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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 9, 20 1 9    B5

Kevin McIntosh   coordinator of GVSU Campus Interfaith Resources

“Who is my neighbor?” This verse from 
Luke 10:29 is on the front page of Neighborly 
Faith’s website. This passage starts the para-
ble of the Good Samaritan, where Jesus chal-
lenges his followers to think deeper about 
who their neighbor could be. Neighborly Faith 
is an evangelical organization that seeks to 
build bridges between evangelicals and their 
non-Christian (specifically Muslim) neigh-
bors.

It was started in 2015 by two evangelical 
and theologically conservative friends, Kevin 
Singer and his co-founder Chris Stackaruk. 
They were worried about the rise of Islam-
ophobia, especially coming from fellow evan-
gelical pastors who seemed to preach hate. 
Singer saw data that evangelical youth are less 
likely than their peers to know a Muslim. He 
tremendously benefited from his interfaith 
friendships and wanted young evangelicals to 
do the same. His hope was that by connecting 
young evangelicals and young Muslims, the 
two groups would build deep meaningful rela-
tionships that could increase positive attitudes 
between the groups.

Singer will be in the area Oct. 2 for an event 
being co-sponsored by Grand Valley’s Muslim 
Student Association, Campus Ministry (our 
Reformed Church of America and Christian 
Reformed Church student organization) and 
Campus Interfaith Resources.

When Neighborly Faith fi rst started, Singer 
was laughed at. How could evangelicals be a 
part of interfaith advocacy? One person wrote 
to them saying, “I will be frank and up front: 
I wouldn’t put energy into it, and didn’t off er 
encouragement to you, precisely because I feel 
that you are bailing water when there is a hole 
in the ship.”

Singer ignored this feedback and distrust 
of evangelicals. Now, Neighborly Faith is at 18 
campuses and partnered with the Interfaith 
Youth Core, Wheaton College and the Islamic 
Association of North America, among other 
interfaith and religious organizations.

Neighborly Faith’s mission is to build 
bridges between two groups that seem often 
to be on separate sides of many issues. They 
remind us that a pluralistic society isn’t a place 
where we all agree on every issue, but instead 
is a place where there is dialogue, understand-
ing and an encounter of commitments.

As John Inazu, the Sally D. Danforth Dis-
tinguished Professor of Law and Religion at 
Washington University in St. Louis, writes in 
an article about confi dent pluralism, “bridg-
ing relational diff erences is no small matter, 
and it can lead to authentic friendship across 
ideological diff erence. It reminds us that peo-
ple are usually more complex than the labels 
we attach to them.”

How does one bridge these differences? 
Singer and his organization do it by bringing 
evangelicals into community with Muslims. 
It could be as one of their students did, by 
bringing their evangelical church to a mosque 
for a dinner and conversation; or it could be 
co-hosting a program, as an evangelical group 

and the Muslim Student Association did at 
North Carolina State University. In both of 
these examples, both evangelical and Mus-
lim participants were surprised about what 
they had in common. Singer says true inter-
faith work happens when we constantly are 
surprising each other.

The goal of these events and programs 
is not to convert the other, but to build gen-
uine relationships with each other where 
each person can be their full authentic self. 
Right after the Christchurch, New Zealand, 
mosque shooting, Singer had his college fel-
lows write letters to the Muslim community 
in their area. One student wrote, “As those 
who mutually share a faith rooted in hospi-
tality, I pray in this time, I and my tradition 
may share our time, prayers, and dinner 
tables with you.” 

While he takes pride in his evangelical 
students, Singer is frustrated by those in his 
own tradition who speak Islamophobic rhet-
oric from their pews or say Islam is not a reli-
gion. He constantly calls out fellow evangel-
icals and urges them to befriend instead of 
belittling people of various faith and non-
faith traditions. He has warned people that 
strong freedom of religion means freedom of 
expression for everyone, not just those with 
whom one agrees. In fact, for him, helping 
others with their tradition is how he lives out 
the gospel.

How will you greet your neighbor and 
build genuine friendships? It could be reach-
ing out to someone with whom you have 
strong theological differences and work-
ing to cross the relationship bridge. It might 
be attending a sacred site visit and learning 
about a tradition diff erent from your own. It 
might be advocating for someone diff erent 
from yourself.

You also may come hear how Kevin Singer 
and his organization work to continue to 
surprise people, and how they are pushing 
young evangelical Christians to build friend-
ships with people from various traditions.
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Evangelical students can 
make Muslim friends

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Kimberly asks, Is it wrong for 
two late-50-year-old adults 
who are divorced to have sex 

before getting married?

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

“Having sex before getting married is 
not matter of being in your late 50s or a 
divorcee. It depends upon their faith cat-
egory, cultural discipline and behavioral 
approach under their religious identity. 
Having sex before marriage, even with the 
consent of partners, will be taken as adul-
tery under the Islamic faith.

“Human life and social culture started 
as husband and wife, right from the begin-
ning of humankind under God’s will and 
his commandment. God has given us an 
open choice to pick our partner in accor-
dance of our set rules. However, it is a 
requirement for the believers to have sex 
after marriage and only with husband 
under faith and God’s commandment.

“So, it is wrong for believers to have sex 
being in their late 50s agewise or divorced, 
and will be considered adultery. On top of 
this, a person is committing a crime ethi-
cally and socially, and going against norms 
of psyche.

“ ‘Do not go near adultery because it is 
shameful deed and an evil path.’ (Quran 
17:32)”

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

“It is morally wrong for two late-50-year-
old individuals who are divorced to have 
sex before marriage. Sexual relationships 
between unmarried individuals, regardless 
of their ages and marital statuses, are not 
only sinful but also engaging in a level of 
intimacy the couple does not have a right 
to share, because God is a part of the sacred 
bond of matrimony. The Roman Catho-
lic Church teaches that sexual intercourse 
between a man and a woman who have 
given themselves freely and completely in 
marriage is a form of prayer, and the closest 
to God two people may reach in this created 
world. The Catholic Church may never con-
done a relationship that includes the man 
or the woman having sexual intercourse 
outside of the sacrament of marriage.”

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

“Invoking the Seventh Commandment 
(‘Thou shalt not commit adultery,’ Exodus 
20:14), Reformed Christianity teaches that 
‘all uncleanness is accursed of God, and 
that therefore we must with all our hearts 
detest the same, and live chastely and tem-
perately, whether in holy wedlock or in sin-

gle life’ (Heidelberg Catechism, Q. 108). It’s 
never a good idea at any age to put the cart 
before the horse.”

Fred Stella, the pracharak (outreach 
minister) for the West Michigan Hindu 
Temple, responds:

“Hindu scriptures can provide several 
verses that encourage sex to be reserved for 
those who are married. However, thank-
fully, there is an underlying awareness that 
with most issues of conscience, a spectrum 
exists between Absolute Right and Absolute 
Wrong. The way the question is phrased, it 
seems that you are engaged. This is certainly 
better than just hooking up for a couple of 
weeks, isn’t it?

“Remember that so much of what influ-
enced the sexual mores of ancient times 
was the assurance of paternity. This is not 
as much of an issue in our time and place; so 
although many faiths have not altered their 
positions on this, contemporary Western 
society has redefi ned much sexual behavior, 
for better or worse.

“Whatever you both decide, consider this: 
If you and your partner were to indulge, you 
would probably enter into the act with a 
much stronger emotional bond and sense of 
love than our ancestors who, legally and reli-
giously married, did so to seal familial alli-
ances, satisfy social custom or expand polit-
ical outreach. In addition, while I don’t know 
your particular situation, I’m going to go out 
on a limb and guess that your relationship 
does not include a harem of concubines.”

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

“In Unitarian Universalism, it would not 
be considered wrong for an unmarried adult 
couple to have sex before getting married. It 
would also be true to say there would be no 
requirement or pressure to eventually get 
married. As a faith, we believe all people are 
sexual beings. We believe sexuality is a good 
part of the human experience. We believe 
as humans we are sexual beings through-
out our lives and having a healthy sexual-
ity is essential to being a whole and healthy 
human being.”

My response:
First, whether or not one or both mem-

bers of the couple have been divorced does 
not make a difference to my answer. Sec-
ond, unlike two of my colleagues, Judaism 
does not view a sexual relationship between 
two unmarried adults as adultery. Nonethe-
less, Judaism prefers that sexual intimacy 
takes place within a marital relationship. So 
I’ll agree with my Hindu colleague that on 
the holiness spectrum, a couple engaged to 
be married having sex is more holy than a 
casual hook-up, but less holy than a married 
couple.
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Faiths have diff erent stances 
on unmarried sexual intimacy

 Lateshia Beachum   Washington Post

A Baptist church in a Detroit suburb can-
celed its anti-Islam 9/11 event on the eve of the 
anniversary after criticism from lawmakers 
and Christian scholars alike, according to a 
news report.

Bloomfield Hills Baptist Church had 
planned to host a two-day event starting 
Sept. 11 about what it calls the threat of Islam, 
labeled “9/11 Forgotten? Is Michigan Surren-
dering to Islam?”

Donald McKay, pastor of the church, told 
Fox 2 that, “Islam is a growing threat in the 
United States of America .”

State and congressional leaders have come 
out to denounce the Islamophobic event as 
one that doesn’t belong in the state or the 
country, while religious scholars say the event 
is grounded in a lack of biblical understand-
ing and a growing need to assuage unfounded 
fears.

State Reps. Abdullah Hammoud and Mari 
Manoogian, both Democrats, issued a joint 
statement about how disheartened they are 
that a holy place would be involved in some-
thing such as this.

“With the rise of mass shootings by white 
domestic terrorists targeting those they deem 
‘other,’ we are deeply disturbed that a place 
of worship would host an event that contin-
ues to fan the fl ames of hate and intolerance,” 
they wrote.

U.S. Democratic Reps. Debbie Dingell 
and Andy Levin, of Michigan, also issued a 
joint statement last week, requesting that 
the church “forgo the anti-Muslim events 
planned” for the week and to recognize the 
country’s diversity in the wake of recent 
attacks of “white supremacist violence.”

The denunciations might not mean much 
to McKay, a self-described Islamophobe.

“I wear the badge proudly,” he told Fox 2.
“We believe that Muslims, committed 

Muslims, that are familiar with their faith 
are committed really to the overthrow of the 
United States and world domination,” he told 
the station.

Attendees of the event would have heard 
about how interfaith eff orts are “sabotaging” 
the country and the church and how “Islam 
is destroying America from within,” accord-
ing to a fl ier.

Shahram Hadian was scheduled on the 
fi rst day to discuss “the growing deception of 
interfaith dialogue” and “blow the lid off  the 
lie that ‘Islam is an Abrahamic faith,’ ” accord-
ing to Hadian’s Truth in Love Project website.

Conservative economist Jim Simpson was 
supposed to talk Thursday about how the 
Islamic faith is destroying the country.

Neither Hadian nor Simpson responded to 
requests for comment.

There is nothing Christian about what the 
church is doing, only the human instinct to 
be fearful, said Matthew Kaemingk, an assis-
tant professor of Christian ethics at Fuller 
Theological Seminary and author of “Chris-
tian Hospitality and Muslim Immigration in 
an Age of Fear.” 

“What is happening to this church is that 
they are falling into sin, and they’re being 
blinded by sin,” he said. “They are being 
ruled by the politics of fear and not the poli-
tics of Jesus.”

McKay told Fox 2 he wasn’t speaking on 
behalf of his church, even though he said: 
“We don’t hate Muslims. We hate the ideology 
they are identifi ed with.”

McKay didn’t respond to The Washington 
Post’s requests for comment.

Hating Islamic ideology and not its prac-
titioners is a way of trying to escape the 
“bigot” label, said Todd Green, an associ-
ate professor of religion at Luther College 
and former Islamophobia adviser to the U.S. 

State Department.
Green pointed to a recent Institute for 

Social Policy and Understanding poll pub-
lished in May, which found that white evan-
gelicals were the least likely to know a Mus-
lim, compared to Protestants, Jews and 
Catholics. The poll also found that those who 
know a Muslim as a  friend or  acquaintance 
are more likely to have a favorable view com-
pared with those who don’t. 

Events such as these try to cast suspicion 
and promote hostility toward Muslims, Green 
said, and a “native informant” such as Had-
ian, an Iranian-born Muslim turned pastor, 

merely upholds prejudiced beliefs. 
Gabriel Said Reynolds, professor of Islamic 

studies and theology at the University of 
Notre Dame, said the fears surrounding Mus-
lims are irrational responses to a number 
of factors, which include the persecution of 
Christians in the Islamic world.

Four out of the five countries with the 
highest rate of Christian persecution were 
majority-Muslim, according to Open Doors 
USA, a nonprofit organization serving per-
secuted Christians. The United States didn’t 
rank at all on its top 50 list of countries with 
high risks of Christian persecution.

BLOOMFIELD HILLS

Baptist church cancels anti-Islam 9/11 event after backlash

IF YOU GO

What: Interfaith Leadership Lecture, “Evangel-
ical AND Interfaith Advocate”

When: 4 p.m., Oct. 2

Where: Kirkhof Center, Grand Valley State 
University, Allendale

Information and free registration at: 
interfaithunderstanding.org

Kevin McIntosh is the 
coordinator of Interfaith 
Resources at Grand Valley 
State University.
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