are deeply divided. Issues of sexual orienta-
tion and gender identity cut to the core of a 
religion’s understanding of God’s command-
ing voice. The tone of the responses is … pas-
sionate. Aside from light editing for clarity, I 
have let the panelists speak for themselves.

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

“Both men (the young man and the pastor) 
mentioned in the question are not behaving 
in accordance with guidance of God. Clergy 
and religious leadership, if they behave as 
above, are deceiving God, themselves and 
the congregation. People of the Prophet Lot 
were destroyed due to their invention of sod-
omy, and there is no trace of these gay people 
except in the word of God or Dead Sea. They 
can act like this to fulfi ll their desires in this 
world, but what will happen when they are 
standing in front of God on the day of judg-
ment?

“These two persons are not paying atten-
tion ethically and biblically to God, his 
words and his prophet. Rather, they are wor-
shiping their soul to satisfy themselves. Ulti-
mately God is just and will do justice when 
the time comes, with only a slight delay. 
They must repent, seek forgiveness and 
must behave as God wishes. Wolves must not 
conceal themselves in the skin of lamb. God 
knows the best.”

The Rev. Rachel J. Bahr, pastor of Plym-
outh UCC, responds:

“Let’s start with the fact that none of us 
can see into the heart and mind of others, 
it’s impossible to tell what someone’s sexual-
ity may or may not be by their mannerisms. 
Secondly, people often confuse gender iden-
tity and expression with sexuality. Gender 
is who you are and how you live, sexuality is 
who you want to be with. I don’t think based 
on the aff ectations you have described, that 
you can fairly conclude that this person 
must be gay. 

“But no matter how this person identi-

fi es, your treatment and judgment of them 
could use some work. In the United Church 
of Christ and at my church, Plymouth UCC, 
we say and live these words, ‘No matter who 
you are, or where you are on life’s journey, 
you are welcome here.’ It sounds as if your 
church doesn’t value diff erence, and would 
exclude folx if they were to identify LGBTQ. 
In my church, I am celebrated for being 
queer and gender queer, because this is a 
value of my Christian community. 

“I must say that I am concerned by your 
words. If you are a student of the word, then 
hear these words from scripture as Chris-
tians, we are many members, but we are one 
body in Christ (Romans 12:4), and Jesus calls 
us to love our neighbors as ourselves (Mark 
12:31) without being judgmental (Matthew 
7:1-2) nor disparaging of others (Luke 18:9-
14); and we are called by Christ’s example, 
to proclaim release to the captives and set 
at liberty the oppressed (Luke 4:18). I fi rmly 
believe that not only would Jesus be open 
and affi  rming of LGBTQ folx, but I am con-
vinced of a phrase often repeated in the 
UCC, that ‘LGBTQ folx will save the church.’”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister 
at All Souls Community Church of West 
Michigan, a Unitarian Universalist 
Congregation, responds:

“Most Unitarian Universalists would not 
claim to be experts in scripture, we would 
not say we are Christian, and yet we would 
say we value the ministry, teaching and 
message of Jesus. His is a message of love, 
acceptance, inclusion and one that is free 
from judgment. So if a congregant came to 
me concerned about someone’s attire, man-
nerism or sexual orientation, I would talk to 
them about our First Principle; to affi  rm the 
inherent worth and dignity of every person. 
I would say this is a judgment upon a child 
of God and therefore misguided. People of 
faith should not judge one another but sup-
port one another to be our true, authentic, 
beautiful self.”

Chris Curia, director of youth minis-
tries at Fairway Christian Reformed 
Church, responds:

“We have to be wary of circumstances 
in which we fi nd ourselves inferring a per-
son’s way of being simply by our percep-
tion of their behavior. The spread of often 
overgeneralized, subjective observations 
is gossip, which can move like a disease 
through a community until the whole thing 
becomes contaminated and hostile, espe-
cially to the original subject of the gossip. 
Instead, it might be helpful to ask oneself 
why this person’s behavior has been so per-
sonally disconcerting in the fi rst place.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Is the appearance of 
homosexuality a problem?

Elana Schor and Aamer Madhani   Associated Press

The ascension of Paula White as an offi-
cial member of Donald Trump’s White House 
highlights how closely the president is rely-
ing on his inner circle of evangelical Christian 
supporters as he fi ghts an impeachment probe 
during his reelection bid — while giving lib-
eral  Christians a new opening to push back at 
his administration’s mingling of religion and 
policymaking.

White is a televangelist who has sparked 
division among fellow Christians over her 
association with the so-called “prosperity gos-
pel,” an assertion that God rewards believ-
ers with personal as well as fi nancial success. 
She’s also frequently identified as personal 
minister to the president and now is set to 
become an adviser heading Trump’s Faith and 
Opportunity Initiative, according to a White 
House offi  cial.

In some ways, White’s new position only 
formalizes her long-standing influence in 
the White House. The 53-year-old has known 
Trump for more than 15 years and frequently 
meets with the president alongside fellow 
evangelical Christian advisers, including a 
White House visit this week where the group 
laid hands on Trump in prayer. But White is 
a more contentious figure within her faith 
than other pro-Trump evangelicals, and was 
the subject of a years-long investigation into 
her fi nances by Iowa Republican Sen. Chuck 
Grassley.

That profile makes White a compelling 
symbol for liberal Christians who are mak-
ing an increasingly vocal appeal to religious 
Americans who do not align with Trump’s 
broader political agenda.

“The rise of the religious left has been given 
a shot in the arm every time Trump doubles 
down on his white evangelical base,” said 
Guthrie Graves-Fitzsimmons, a religious activ-
ist on the left who created an anti-Trump net-
work called The Resistance Prays. “Yes, he may 
score short-term political points. But in the 

long term, he really is energizing and mobi-
lizing this whole swath of people who are reli-
gious and are astonished by what’s happen-
ing with the Paula Whites of the world.”

Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, a liberal 
evangelical preacher who works with the 
progressive group Red Letter Christians, said 
White’s use of her ministry “to exploit the 
poor ... should be of real concern to all peo-
ple of faith.” 

The White House role for White, whose 
ministry did not immediately return an 
interview request, was fi rst reported by The 
New York Times. 

The White House initiative White will 
advise was created by the Trump adminis-
tration last year to help faith-based groups 
partner with the federal government. White’s 
advisory role, according to the executive 
order setting up the initiative, empowers her 
to suggest “changes to policies, programs, 
and practices that aff ect the delivery of ser-
vices by faith-based and community organi-
zations.” 

WASHINGTON

Trump fi res up critics 
with job for televangelist

“Let us change our hearts and turn them 
towards our children, so they can change the 
future.  … Let us help them create the world of 
peace and wholeness they envision.”
Rabbi Seth LimmerPastor Paula White delivers the benediction 

at the close of the opening day of the 2016 
Republican National Convention in Cleve-
land.   AP fi les
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