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 Coincident with the election of President Obama, the religious communities of greater Wash-

ington immediately started lobbying the first family, each trying to outdo the other in offering  hospital-

ity in hopes that the first family would make their congregation their òchurch home.ó  Before moving to 

D.C., President Obama was a member of Trinity United Church of Christ in Chicago, and the expecta-

tion was that he and the family would associate with a downtown church.   

But all this outreach and petitioning from local churches went to no avail as it now appears 

that, at least for the time being, the Obama family will not be associating with a District of Columbia 

congregation, but rather will worship at their weekend retreat at Camp David.  Press Secretary Robert 

Gibbs said that òhe has attended services at the chapel there.  He enjoys the pastor thereé and that 

there is a very personal nature to oneõs spirituality.ó  Gibbs goes on to say that the President fears that 

his presence might be disruptive and interfere with those seeking a place of peace to praise and worship 

God. 

But the door was left open for eventually identifying a local site for 

the first familyõs religious affiliation.  As American University is about solu-

tions ð the Kay Spiritual Life Center is eager to step up to the challenge and 

throw its hat into the ring by offering ourselves as the perfect compromise for 

the congregation-less First Family.  The KSLC indeed provides the perfect 

remedy to the presidentõs search for a place for family worship.  While it can-

not claim to be a neighborhood religious venue, it is (according to MapQuest) 

but a mere 4.99 miles from the White House to AU, in other words a leisurely 

10 to 15 minute drive, and, with a police escort and motorcade, the trip would 

be made in half the time. 

It really only makes sense.  Rather than associating with one Chris-

tian denomination and risk alienating the rest, or even really associating with a 

particular congregation, the KSLC offers a wonderful array of faith options.  

Remember the words President Obama uttered at his inauguration: òFor we 

know that our patchwork heritage is a strength, not a weakness. We are a nation 

of Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus ñ and non-believers. We are 

shaped by every language and culture, drawn from every end of this Earth; é that as the world grows 

smaller, our common humanity shall reveal itself; and that America must play its role in ushering in a 

new era of peace.ó   While these are not the words that are usually ascribed to the Kay Center, they 

coincide perfectly with the Centerõs spirit and ethos.   

In his Cairo speech, he said that òthere must be a must be a sustained effort to listen to each 

other; to learn from each other; to respect one another; and to seek common ground. As the Holy Ko-

ran tells us, ôBe conscious of God and speak always the truth é [I am] firm in my belief that the inter-

ests we share as human beings are far more powerful than the forces that drive us apart.õó  He then goes 

on to say that this òconviction is rooted in my own experience.  I am a Christian, but my father came 

from a Kenyan family that includes generations of Muslims. As a boy, I spent several years in Indonesia 

and heard the call of the azaan at the break of dawn and the fall of dusk. As a young man, I worked in 

Chicago communities where many found dignity and peace in their Muslim faith.ó 

Again these words capture perfectly the defining character of the Kay Center.  It is a place 

where everyone is invited to explore the deeper urges of the human spirit in an environment that is 

rooted in an unbreakable commitment to radical hospitality ð in fact, the leitmotif of the Kay Center is 

inclusion.  No one should feel or be considered the least or the left out. 

And we certainly donõt want the president to feel spiritually bereft, especially since the cele-

brated split with the former pastor of Trinity UCC, the controversial Rev. Jeremiah Wright. 
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In addition to the more than twenty-four different faith communities that call the Kay Spiritual Life  

Center home, Kay also provides a wealth of educational programming for the American University    

community.  

 The following articles provide examples of some of the events held in the Kay Center, including our    

Table Talk Lunch Series, annual R. Bruce Poynter Lecture, and Human Rights Defenders series. 
 

These events bring together members of the American University and  D.C. communities for discussions 

on issues of ethical, social and moral concern.  They could not happen without your support! 

gia being prime examples. Though Russia attempted to influence 

elections in these states toward its favor, doing so yielded negative 

results for the worldõs largest country, a point made by Lohr during 

the discussion. 

 òWe shouldnõt get too alarmist about the return of the 

empire striking back,ó he said. 

 Babaeva continued where Lohr left off, pointing out new 

trends in Russia on its approach to the United States. 

 òMain Russian TV channels are requested not to broad-

cast the United States as angry and aggressive,ó said Babaeva. òSo 

we definitely get a real improvement in bilateral relations now.ó 

 Babaeva then cited certain criteria for what she said a 

country needed to be an empire. 

 òTo be an empire you must bring something new to the 

world,ó she said.  Babaeva also said that òto be an empire you must 

have a mission.  I donõt think Russia has a mission.ó 

 The Russian journalist listed historical examples of impe-

rial dominance: the Roman Empire, Great Britain, the Soviet Union 

and even the United States. Babaeva said that Russiañin its current 

stateñdoes not fit the criteria for an empire. 

 Babaeva went on to analyze Russiaõs recent actions and 

argued that it was a shell of the countryõs former strength. 

 òThis demonstration of power is a shape to protect the real 

weakness,ó she said. òSo, you know teenagersõ manner: you want to 

assure someone how hot you are. Itõs not a force, itõs something 

different.ó 

 After the two panelists spoke, University Chaplain Joe 

Eldridge offered concluding remarks and said, òSo maybe [Russia] 

is not striking back as vigorously as we might imagine.ó 

by David Lewis, Contributing Writer 

 Two experts on Russia met in the newly-refurnished base-

ment of Kay Spiritual Life Center on March 4  to lead a discussion 

about the possibility of the largest nation in the world returning to 

its former status as an empire.  The panelists explained that though 

Russian leaders strive to be the empire it once was, it is not close to 

doing so. 

 Professor Christian Maisch, who teaches foreign policy at 

American University, brought his students to the forum and offered 

this observation. 

 òRussian foreign policy has changed in recent years. Iõm 

curious to see what these people have to say about that.ó 

 Maisch and others heard from two panelists, Eric Lohr, a 

professor in the Department of History at AU, and Svetlana Ba-

baeva, the US Bureau Chief for Russian News and Information 

Agency. Lohr started the discussion with last summerõs Russian-

Georgian conflict for control over the breakaway regions of South 

Ossetia and Abkhazia. Lohr argued that even with the Russian vic-

tory over the Georgian army, Russia lost just as much as its oppo-

nent in the war. 

 òRussia lost a great deal internationally in terms of its 

prestigious standing,ó said Lohr, referring to the international back-

lash against the countryõs action during the conflict. òI donõt think 

thereõs a single winner in this war.ó 

 Lohr further downplayed the notion of a returning Rus-

sian empire by citing a survey he conducted which measured Rus-

siaõs influence in neighboring countries. 

 òWe were very surprised to find out that Russian soft 

power declined throughout the 90s,ó said Lohr. During the 1990õs 

several former Soviet states broke from Russia, Ukraine and Geor-

RUSSIA :  T HE  EMPIRE  STRIKES  BACK ? 

Spring 2009 Semester Table Talks: 

 

Russia: The Empire Strikes Back 

The Stimulus Package: How Much and For 

Whom? 

Obamaõs Foreign Policy: Whereõs it Headed? 

 

Check our website soon to see the Table Talk lineup 

for the upcoming Fall semester! 

Joe Eldridge at the stimulus package Table Talk  on April 1, 2009. 



Volume VI, Issue II Page 3 

M ARIAN  W RIGHT  EDELMAN  D ELIVERS  SEVENTH  A NNUAL  

R.  BRUCE  POYNTER  L ECTURE  

but also the nationõs criminal justice system, referring to incarcera-

tion as òthe new American slavery.ó 

Concluding her lecture, Edelman reminded her audience 

that her call to action did not end with elected officials, but included 

all adults in the U.S.  She reminded the audience that charting the 

course for the next generation is the responsibility of all, not just a 

select few. 

Poynter lecturers are invited to speak because they em-

body the ideals of justice and compassion for a world in distress. 

Edelman, the first woman to deliver the lecture, joins the ranks of a 

prominent list of religious, civil and political leaders, a list of whom 

is provided below. 

by Kurt Karandy, Contributing Writer 

Marian Wright Edelman, president and founder of the 

Childrenõs Defense Fund (CDF), spoke at the seventh annual R. 

Bruce Poynter Lecture at Metropolitan Memorial United Methodist 

Church on January 22, about her newest book, The Sea is So Wide 

and My Boat is So Small. 

Edelmanõs speech, delivered only a few days after the in-

auguration of President Barack Obama, echoed the presidentõs na-

tionwide call to service. 

Her lecture, entitled òCharting a Course for the Next Gen-

eration,ó discussed the precarious state of children in America today 

and how to change the systems that promote child poverty, neglect 

and abuse, and how to establish health coverage for all children.   

Edelman, a proud grandmother of four, spoke passion-

ately about the need to care for and work for the well-being of all 

children. 

She said that one in six children in America faces inade-

quate healthcare, education and  physical abuse.  She said that that 

statistic is like one child in a family not receiving access to the re-

sources that the rest of the familyõs children have. 

During the lecture, Edelman said that the problems chil-

dren face today are the result of adultsõ irresponsibility.  òAdults are 

whatõs wrong with our children,ó she said. 

Adults have created the major problems children face to-

day and the duty to solve these problems rests with the adults, Edel-

man said.  In The Sea is So Wide and My Boat is So Small she writes a 

series of inspirational open letters to parents, teachers, community 

and faith leaders and elected officials, calling upon each group to 

take more responsibility and care for children.   

In her lecture, as in the book, she criticized each group for 

its complacency and demanded more from all adults. 

Edelman connected the problems children face today to 

the vast disparities in wealth between the rich and the poor, the 

largest gap in American history.  Taking greater ownership of our 

children requires that we reevaluate our cultural and national priori-

ties, she said. 

òChild poverty and neglect, racial disparities in systems 

that serve children and the Cradle to Prison Pipeline are not acts of 

God,ó Edelman writes in her book. òThey are Americaõs immoral 

political and economic choices that can and must be changed with 

strong political, corporate and community leadership.ó 

In the prophetic tradition of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 

Edelman challenged the system of perpetual poverty in the United 

States and called for a more equitable system, instead of rewarding 

the richest and most privileged of Americans. 

She said that the policies that favor the wealthy over the 

poor and most vulnerable are irresponsible, because those funds 

could be better put to use ensuring for all children healthcare, qual-

ity education and reducing parental neglect and abuse. 

Edelman called on American political leaders to put an 

end to these existing policies and create a plan to provide all chil-

dren healthcare and end the high risk of incarceration that youth in 

America face, which CDF calls the Cradle to Prison Pipeline.  In 

doing so, she not only criticized Americaõs economics of inequality, 

Since the inaugural lecture in 2003, Poynter lecturers are invited 

to campus to speak because they exemplify the highest ideals of 

justice and compassion for a world in travail.  Below is the list of 

lecturers, the positions they held at the time of the lecture and the 

topics on which they spoke. 

 

2009: Marian Wright Edelman , president and founder of the 

Childrenõs Defense Fund ñ Charting a Course for the Next  

Generation 

2008: The Honorable Ron Dellums, mayor of Oakland, Calif., 

former Congressman ñ Legislating for the People 

2007: The Honorable John Lewis, Congressman ñ The Civil 

Rights Struggle 

2006: Dick Gregory , comedian, author, and civil and human 

rights activistñThe Struggle for Nonviolent Change 

2005: The Rev. Dr. Jim Forbes, Senior Minister of the Riverside 

Church ñ The Mandate for Prophetic Justice 

2004: Mr. Taylor Branch , Pulitzer Prize winning civil rights his-

torian ñ Promise and Myth in Democracy: Brown Plus 50 Years 

2003: The Rev. Dr. William Sloane Coffin , Pastor Emeritus of 

the Riverside Church, former Yale University Chaplain ð U.S. 

and Iraq and Nuclear Weapons  

R.  BRUCE  POYNTER  L ECTURERS :   

Edelman speaking about children at Metropolitan Memorial UMC. 

Photo credit: Jeff Watts, American Today 
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With the weight of the world weighing down on his shoulders, it is clear that he will have to turn somewhere for spiritual guidance 

and the KSLC provides a talented and committed staff of chaplains representing all the major faith communities.    During the academic 

year the Centerõs more than 20 chaplains provide a stunning range of opportunities for worship, prayer, meditation, religious education and 

community and social justice outreach.  AU also boasts having a remarkably high volume of students who are involved with volunteering 

and community based learning. Suffice it to say that there would be no problem at all identifying chaplains or students eager to provide spiri-

tual direction for Sasha and Malia.  As they explore their own spiritual proclivities, they can call on the guidance of a rabbi, an imam, a pas-

tor, a Catholic priest, a Buddhist monk or a Hindu priest.  How many congregations in the greater DC area can claim a similar diverse feast 

of religious instruction? 

If the first family needs solace and serenity, devoid of people, might we recommend the Kay Chapel on a Saturday night? 

Before the first family gets settled into the routine of worship in the Camp David Chapel, the KSLC at AU humbly declares our 

willingness and eagerness to become their religious home.  It will provide a good escape from the fishbowl of the White House as well as the 

potential locus for interfaith exploration and spiritual discernment.  And who knows, he might also get some good political advice from the 

faculty.   

by Rev. Joe Eldridge, University Chaplain 
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by Mariana Reyes, Contributing Writer 

 Protecting human rights in Latin 

America is an ongoing struggle.  

 At a roundtable discussion about 

the various threats to human rights defend-

ers in the region, Kay Spiritual Life Center 

hosted Peace Brigades International in 

voicing their many concerns.  

 Peace Brigades International 

(PBI) is an international grassroots NGO 

promoting nonviolence and protecting 

human rights since 1981. PBI facilitates 

peace-building initiatives and sends inter-

national volunteers to areas of conflict, 

providing protective accompaniment to 

human rights defenders threatened by po-

litical violence.  

 Two of their international volun-

teers joined the discussion to share their 

individual experiences.  

 Tita Radilla, a volunteer in Mex-

ico, strives for accountability for the crimes 

committed during and outbreak of violence 

in the region in the 1970s.  Throughout this 

time hundreds were detained, tortured and 

raped, resulting in over 1200 disappear-

ances.  

 Radilla, with the support of PBI, 

created La Asociación de Familiares de Deteni-

dos Desaparecidos y Victimas de Violaciones de 

Derechos Humanos en México (AFADEM) to 

pressure the government in finding those 

guilty of the horrendous crimes. She contin-

ues her struggle seeing few advances by the 

government.  

 Gloria Gomez also spoke about her 

mission to find accountability in the ongoing 

violence in Colombia. Her organization, Aso-

ciación de Familiares de Detenidos ð Desapareci-

dos (ASFADDES), meets many challenges as 

the conflict continues and the government 

fails to show efforts to fully investigate all 

sources of the violence.  

 Both of these strong women are 

motivated to pursue justice because of their 

personal ties to the conflicts. They are very 

clear that reconciliation cannot be achieved 

without truth and because of that, they persist 

in their demand for an end to violence with-

out impunity.  

M URDER  IN  THE  A MAZON :  T HE  STORY  OF  SISTER  D OROTHY  
by Mariana Reyes, Contributing Writer 

Binka Le Breton, British journalist 

and author of The Greatest Gift: The Coura-

geous Life and Martyrdom of Sister Dorothy 

Stang, spoke at the Kay Spiritual Life Center 

on April 9 about Sister Dorothyõs journey 

and mission in Brazil .  

An award-winning writer, environ-

mental and human rights activist, and non-

profit director, Le Breton spoke eloquently 

about Stangõs life.  

Sister Dorothy Stang arrived in 

Brazil as a missionary in 1966 and fell in 

love with the people of the country. In 1982, 

she moved into the Amazon with a commu-

nity of poor farmers to help them live in the 

area.  She later became their protector from 

loggers and land developers who pursued 

that same land.  

She would testify to the govern-

ment about those aggressors and immediately 

became a common enemy for the companies 

in the area trying to make a profit off the peo-

ple. Despite the threats to her life, Sister Doro-

thy was persistent in finding peace between the 

two parties. In spite of her activism, she was 

murdered on a rural Amazon road.  

Joined by the relatives of Sister 

Dorothy, Le Breton offered a compelling  nar-

rative about the role Sister Dorothy played in 

challenging vested agricultural interests.  Land 

titles are often manipulated to give ownership 

not to those who dwell on it or work the land, 

but to politically connected absentee landlords. 

Sister Dorothyõs murder shed light 

on the massive problem of the landless move-

ment in the Amazon. The Brazilian govern-

ment has made significant strides to resolve 

the problem, but there is still much work to be 

done. 

H UMAN  R IGHTS  D EFENDERS :COLOMBIA  AND  M EXICO  
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A RCHBISHOP  OSCAR ROMERO ,  PRESENTE!    
By Claudia Rodriguez, Contributing Writer 

 With festive progressive Latin American songs, testimo-

nies and reflections, ARAMARK workers, students, faculty and 

members of the Salvadoran community celebrated the life of Salva-

doran Archbishop Oscar Romero on March 25 at the Kay Spiritual 

Life Center.  Bishop Romero was killed by Salvadoran military 

forces in 1980 just at the beginning of the bloody civil war that 

lasted 12 years. 

 The service for Bishop Romero has been celebrated at 

American University for many years under the sponsorship of the 

Office of the University Chaplain and lately also by the SHARE 

Foundation, a development and solidarity organization that works 

in El Salvador.   The service is offered especially to the ARAMARK 

workers at AU who are mostly Salvadoran.   

 This yearõs service was also attended by a group of stu-

dents who went to El Salvador as electoral observers through the 

Alternative Spring Break Program and the SHARE Founda-

tion.  The event was participative and cheerful.   

 University Chaplain Joe Eldridge, students, workers and 

SHAREõs staff read quotes of the prophetic homilies of Bishop Ro-

mero and reflected on how his message is still relevant in todayõs 

context. An ARAMARK worker who knew the Archbishop also 

shared a moving testimony.   

 The Salvadoran band Nueva Cosecha (New Harvest) has a 

tradition of playing at the service, cheering everybody up with their 

Central American beats.  After the service, everybody gathered to 

enjoy the delicious òpanes con polloó (chicken sandwiches) Salva-

doran style. 

 But, who was Bishop Romero and why was he 

killed?  Oscar Romero became Archbishop of San Salvador in 1977 

when the country was on  the verge of a civil war.  The country had 

been under an oppressive military dictatorship since 1932 and social 

unrest and political resistance were on the rise.   

 Many Salvadorans lived in extreme poverty, which was 

perpetuated by an economic system that only privileged the coffee 

oligarchy.  The dictatorship was able to keep the status quo as a 

very repressive regime.  The murder of peasants, union leaders and 

activists or anybody who organized for social change was wide-

spread.   

 Many Salvadorans looked for hope and strength in the 

Catholic Church. A progressive religious grassroots movement 

called Comunidades Eclesiales de Base or CEB (Grassroots Ecclesial 

Communities) inspired by Liberation Theology took root. CEB 

members, priests and nuns represented a threat to the military dicta-

torship and were targeted by death squads.    

 In this context, Romero used his position as Archbishop to 

denounce what he called òsocial and structural sinsó.  In the light of 

the Gospel, he denounced violence, poverty and injustice but also 

brought hope and faith to Salvadorans.  Bishop Romero became the 

òvoice of the voiceless.ó  From his pulpit he was not afraid to speak 

up against the violence and lawlessness.   

 A month before his death, Bishop Romero wrote a letter to 

President Carter urging him to stop the US military aid to El Salva-

dor.  However, fearing that El Salvador was going to become an-

other Nicaragua or Cuba, over the decade of the 1980s the US in-

vested $ 7 billion to finance the Salvadoran civil war.  

 Bishop Romero knew that his denunciation would eventu-

ally cost him his live.  But he said, òIf I get killed, I will resurrect in 

the Salvadoran people.ó  His prophetic words became true when 

death squads assassinated Bishop Romero while he was holding up 

the Eucharist during a mass.   

 But Bishop Romero is resurrected in the Salvadoran peo-

ple.  Bishop Romero lives in the hearts of Salvadorans, filling them 

with hope. He is considered by many as a prophet and a patron 

saint of the Americas, or òSan Romeroó as Salvadorans like to call 

him.   

 In 1997, a beatification and canonization process was 

opened and is still in process. His statue is also depicted at the West-

minster Abbey in London as one of the ten twentieth century mar-

tyrs.   

 Every year thousands of people from different faith tradi-

tions celebrate the life of Bishop Romero.  His witness of love and 

hope transcends the Salvadoran borders as he is remembered and 

honored in many countries around the world.  

Nueva Cosecha provided the music for the service celebrating the life 

of Archbishop Oscar Romero.  

ARAMARK employees joined AU faculty, staff and students in partici-

pating in the event in the Kay Center.   Ana Urutia (right) reads a selec-

tion  from one of Archbishop Romeroõs prophetic homilies.   
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Religious Communitiesõ Updates 

by Fr. David Mott, OP, Catholic Chaplain 

What makes a Catholic community?  Scripture shows that 

the early Church found itself at odds with the worldly val-

ues.  òPeter was exhorting them, ôSave yourselves from this corrupt 

generationõó [Acts 2:40].  

Many students choose American University for its reputa-

tion for students dynamically interested in a better world.  Today, as 

a thriving and growing Catholic Community of students, faculty, 

and staff at American University, we too are driven by a faith set on 

higher and greater hopes in the greater context of divine salvation 

and an eternal and providential reality.  

As the early Christian community òdevoted themselves to 

the teaching of the apostles and to the communal life, to the break-

ing of the bread and to the prayersó [Acts 2:42], the Catholic Com-

munity at American University continues in devotion to furthering 

our knowledge and understanding of the faith of the apostles, to 

communal fellowship and service, and to divine worship. 

In the coming year, as in past years, the Catholic commu-

nity will continue to offer opportunities for growth in knowledge 

and understanding of apostolic teaching.  Our small but growing 

Catholic library in Kay offers students opportunities to borrow 

books, read, study, or just lounge on the couches and talk in a faith-

safe setting.    

We are looking forward to another great line up of speak-

ers on various topics of faith at our monthly community dinners for 

the 2009-2010 academic year.  More than just a great meal (and 

dessert!), these are great chances to learn and discuss ideas in open 

and joyful fellowship.  Both the Catholic Chaplaincy and Catholic 

Student Association have day trips and service opportunities in the 

works to practice our faith in action.  Not to be missed is the annual 

ECHO peer-led retreat in February and the Spring Break mission 

trip!  In and outside of Kay, our community is a sanctuary for 

growth in faith. 

Communal fellowship is supported by weekly menõs and 

womenõs group meetings fostering great friendships that have lasted 

well beyond graduation.  Pizza and the Gospel go hand-in-hand as 

our daily lives and the divine word become demystified in open 

discussion.  Having studied the scriptures in advance, students re-

peatedly remark how much more meaning the readings hold at Sun-

day Mass.  Prayer takes on a whole new meaning as well, when you 

know the struggles and triumphs of those with and for whom you 

are praying.  Daily and Sunday Masses are often followed by groups 

making plans and going out to eat together at TDR.  Game nights 

and dances are just some of the communityõs social outlets.  Our 

fellowship enhances our worship and our worship unites us in fel-

lowship. 

In the Kay Center, God has blessed the Catholic commu-

nity with the freedom to celebrate our faith openly at the heart of 

American University.  Students often mention that one of their de-

ciding criteria in selecting American University for higher studies 

was an openness to celebrating their faith on campus.  Our Catholic 

Community begins, but does not end, at Sunday Mass.  There is so 

much more to discover.  Catholic Community is ALIVE at Ameri-

can University!  

CATHOLIC  COMMUNITY  ALIVE!  

Photos (clockwise):  Students on the Catholic Spring Break mission trip to Appalachia,  a Catholic Community Dinner followed by a talk on violence 

in the Bible,  and students taking a break from exams at the CSA Christmas Party. 


