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        T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS        T H U RS DAY, S E PT E M B E R  1 2 , 20 1 9    B5

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

In recent years, we have wit-
nessed an alarming increase 
in hate and violence against 

religious communities and persons. 
Usually, it targets groups that are reli-

giously, or racially, not in the majority. It often 
comes from persons who identify with white 
supremacy. Our political environment of 
polarization has led to increased hate talk as 
well as hate actions, sometimes leading to vio-
lence. Fear of those perceived as the “other” 
often leads to actions against people just 
because they look diff erent or worship in a dif-
ferent manner. Increased incidents of hate are 
often against Hispanics and African-Ameri-
cans as well as against immigrants. We have 
seen violence against houses of worship and 
religious institutions.

Recently, these acts of hate have led to 
violence and death. Just last month, we wit-
nessed a shooter who traveled more than 600 
miles to arrive in the border town of El Paso, 
Texas, just so he could kill Mexicans. He wrote 
a manifesto expressing his praise for the 
shooter in Christchurch, New Zealand, who 
killed 51 worshippers at two mosques .

Earlier this year, on the last day of the Jew-
ish celebration of Passover, a gunman opened 
fire on 100 worshipers in a synagogue in 
Poway, California, killing one. The attack hap-
pened  six months after a mass shooting in 
Pittsburgh killed 11 at the Tree of Life Syna-
gogue. The shooter, a 46-year-old white man, 
shouted “All Jews must die!” during the attack.

Black churches also have been the target, 
including 26 killed at the First Baptist Church 
in Sutherland Springs, Texas, in 2017. Ear-
lier, Charleston, South Carolina, saw the kill-
ing of nine people during a prayer service at 
the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal 
church.

In all of these cases, there has been an out-
pouring of support and concern for the vic-
tims and their families. People from all faith 
traditions have come together to denounce 
the killings and express support. The response 
comes from religious, as well as non-religious, 
persons who want nothing to do with such 
expressions of hate. It is often the interfaith 
community that steps in to organize and pro-
mote these memorial events and efforts of 
support.

The perpetrators of these hate crimes 
express anti-Semitic and Islamophobic senti-
ments as well as racial prejudice. They express 
fear of invasion by people who are not like 
them. When the neo-Nazis and white suprem-
acists marched on Charlottesville, Virginia, 
they shouted “Jews will not replace us.”

This tension between racial and religious 
groups is not new to America. In his recent 
book, “The Soul of America: The Battle for 
Our Better Angels,” Jon Meacham, New York 

Times bestselling author and winner of the 
Pulitzer Prize, looks back over our history 
at times when we succeeded in overcoming 
fear and division. He sees our situation today 
as another time in the “battle for our better 
angels.” Division and polarization threatens 
not only our unity but also our understand-
ing of justice as well as commitment to the 
common good. The decision to choose the 
side of the angels, he says, must come from 
the soul.

Abraham Lincoln, in his first inaugu-
ral address, desperately wishing to avoid 
war with the South, concluded his speech 
with an impassioned plea: “We are not ene-
mies, but friends. We must not be enemies. 
Though passion may have strained it must 
not break our bonds of aff ection.” He ended 
with hope for the touch by “the better angels 
of our nature.”

Meacham sees much of the confl ict, both 
historically and in our current situation, 
being driven by fear. It is the fear of the other, 
the immigrant or the person who doesn’t 
share my ideology. He describes a fear based 
on an assumption that one’s own opportu-
nity is “dependent on domination over oth-
ers.” In such situations, the expansion of 
opportunity for minorities or immigrants 
must mean a loss of opportunity for them-
selves. The forces of reaction and self-protec-
tion emerge. 

As he examines such times in the past, 
Meacham writes of our finest hours when 
“the soul of the country manifests itself in 
an inclination to open our arms rather than 
to clench our fi sts; to look out rather than to 
turn inward, to accept rather than to reject. 
In so doing, America has grown ever stron-
ger, confident that the choice of light over 
dark is the means by which we pursue prog-
ress.”

Meacham fi nds hope in the way in which 
we as a nation have emerged from the dark 
hours of conflict and found hope. He sees 
hope as the opposite of fear and writes, “Fear 
feeds anxiety and produces anger; hope … 
breeds optimism and feelings of well-being. 
Fear is about limits; hope is about growth. 
Fear casts its eyes warily, even shiftily, across 
the landscape; hope looks forward, toward 
the horizon. Fear points at others, assign-
ing blame; hope points ahead, working for a 
common good. Fear pushes away; hope pulls 
others closer. Fear divides; hope unifi es.” 

 In our own communities, we must not 
wait for tragedy to strike in order to come 
together and express our love of neigh-
bor and even the stranger. Our community 
needs it; our nation needs it. We must choose 
hope over fear.
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In responding to religious 
hate, choose hope over fear

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Sandy asks, “What is the 
secret of happiness?”

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

“Everyone is in search of happiness, 
and many people are looking for it in suc-
cess, money, power, addiction, sex or indul-
gence. But none of these can truly satisfy 
us in the way that we need. The only one 
that can give us the happiness we crave is 
God, and the only way to fi nd it is under his 
wings. What does it mean to be under God’s 
wings? Full surrender to him. 

“This is exactly what the apostle Paul 
did. He abandoned all that he had in 
exchange for Christ. ‘But whatever were 
gains to me I now consider loss for the sake 
of Christ. What is more, I consider every-
thing a loss because of the surpassing 
worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for 
whose sake I have lost all things. I consider 
them garbage, that I may gain Christ.’ (Phi-
lippians 3:7-8 NIV). When Paul said this, he 
had exchanged his prominent position as a 
pharisee to take the low position of preach-
ing the Gospel to the Gentiles. The worldly 
success he had as a pharisee was worthless 
to him in comparison to the true happiness 
he had found under God’s wings. He testi-
fies to the truth that complete happiness 
can only be found in God — not in success, 
money, power or any other thing this world 
has to off er. The secret is that we can only 
receive it if we fully surrender to him.”

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

“I think this answer will be different 
for everyone. For me, it is found in having 
peace of mind and heart. Each night fol-
lowing my nightly prayers, I review my 
day. Did I lead my actions from a place of 
integrity? Did I speak the truth and behave 
authentically? Was I kind? And, fi nally, did 
I tell the people I most care about that I love 
them? This daily practice brings me peace 
of mind and heart which leads to a sense of 
happiness. I also think happiness is found 
in the little things in life and in our rela-
tionships with other people.”

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

“Men and women have been asking this 
question for millennia! This question is 
ethereal, or related to regions beyond the 
earth. From the Roman Catholic tradition 
is taught, especially from Sts. Augustine 

and Thomas Aquinas, that God is the only 
source of true happiness.

“The recognition that we are a finite 
part of an infi nite spiritual world humbles 
an individual. In this spirit of humility, the 
human person may recognize the divine 
presence. However, because the divine is 
infinite and the human is finite, the latter 
may only receive glimpses of eternal beauty.

“Because the human being is ordered 
toward God, happiness may only be obtained 
by living a life of hope for the life that is to 
come. In living a life focused on what is to 
come, the human being is no longer dis-
tracted by the material goods of this world. 
The human being instead focuses on the 
spiritual goods that provide for eternal life.

“The practice of living a life of humility 
ordered to God is enhanced by The Beati-
tudes. These are found in the Gospel of Mat-
thew 5:3-11 and are a witness to us for living a 
life fi lled with hope, ordered to God and ful-
fi lled in the happiness of living daily lives of 
faith.”

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

“The secret of human happiness lies in 
knowing the origins of human misery. Mis-
ery entered the world by sin: ‘In Adam’s 
fall, we sinned all.’ (New England Primer). 
‘All mankind by their fall lost communion 
with God, are under his wrath and curse, 
and so made liable to all miseries in this life, 
to death itself, and to the pains of hell for-
ever.’ (Shorter Catechism, Q. 19). Separated 
from God and his love by sin, we are alien-
ated from him in our hearts and minds, so 
that we hate God, hate our neighbors and 
hate ourselves. Life on such terms is a bitter 
aff air: ‘I have seen all the works that are done 
under the sun: and, behold, all is vanity and 
vexation of spirit.’ (Ecclesiastes 1:14).

“Presbyterianism therefore teaches that 
the secret of happiness is to be ‘justifi ed,’ or 
reconciled, to God by faith in the atoning 
death and saving life of his Son, Jesus Christ 
(Romans 5:1-11). ‘All those who are justifi ed, 
God vouchsafeth, in and for his only son 
Jesus Christ, to make partakers of the grace 
of adoption, whereby they are taken into the 
number, and enjoy the liberties and privi-
leges of the children of God; have his name 
put upon them, receive the spirit of adop-
tion, have access to the throne of grace with 
boldness, are enabled to cry, Abba, Father; 
are pitied, protected, provided for and chas-
tened by him as by a father, yet never cast 
off , but sealed to the day of redemption; and 
inherit the promises, as heirs of everlast-
ing salvation.’” (Westminster Confession, 
Ch. XII)
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Is there a secret to fi nding 
happiness in our lives?

Rachael Denhollander   Special to the Washington Post

Editor’s note: Rachael Denhollander was the 
fi rst gymnast to come forward against sports 
physician and convicted sex offender Larry 
Nassar. This is her story of experiencing 
abuse in church when she was a child.

I still remember it like it was yesterday.
The church was small, just a few hundred 

people, and everyone knew everyone. My mom 
played fl ute and sang on occasion. I earned a 
reputation early on for loving children, and I 
frequently cuddled babies for tired moms after 
the service or played with their toddlers in the 
nursery during business meetings. Our fam-
ily was part of a tightknit, small-group Bible 
study that was a highlight of every week, and 
my parents had been close friends with many 
of the people there long before I had been born. 
I’d been born alongside their children, and we 
had grown up together. The church, which was 
Baptist in theology but independent from any 
denomination, was part of our family, and we 
were part of it.

But something changed when I was 7.  I 
didn’t walk the hallways anymore, using my 
finger to trace the lines between the giant 
bricks covered in thick cream paint. And I 
wandered the bright green lawn with the other 
kids a lot less.

I spent a lot more time hiding in the girls 
bathroom, shaking and wishing someone 
would ask what was wrong but knowing I 
wouldn’t know what to say if they did.

I had been abused and still was being 
preyed upon by a college student at the church. 
He’d managed to do it while sitting me on his 
lap during a church Bible study. No one knew 
except me, and I wasn’t sure what I knew, 
except that I felt terrifi ed and physically ill. I 
wasn’t about to describe what made me feel 
that way, either. So I hung out in the wash-
room, the one place he couldn’t fi nd me.

Then one week, he didn’t come back. I fi g-
ured he’d finished college and moved. But 
somehow, even after he was gone, things didn’t 
go back to normal. The Bible study we were 
part of eventually ended. The adults I loved 

and trusted suddenly seemed icy and distant. 
Some of our closest friends left to start a new 
church. The ones who remained weren’t close 
to us any longer. More than a year later, we left, 
too. The reasons were vague and unclear. I 
was devastated at the loss and frustrated that 
I couldn’t understand or just be told what had 
happened.

Years later, when I was about 12, unable 
to shake the vivid memories from that time, 
I told my mom what he’d done. She paused a 
long moment and then said a broken, “I’m so 
sorry.” We talked about it. I asked questions, 
and I finally got the answers I wanted. But I 
didn’t like them.

It turned out that my abuser had been asked 
to leave because several female college stu-
dents had complained about his behavior. But 
alarms had been raised much earlier about his 
behavior toward me and another little girl in 
the church. A missionary couple and a group 
of adults who were sexual assault counselors 
saw the warning signs — grooming and target-
ing, inordinate amounts of targeted attention, 
and physical overfamiliarity. They spoke up, 
not realizing anything had already happened.

My parents responded immediately by tak-
ing steps to protect me. Truth be told, they 
were uncomfortable with some of his behav-
iors and had already put up some boundar-
ies. But they hadn’t cut off contact yet, sec-
ond-guessing their instincts, knowing how 
serious it was to even entertain the idea 
that someone might be a predator. Because 
of adults who spoke up and parents who 
responded immediately, I’d been saved from 
worse abuse, and for that I will always be pro-
foundly grateful.

But I also learned the other side of the story. 
Many of our friends, a number of them lay 
leaders and prominent people in the church, 
didn’t see my parents’ actions as protective. 
Because I hadn’t verbalized any report of 
abuse, my parents’ response was viewed as an 
accusation made with no proof, and the exper-
tise of the sexual assault counselors was dis-
counted by many because they used materials 

by psychologists and licensed therapists. The 
fact that these psychologists were Christian 
didn’t really matter. The materials were “out-
side Scripture,” so they couldn’t be trusted. 

As so often happens, misguided theology 
and a refusal to interact with experts on this 
issue led the church to miss — and then cover 
up — sexual abuse within its own walls. And 
it hadn’t aff ected only me. Other serious and 
credible allegations of this form of abuse had 
been buried. For a small church of only a few 
hundred people, sexual abuse had become a 
predominant, well-kept secret.

After a period of about 16 years, my parents 
learned about a pastor preying on women he 
counseled, a youth leader bringing boys to 
her home to watch pornography, a male youth 
leader who was having sex with one of the 
seniors, a pastor sexually harassing the secre-

tary. Each time an abuser was found or a scan-
dal uncovered, the response was the same: 
Quietly dismiss the abuser. Hush it up. Tell no 
one.  

The information my mom gave me after I 
told her what had happened brought clarity 
to questions that had swirled in my mind for 
years and explained icy behaviors I couldn’t 
previously understand. It also left me with a 
lesson I’ve never forgotten and had in fact 
taken into the exam room with Larry: If you 
can’t prove it, don’t speak up. Because it will 
cost you everything.

Adapted from “What Is a Girl Worth? My 
Story of Breaking the Silence and Exposing 
the Truth about Larry Nassar and USA Gym-
nastics,” by Rachael Denhollander, released 
Tuesday  by Tyndale House Publishers.

PERSPECTIVE

Long before I met Larry Nassar, I was abused in my own church

Self-Realization
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