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By Diane Joy Schmidt

 When I woke up from the dream all I could remember 
is that I had given a speech about change. Unable to 
remember the words, I started to write: What are coin-

cidences?
There are three things I know about coincidences. One, you 

can describe them as selective attention, two, as the human need 
for making meaning out of seemingly unconnected events, and 
three, as evidence of the spiritual connectedness of everything.

And in many cases the coincidences will fall into categories 
one or two, but there are coincidences that cannot be explained 
that easily. Those are the ones I try to nurture along, to hone my 
intuition, by paying attention when small coincidences happen. 
And the more I acknowledge them, the more often they happen.

They come unexpectedly, like small miracles. And these little 
gifts help me to feel whole and healed and connected to spirit, 
really for the rst time in my life. I nd that it s the part of me 
that feels best, they lift my spirits and make me feel good like 
nothing else. It s a part that was always pushed aside, minimi ed, 
told was not important, was my imagination, was just impossible 
dreams. But now I must explore this country.

I also know that, for us to change, before we destroy our-
selves, we need to open our eyes to our essential religious nature, 
that is, our essential spiritual nature, our connection to the spir-
itual nature of our plants, animals, water, forces of nature, life, 
stars above and earth below.

It seems odd to me when I encounter those who, even in the 
face of overwhelming evidence of a coincidence, have such a 
rational, logical, strictly Westerni ed mind 
that they cannot even allow for such a thing 
to exist. I nd this even among many of those 
who call themselves religious leaders.

On the other hand, I have a dear friend who 
helps many people, who is most compassion-
ate, yet is himself a devout atheist, a die-hard, 
died-in-the-wool non-believer, a skeptic of the 
most rigorous kind. Regularly, for years, when 
I have served up a precious coincidence to 
him, he would say in the most annoying way, 
It s ama ing to me how you are able to nd 

meaning in the world,  as if I m making it up.

Uncommon events
Finally, I showed him a series of photographs I had taken this 

week of uncommon events in Albuquerque: a coyote that walked 
by just when I went outside to get in the car and who turned to 
look back straight at me from 100 yards away, a red-tailed hawk 

ying overhead just when I drove down the road who conve-
niently landed in a tree and posed for me before ying off again, 
and twice, different cars with the license plate ending in SLF in 
front of me at the red light at the corner, just when I was telling 
myself to believe in myself, in spite of discouragements.

I commented, The animals know what s coming. Are we 
listening? Can we understand them yet? Can we change before 
it s too late?

Finally, this time, he allowed as how, We can de ne coin-
cidence as the meaning around us that we were not previously 
aware that we are connected to, without ever having been aware 
of that.” Arrghh. Okay. Well, that was actually quite a big step 
for him. 
I said, Wow, you nally got it.” In words that he could under-
stand, I didn t add.

And then he suddenly did seem to understand. He said, “We 
have been brainwashed to reject things that we weren t taught to 
understand, and make fun of the people who have that spiritual con-
nection.” He also was anxious to tell me about an article he d just 
read about how when Native Americans in Alaska reconnected with 
their culture they were able to shake off addictions and alcoholism. 
“We make fun of a lot of people; Native Americans, people who 
have religious beliefs different from ours, who have different values 
about how they live and what they hold important.”

And, he said, “When I saw the photo of the hawk you showed 
me just now, I thought, he is saying to you, to us, It s important 
to be tuned in to things around you before it s too late. ”

And I knew, all this time, he hadn t really had to change all 
that much, because of his essentially compassionate nature, to 
appreciate the interconnectedness of all things, and, simply, to 
know that, as Chief Dan George said, “And if you destroy the 
animals, you will destroy yourself.”
Diane Joy Schmidt is a writer and photographer who was raised 

in the traditions of Reform Judaism and is an admirer of all 
things spiritually resonant. Read more 

at www.dianejoyschmidt.com.
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 JAKARTA, Indonesia — 
Riding a tsunami of moral 
conservatism and anti-gay 
prejudice, Indonesia s Islamic 
political parties appear on 
the cusp of a major victory: 
outlawing all sex outside 
marriage.

Revisions to Indonesia s 
criminal code being consid-
ered by Parliament would 
allow prison sentences of up 
to ve years for sex between 
unmarried people. Those 
changes would also crimi-
nali e gay sex, the bugbear 
of Indonesia s Islamic and 
secular political parties.

Rights groups and legal 
experts fear a profound set-
back to human rights and pri-
vacy in Indonesia, one of the 
world s largest democracies, 
and the spread of vigilantism, 
already common in parts of 
the sprawling Muslim-ma-
jority nation of more than 
250 million people. They are 
racing to organi e opposition. 
An online petition launched 
this week has gathered more 
than 20,000 signatures.

“Indonesia, whose con-
stitution guarantees human 
rights and has rati ed many 
human rights covenants, will 
be ridiculed by the world for 
creating a law that is poten-
tially violating many of those 
rights,” said Said Muhammad 
Isnur, head of advocacy at the 
Indonesian Legal Aid Institute 
Foundation.

While the possible crim-
inali ation of sex between 
unmarried consenting adults 
has grabbed attention, the 
revised criminal code, which 
has nearly 800 articles, also 
contains changes that could 
weaken checks and balances 
in Indonesia s young de-
mocracy. One article poten-
tially makes criticism of the 
president defamation and 
other articles could be used 
to weaken the Corruption 
Eradication Commission, one 
of Indonesia s most effective 
public institutions.

Asrul Sani, a lawmaker 
from the Islamic-based Unit-
ed Development Party, has 
told reporters that a 25-mem-
ber parliamentary working 
committee agreed on nearly 
all the articles in the revised 
code. It and another Islam-
ic party are seeking longer 
prison sentences for gay sex 
in circumstances that involve 
force, public acts or pornog-
raphy and that is still being 
argued, he said.

Statements from different 

committee members indicate 
there isn t total agreement but 
a majority of parties appear 
to support criminali ing gay 
sex. Bambang Soesatyo, the 
speaker of Parliament and 
a lawmaker from the major 
secular party Golkar, said 
same-sex relationships should 
be criminali ed because they 
could “corrupt the morality of 
the nation.” A few politicians 
outside the committee have 
raised concerns about the fun-
damental threat to privacy.

President in the way
One of the obstacles in 

the way of the Islamic parties 
is President Joko “Jokowi” 
Widodo s power of veto. But 
with provincial elections due 
this year and a presidential 
race in 201 , it s unclear 
whether Jokowi would risk 
political capital on protecting 
a hated and misunderstood 
minority or being seen as soft 
on morality issues.

“The Islamic parties are 
really using this issue as 
their marketing going into 

the political years, this year 
and next year,” said Bivitri 
Susanti, a constitutional law 
expert who helped establish 
the Indonesian Center of Law 
and Policy Studies.

“The only thing we can do 
is to push the government, the 
president, to stop this,” she 
said. “Because if we see how 
the political parties, both the 
secular ones and the Islamic 
ones discuss this, I think this 
draft law will be passed as it 
is now.”

Islamic parties make 
up four of the 10 factions 
in Indonesia s Parliament 
and due to the popular vote 
threshold being raised to 4 
percent, are at risk of losing 
their seats in Parliament 
next year if they can t rouse 
their bases.

They have typically 
commanded far less votes 
than secular parties, but 
their concerns resonate 
with a broad cross-section 
of Indonesians. Hard-line 
Muslim groups considered 
fringe a decade ago, such as 
the Islamic Defenders Front, 

have moved into the main-
stream and shook Jokowi s 
government last year with a 
mass movement against the 
minority Christian governor 
of Jakarta, who was subse-
quently imprisoned for two 
years for blasphemy.

Conservative groups such 
as the Family Love Alliance 
believe Indonesia is being 
overwhelmed by immoral 
behavior such as sex between 
unmarried young couples, and 
in December nearly succeed-
ing in convincing Indonesia s 
Constitutional Court to out-
law gay sex and sex outside 
marriage.

Moderate groups, mean-
while, have struggled to mus-
ter their forces. While many 
speak out online, that has 
little impact compared with 
the ability of Islamic groups 
to summon tens of thousands 
for mass protests.

The Islamic parties  mes-
sage is perhaps at its most 
politically potent when aimed 
at Indonesia s besieged LGBT 
minority, which for the past 
two years has been the target 

of an escalating campaign of 
raids, arrests, hateful rhetoric 
from government of cials and 
vigilante attacks.

Police in the conservative 
province of Aceh, which prac-
tices Shariah law, over the 
weekend rounded up 12 trans-
gender people who worked 
in hair salons and publicly 
humiliated them by forcing 
them into men s clothing and 
cutting their hair.

Susanti and other legal 
experts said enforcement 
would be a huge and impos-
sible burden on police and 
encourage vigilante acts from 
self-appointed “guardians of 
morality,” undermining an 
already fragile rule of law in 
Indonesia.

She said people who 
practice religions not recog-
ni ed by the state could also 
be criminali ed because their 
marriages aren t recogni ed.

“The president should say 
no to this law,” Susanti said. 
“But looking at how Jokowi 
is handling issues related to 
Islam I think he wouldn t do 
that.”
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Sex outside marriage in Indonesia may be illegal

Religious Jubilees
 GALLUP – The Diocese of Gallup will 

celebrate the jubilee anniversaries for three 
Catholic sisters Feb. 3. All parishioners are in-
vited to attend a Mass and reception in honor 
of Sister Mary Genevieve Allen, 60 years, Sis-
ter of the Blessed Sacrament; Sister Jean Ryan, 
50 years, Sister of the Blessed Sacrament; and 
Sister Maria Auxilia, 25 years, Missionary 
Sister of Charity. 

Bishop James S. Wall will celebrate the 
Mass at 11 a.m. at Sacred Heart Cathedral. 
A reception will follow in the family center. 
Displays of the religious orders in the diocese 
will be available for viewing.

Benefit pancake breakfast
 GALLUP – PeeWee s Kitchen will host 

a pancake breakfast to benefit the Hands of 
Hope Pregnancy Center from 8-11 a.m. Satur-
day, Feb. 10. Tickets are $5 and are available 
to purchase at Hands of Hope, 120 S. Board-
man, or from volunteers. PeeWee s Kitchen is 

located at 1644 S. 2nd St.
Information: 505-722-7125

Bishop’s Mardi Gras
 GALLUP – Bishop James S. Wall is 

sponsoring his annual Bishop s Mardi Gras 
from 6:30-11 p.m., Saturday, Feb. 10. The gala 
event will be held at Sacred Heart Cathedral 
School on Park Avenue in Gallup. This year s 
event features a gourmet steak dinner, silent 
and live auction and music by the Royal Flush 
Band.

To purchase tickets or reserve a table, con-
tact Kevin at the Catholic Peoples Foundation: 
505-726-8295, kevin@catholicpeoplesfounda-
tion.com or visit catholicpeoplesfoundation.
com.

Submission of Religion Briefs
 Editor’s Note: Religion Page Briefs for the 

Gallup Independent’s Saturday newspaper 
should be emailed to religion@gallupindepen-
dent.com. 

Religion in brief

  BA ONNE, N.J. AP  — 
A New Jersey city that denied 
a Muslim group s bid to build 
a mosque last summer has 
reached a settlement with the 
group that will allow the proj-
ect to proceed.

 The settlement made 

public Wednesday calls for 
Bayonne to pay the group 
$400,000 and have the proj-
ect go before the city s oning 
board for another vote. City 
of cials noted that a lengthy 
legal battle could have cost 
Bayonne millions of dollars.

 The Bayonne Muslims had 
led a federal lawsuit against 

the city in May, arguing that 
their two-year effort to con-
vert an abandoned warehouse 
into a mosque and communi-
ty center was met by virulent 
attacks against their religion 
and was then unfairly voted 
down by a oning board.

 The group said the attacks 
included yers calling for 
boycotts of Muslim-owned 
businesses with references to 
the Sept. 11 attacks and an-
ti-Muslim graf ti on the walls 
of the church they rented for 
prayer services. Signs saying 
“Save Bayonne” and “Stop 
the mosque” were displayed 
around the town.

 The oning board in the 
working-class city across 
the harbor from New York 
City voted 4-3 in favor of the 
mosque proposal in March, 
but it needed a minimum of 

ve votes to pass. Those who 
voted against it cited parking 
and traf c concerns, although 
the Bayonne Muslims argued 
that the building would be lo-
cated in an uncongested part 
of the city with ample park-
ing.

 Shortly after the board s 
vote, federal law enforcement 
of cials said they were inves-
tigating the city s decision. 
That came a day after the 
U.S. Department of Justice 
announced a $3.25 million 

settlement between a differ-
ent New Jersey town and an 
Islamic group — a deal that 
requires the town to allow a 
mosque to be built after a sim-
ilar oning dispute.

 “We are so grateful for 
the support of so many of 
our fellow Bayonne residents 
through this long struggle 
and we commend the City 
of Bayonne for moving now 
to correct the wrong that 
was done to Bayonne s Mus-
lims,” Abdul Hamid Butt, 
the organi ation s president, 
told The Jersey Journal. 
“We look forward to wel-
coming Bayonne residents 
of all faiths to the city s rst 
mosque.” 

City that denied mosque reaches deal to let it be built


