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Charles Honey    for Kaufman Interfaith Institute, Grand Valley State University

Editor’s Note: Today’s guest Insight is 
written by Charles Honey, who has been a 
 member of the Kaufman Interfaith Institute 
Planning Committee since its beginning 10 
years ago. He also served as the religion edi-
tor at The Grand Rapids Press for 15 years.

Of the many images I have of the Rev. 
David Baak in the 25 or so years I’ve known 
him, one comes immediately to the fore. 
He’s sitting at a long table, surrounded by 
other religious leaders from the Grand Rap-
ids area, on the afternoon of Sept. 11, 2001. 
My mind still racing and my heart still 
pounding from the morning’s catastrophe, 
I watched in admiration as David and his 
fellow faithful calmly planned a prayer ser-
vice for that very evening.

When we all showed up at the Cathedral 
of St. Andrew, there were close to 800 wor-
shipers filling that sacred space. Leaders 
from Christian, Jewish, Muslim and other 
faith families spoke prayers of lament, 
helping ground us all in the inconceiv-
able darkness of the moment yet off ering a 
glimpse of hope in the very fact of our pres-
ence together.

That the Grand Rapids faith community 
was able to rally so quickly was due in large 
part to David’s steadying hand as director 
of the Grand Rapids Area Center for Ecu-
menism — aptly known as GRACE — the 
nonprofi t agency of Christian unity which 
a year before had helped organize the city’s 
fi rst Interfaith Thanksgiving Service, also 
at St. Andrew’s.

Under David’s longtime leadership, and 
in cooperation with other faith leaders, 
GRACE had laid the groundwork of good-
will that brought people together as “one 
American family,” in the words of Mus-
lim activist Ghazala Munir that sorrowful 
night. It was a coming together of people 
who followed diff erent beliefs and practices 
but who knew and trusted each other, from 
previous conversations and convocations, 
enough to gather in grief and solidarity.

“That’s how GRACE works,” David told 
me some years later, for a story I wrote 
for The Press on his retirement from the 
agency in 2007. “To have that conversation 
become a program or a response.”

He was moving on then from an organiza-
tion he had led since 1983 and stepping into 
the post of interim pastor of Westminster 
Presbyterian Church. Now David is mov-
ing on again. He retires as executive pastor 
of Westminster at month’s end, and will be 
honored there with a luncheon  Sunday .

For someone who’s been such an inte-
gral part of our faith community — and in 
Grand Rapids that means the larger com-
munity as well — David’s retirement is a 
relatively quiet event. Yet that is the kind 
of leadership he has provided for more than 
35 years — quiet, yet fi rm, and ultimately 
reassuring. He has not been much in the 
limelight, but his infl uence is everywhere, 
reliably shining light on the ways we can 
learn from and serve each other.

A Reformed Church in America minis-
ter and son of a Christian Reformed cler-
gyman, David has been involved in most 
of the major religious doings of this highly 
religious community. He came to Grand 
Rapids to lead GRACE after serving con-
gregations in Manhattan and Flint, as well 
as pre-trial services programs in Genesee 
County and Salt Lake City.

At GRACE, he helped coordinate minis-
try eff orts of hundreds of Christian congre-
gations and oversaw programs such as the 
annual Hunger Walk, working closely with 
Program Director Lisa Mitchell. GRACE 
spawned and spun off  Access of West Mich-
igan, which continues its vital food pan-
try and anti-poverty programs. It initiated 
the Racial Justice Institute, led by the Rev. 
David May, and Partners for a Racism-Free 
Community.

Though rooted in the Christian tradi-
tion, he was not bound by it. He took part in 
the Interfaith Dialogue Association, apply-

ing the principles of greater cooperation and 
understanding within the Christian commu-
nity to the larger interfaith community. He’s 
been active in the Jewish-Christian-Muslim 
Dialogues organized by Muskegon’s Sylvia 
Kaufman. And he’s been a key adviser to 
the Kaufman Interfaith Institute, helping 
launch the 2012 Year of Interfaith Under-
standing, ushering in a decade of activities 
that brought our increasingly diverse faith 
community closer together.

His work at Westminster has likewise cen-
tered on bringing people together to serve 
faith and justice. It was only fi tting, then, to 
see him at the podium of St. Andrew’s Cathe-
dral this past November, addressing the 
20th annual Interfaith Thanksgiving Ser-
vice, once again to a nearly full house.

“This celebration is a visible symbol of 
these three decades of our living together 
into the profound richness of our faith tra-
ditions,” David told all of us gathered there. 
“We are not trying to change each other’s 
minds; we are getting better at seeing life 
through the eyes of each other.”

In retirement, David will continue serving 
the Kaufman Interfaith Institute, volunteer-
ing with food and medical aid agencies, and 
traveling with his wife, Betty Zylstra.

Besides writing about David and GRACE 
at The Press, I have worked alongside him 
on the planning committee of the Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute. I have sipped strong tea 
with him in people’s homes in Turkey as part 
of an interfaith tour. As a longtime Grand 
Rapids resident, I’ve seen and appreciated 
the quiet work he has done to help make our 
community a more just place, and its people 
of faith more understanding of and gracious 
toward each other.

“What GRACE has always done is gather 
people around a table … to create something 
that’s larger than the sum of its parts,” he 
told me for that 2007 Press article. “That’s 
reconciliation.”

Yes. And, I would add, that’s grace. Thank 
you for that, David, and for much more.

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Honoring a man of grace, 
justice and community

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

A reader of Ethics and Reli-
gion Talk asks, “What does it 
look like to engage in multi- or 

interfaith dialogue?”

Note from Rabbi Krishef: We are fortu-
nate to have the Kaufman Interfaith Insti-
tute housed at Grand Valley State Univer-
sity, whose goal is to build a community of 
interfaith engagement in West Michigan. 
Through programs, community service proj-
ects and weekly communications, it encour-
ages interfaith conversation, learning and 
cooperation in our community.

I created this column in order to demon-
strate a kind of respectful interfaith dia-
logue, in which a panel of clergy from diff er-
ent traditions interact with the questioner 
and with each other with both openness to 
learning and strength of personal convic-
tions. Below are three responses to the ques-
tion. In a few weeks, we’ll publish four more 
responses.

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

“There are many ways in which people 
can engage in interfaith events. Dialogue 
is often the fi rst step. To do so, one must be 
more ready to listen than talk. A genuine 
sense of spiritual and intellectual curiosity 
should be brought to the table. Also import-
ant is a sense of dispassion. We cannot antic-
ipate or predict outcomes.

“What’s important is that the people 
engaged comprehend that what they are 
learning about the other is most often the 
key element in their lives that provides a 
moral compass, a transcendent worldview, 
a social order and a way of living that makes 
sense. You might not agree with the creeds, 
rituals or supposed history that are incor-
porated in that faith, but a sense of respect 
should be engendered.

“One pitfall to be avoided is to assume 
that the person with whom you are engag-
ing might represent an entire religion. This 
should be obvious. Another concern for 
many is the rare occasion when there is a 
hidden agenda on the part of some involved. 
I was in a dialogue group years ago and 
found this to be the case. One person was 
participating for several months before he 
admitted that he was using the experience 
as a case study. It turns out his motives were 
not in line with the rest. Unfortunately, the 
group did not survive this breach of trust.”

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

“I think this work begins with a healthy 
conversation that helps to educate one 
another about each other’s religion; to both 
teach and to learn. In most interfaith work, 

we begin by fi nding where we share com-
mon ground, this at times can blur the lines 
and we become lost in who we clearly are as 
diff erent religions holding diff erent beliefs.

“I would off er another approach to note 
what we hold important and what sets us 
apart. We could look at the work of religion 
scholar Stephen Prothero, who believes 
that different religions are responding to 
different problems. For example, Proth-
ero sees Christianity’s problem is sin, and 
the solution is salvation. In Hinduism the 
problem is Sumsara (cycle of life, death and 
rebirth/reincarnation), and the solution 
would be moksha (spiritual liberation of 
soul from bondage of reincarnation). Bud-
dhism’s problem is suff ering, and the solu-
tion is nirvana. Judaism’s problem is exile, 
and the solution is returning to God. For 
Islam, the problem is pride, and the solu-
tion is submission to Allah. Prothero even 
lists atheism’s problem as religion and the 
solution is reason. I would add the problem 
for Unitarian Universalists is oppression 
and the solution is justice. I realize this is 
an oversimplifi cation of each religion, but it 
would be the starting point of the fi rst con-
versation.”

Chris Curia, the director of youth min-
istries at Fairway Christian Reformed 
Church, responds:

“Interfaith dialogue requires us to 
develop deep listening skills and contin-
ually take the posture that everyone has 
something to teach and be taught. Peren-
nial philosophy, which cannot be dis-
missed as mere syncretism, refers to this 
concept of shared universal truth, namely 
why so many people across religious tradi-
tions share similar wisdom teachings. We 
often get so caught up in defi ning the wells 
of our religious traditions that we forget the 
Source, the Ground of Being, from which 
these great teachings, the water, has come.

“To seek out common teaching across 
traditions inevitably leads us to affirm 
one another’s common humanity. What’s 
more, as we identify the connective tissue 
between our religious traditions, all of us 
develop clearer vision for collective con-
sciousness. And as we take steps toward 
making inter-religious dialogue more rec-
onciliatory in nature, we would do well 
to avoid what I call religious colorblind-
ness. This approach to seeking out com-
mon ground actually devalues diversity 
and invalidates the struggles of folks at the 
margins of society.

“The purpose of any dialogue, especially 
inter-religious, must always be to divert 
power and attention from the privileged 
to the oppressed. Most religious traditions 
invite their adherents to grow in a shared 
concern for the overlooked and downcast, 
especially if we hold any sort of power 
because of what we believe.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

What does interfaith 
engagement look like?

Sarah Pulliam Bailey   Washington Post

As conflict in the Middle East intensi-
fied and natural disasters struck in recent 
weeks, some voices are taking the opportu-
nity to offer biblical interpretations. Reli-
gious teachers and authors, especially some 
conservative Christians, often draw on these 
kinds of current events as examples of how 
various predictions and descriptions in the 
Old and New Testaments could be coming 
true.

Many of these religious leaders view 
actions in Iran, a Muslim-majority country, 
as playing a special role in these predictions, 
which usually focus on the apocalypse, or 
the end of days.

California-based prophecy writer Bill 
Salus told viewers on the show “Prophecy 
Watchers” that God is angry with the cur-
rent Iranian leadership and that Christians 
should watch recent events as likely to fulfi ll 
biblical prophecies.

“I really do believe this is going to lead to 
other things,” Salus said. “This is number 
one on my radar.”

Popular Christian novelist Joel Rosen-
berg, who in recent years has led trips of 
evangelical leaders to meet with leaders in 
the Middle East, said that, while he is cau-
tious about saying that prophecies from the 
Bible are unfolding right now, he takes those 
forecasts from the Old and New Testaments 
seriously. But, he says, Christians should not 
look at every flare-up as biblically signifi-
cant.

“Unfortunately, there are a lot of proph-
ecy nuts,” said Rosenberg, who  lives in Jeru-
salem. “These are people who have websites 

in capital letters, 90 exclamation marks, 
and it’s like: Have some decaf, it’s going to 
be OK.”

Hormoz Shariat, an Iranian-born Chris-
tian teacher who moved to the United 
States in 1979, teaches Iranians via a sat-
ellite channel. Through his Dallas-based 
ministry, Iran Alive Ministries, he says, 
he tells them about the biblical prophecies 
that include Iran.

“It prepares people to see a meaning in 
suff ering that is now and wars in the future. 
It gives them hope that God will save Iran,” 
he said. “We could be in the end times. 
There are prophecies left to be fulfi lled. I 
say: ‘I don’t know. It could be very close.’”

Predictions about the end of the world 
tend to be more common among conserva-
tive Christians known as charismatics, who 
believe God uses signs and miracles in the 
modern world.

Date-setting and specific predictions 
about the end of days fueled sales of many 
books in previous decades, especially as 
the end of the second millennium was 
approaching. Hal Lindsey’s “The Late 
Great Planet Earth” from 1970 and the 
“Left Behind” series by Tim LaHaye and 
Jerry Jenkins each sold tens of millions of 
copies. 

But as those dates came and went, many 
evangelical leaders learned to be cautious, 
said James Beverley, a research professor 
at Tyndale Seminary in Toronto. He is the 
author of the forthcoming book, “God’s 
Man in the White House: Donald Trump in 
Modern Christian Prophecy.”

CHRISTIANITY

Tensions could fulfi ll Bible 
prophecies, some say

Charles Honey, former 
Grand Rapids Press religion 
editor, is a freelance writer 
for School News Network.

The Rev. David Baak stands in front of the 
Westminster Presbyterian Church, 47 Jef-
ferson Ave. SE. Baak, former director of the 
Grand Rapids Area Center for Ecumenism, is 
retiring and will be honored Sunday with a 
luncheon at the church.   MLive.com fi les

Teachers hail confl ict with Iran as sign of end times
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