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Saints and sinners. Making church a hospitable place

John Charles Thomas Jr., son of thefamous
Metropolitan Operabaritone, oncedelivereda
terrible indictment of church hospitality in a
letter to Dear Abby.

Incredible asit sounds, Thomas said he had
visited 195 different churches in the previous
three years and had been spoken to only once
by someone other than an official greeter —
“and that wasto ask meto move my feet!”

What those churchesneedisadog for awel-
comer. Dogsand other animalsare often more
gregarious and companionablethan their two-
footed counterparts.

In hisbook on evangelism, Walt Kallestad,
pastor of the Community Churchof Joy in Phoe-
nix, Ariz., recounts what happened one time
whenhewal kedintoaRoman Catholic Church.
“Tomy surprise, justinsidethefront door,” he
writes, “alarge Irish setter belonging to the

parish priest was vigorously wagging histail,
inviting meto stop and pet him. | could not get
over how calming and comfortable this wel-
comingwas.”

| recall attending achurch conferenceafew
years ago at Kenyon College in Ohio. During
oneof thedaily worship servicesat the Church
of the Holy Spirit on the campus, a white cat
wandered up and down the aisles. One man
chased the cat around the church and put it out
— only to haveit come back inthrough aside
door and liedown on the chancel steps.

Finally the minister got up and mildly cen-
sured the nervous onesin the congregation.

“Itisatraditioninthischurchtolet the ani-
malsin,” hesaid. Hetold of thetimewhenthree
visiting bishopswere seated in the chancel be-
hind him. Three dogs from the neighborhood
walked in and went directly to the bishopsand
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sniffed at their feet. Being satisfied that the
strangers posed no danger, they walked out.

Another doginthechancel canbeseenat St.
Rocco’s Churchin Cleveland — thisonein a
painting. It caught my attention as soon as |
walked into the church.

The painting, which is just above the altar,
depictsaman and adog. The man must be St.
Rocco, | said to myself. But why the dog?

When | got back totheofficel looked up St.
Roccointheencyclopedia. Hewasa13th-cen-
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tury French saint who tended the sick during a
plaguein Italy and effected miraculous cures.
Then hehimself fell ill of the plague and with-
drew intotheforest, where hewould have per-
ished had not adog supplied him with bread.

Thisnext story isnot about adog, but about
theimportanceof showing hospitality topeople
who come to church and about the conse-
guencesthat canresultif weforget toextendthe
warmgestureof fellowshipthat comesnaturally
todogs.

The woman who told the story wasrelating
something that happened in the 1930s to her
brother John.

Hehad beentoreform school (asthey called
itinthosedays.) Whenhewasrel eased, hemade
an effort to straighten out hislife. He went to
church one Sunday, and when the minister an-
nouncedthe” atar call” at theend of theservice,

Johnwent forward and knelt at the altar, along
with several others.

It isthe practice in evangelical churches at
such times in the service for amember of the
churchtogoupand pray withthekneeling peni-
tent.

But nobody went and prayed with John. The
people knew who he was. He was a bad actor.
Hehad beentoreform school. Hewasno good.

When John left the church that Sunday, he
told hissister, “1 will never goto church again
aslongasl live”

Henever did.

The “road not taken” by John Dillinger that
day wastheroad that could have redeemed the
man who became the most notorious Public
Enemy No. 1intheannals of the FBI. But the
church had missed its chance with Johr
Dillinger asit had with John CharlesThomas Jr.

Stay tuned

By Sean Yoong
Associated Press Writer

KUALALUMPUR,Maaysa—As
the final chords of a Malay-language
ballad fadeaway, AhmadAdwani Amir
Hamzah slides closer to the micro-
phone and lets his creamy, baritone
voice saturate the studio.

“Good morning to you, wherever
you are,” says the disc jockey. “If
you' reheadingtowork, drivecarefully
and stay tuned to IKIM FM..”

Thechatter might befamiliar, but the
network is new. Across this Southeast
Asian country, the majority Muslim
population istuning in to Malaysia's
first Islamic radio station, which the
government hopeswill combat what it
claimsisaragingtrend of distorted re-
ligiousteachings.

TheMalay-languagestationisa$3.4
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million, state-funded project of the
Malaysian Institute of Islamic Under-
standing, athink tank launched by
PrimeMinister Mahathir Mohamadin
1992 to promote better understanding
of Muslim principles.

After yearsof holding seminarsand
publishing spiritual books, theinstitute
began radio transmissionson July 6to
reach more people across Malaysia,
where astudy showsthat radio enjoys
asignificantly larger audience than
television or newspapers.

Mahathir saystheldamicstationcan
help correct misconceptions about the
faith, including those he claims are
spread by Malaysia's biggest opposi-
tion group, the fundamentalist Pan-
Malaysian Islamic Party.

“There is evidence that they pur-
posely misinterpret ISlam,” Mahathir,
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himself aMuslim, said at thelaunch of
IKIM FM. “For example, it iswrong
that they label other Muslimsasbeing
un-lslamic out of their political inter-
ests.”

But there hasn't been much preach-
ing, or much politics, over national air-
waves so far. Listeners are mostly
groovingto Islamic pop songsplaying
alongside secular, easy-listening
Malay-languagetunes, with brief read-
ingsfrom the Quran, the Muslim holy
book, four timesan hour.

Thereligious music is mostly mid-
tempo, folk-inflected balladswithlush
chorusesextollingthemagnificenceof
God'screations. Typical arethe songs
“Thank You, Allah” and “ The Highest
Praise” by Raihan, Malaysia spopular
Islamic traditional band.

M ost secular songsplayeda sohave
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reverentlyrics, withartistsbeseeching
God to bless their romances or — in
heartbreak melodies — consoling
themselves that their love was simply
not ordained to be.

Onweekends, the station airsre-en-
actmentsof hearingsfromthelocal Is-
lamic court, anecdotes from the Prop-
het Muhammad's life and chat shows
on issues involving the international
Islamic community.

“We don’t encourage rock music,
andthere'snorap,” said station direc-
tor Johanni Salleh.

Theplaylistisvetted by acommittee
including Muslim clerics. Banned are
artistswhosereligious values are sus-
pect — like local R&B diva Ning
Baizura, whosparked outragelast year
when she spoke in a magazine inter-
view about her sexual preferencesand
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tastein undergarments.

Islam forms the backdrop to every-
day lifein Malaysia, where than 60
percent of the23million peopleareeth-
nicMalay Muslims. Buddhists, Chris-
tians and Hindus make up the largest
religious minorities.

Although IKIM officialsinsist the
stationwill not beusedfor government
propaganda, the Islamic party is cau-
tious.

“We expect to be criticized,” said
Zulkifli Sulong, editor of the funda-
mentalist party’s newspaper. “It'sjust
abattle to prove who is more Islamic
and who deservesthe support of Mus-
limsinthiscountry.”

Zulkifli criticized the station for
playing romantic songsand recruiting
hip hosts like Ahmad Adwani, an ex-
karaoke club deejay who says hisidol

Islamic station brings religion to Malaysian radio

isRick Dees, thevoiceof aU.S. Top40
radio show.

Thelslamicinstitute, however, says
thesemoveswill draw youngsterswha
will benefit from thestation’sspiritual
insights. Ahmad Adwani and theother
degjayshavesofar beenwell-behaved
anyway, chatting casually about every-
day news headlines and shunning
hyperactiveness.

Officiasrefusetosay what they hope
their share of nearly 10 million radic
listenerswill be, but they welcomels-
lamic firms advertising everything
from food and health products tc
children’sbooks.

“Most of the other 38 radio stations
inMalaysiahavemusicastheir selling
point, but we are more well-balanced
with knowledge, moral valuesandin-
formation,” Salleh said.
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