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WHAT’S NEXT

Earlier this year, the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.) and the Sikh 
Coalition came together in a 

unique partnership, intent on better 
understanding how the two faith 
traditions can work together to 
promote peace. Three Presbyterian 
congregations in New York City—
Rutgers, West-Park, and the Church 
of the Covenant—partnered with 
the Interfaith Relations of� ce, the 
Presbyterian Ministry at the United 
Nations, and the Presbytery of New 
York City to host neighborhood-
building dialogues in response 
to the ever-growing instances of 
violence against members of the 
Sikh community. Christine Hong, the 
PC(USA)’s associate for interfaith 
relations, and Simran Jeet Singh, 
senior religion fellow with the Sikh 
Coalition, led the dialogues. They 
chatted with Patrick Heery, editor of 
Presbyterians Today.

What sparked these dialogues?
Christine: Last September, during 
our interfaith consultation, Simran 
shared his perspective on what he 
would like to see in a PC(USA) policy 
on interreligious relationships. He 
said he wanted us to think about 
how we could infuse the language of 
love into the policy. 

The next day, Prabhjot Singh—a 
practicing doctor in East Harlem, a 
professor at Columbia University, 
and a friend of Simran’s—was 
attacked outside his home by men 
shouting anti-Muslim statements 
[Singh is a Sikh, is bearded, and 
wears a turban]. Mark Koenig 
[coordinator of the Presbyterian 
Ministry at the United Nations]

and I started texting like mad at 
2:00 a.m., [because] we were both so 
upset. What is the point of having 
a policy if we are not also taking 
action? So we asked Simran to join 
us. And that’s how the neighborhood 
dialogues came about.

Simran: We opened each 
conversation with what happened 
in Harlem. In some ways, that 
hate crime was no surprise at all. 
It’s what our community has been 
experiencing since September 11. 
But in other ways, it was a complete 
and devastating shock. This was a 
close friend of mine. It happened at 
home, in the community where he 
and I live. Prabhjot and I, we do the 
same things, have the same friends, 
eat the same food. There was no 
reason it couldn’t have been me. 
That really hit home.

These dialogues emerged out 
of an urgent awareness of how 
vulnerable our community has 
become. Our children are being 
bullied at school. We receive death 
threats. And we’re being attacked.

Tell me about the dialogues.
Christine: They began with a 
public conversation between Simran 
and me. Instead of just talking about 
articles of faith like the turban, 
we each shared our own personal 
experiences, he as a Sikh American 
and I as a Korean American 
Christian. We discussed what 
solidarity looks like and what we 
need from each other. People jumped 
in and shared their own experiences. 
We were intentional about building 
in 30 minutes of unstructured 
fellowship time at the end so that 

real relationships could be built. 
One of the dialogues even took place 
during worship.

Simran: A lot of the conversation 
was about ethics and exploring what 
responsibilities we have as a people 
of faith to create a better world 
around us. That responsibility—
combined in some cases with a 
shared experience of violence—
brought us together in a remarkable 
way and inspired participants 
to think about their experiences 
in the context of their neighbors’ 
experiences. I particularly remember 
a Jewish woman coming up to me 
after one of the dialogues, saying she 
had never realized that the kind of 
experiences she had had as a Jewish 
woman growing up were being 
experienced by others.

Christine: That’s right. We had 
a lot of conversation at the Church 
of the Covenant about the African 
American experience as part of 
the overall fabric of exclusion and 
hurt. We needed, it turned out, to 
have conversations about all these 
stories—to turn a dialogue into a 

“multilogue.” 

How was the Presbyterian Ministry at the 
United Nations involved?
Christine: Mark Koenig was 
our Obi-Wan. This was his 
presbytery, his neighborhood. He 

To learn more about the Interfaith 
Relations o�  ce and get involved: 
pcusa.org/interfaith
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A conversation with 

Christine Hong and Simran Singh
A hate crime leads to dialogue.
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this happen in congregations across 
the country, bringing Christian and 
Sikh neighbors together, unpacking 
what it means to be Presbyterian 
and a neighborhood advocate.

One thread that keeps coming 
up is that it’s so easy for us to 
respond in crisis mode. There’s a 
hate crime, and suddenly we want 
a vigil. It’s a Band-Aid. Dialogues 
like these are a way to start building 
relationships. Then the net is in 
place for communities to be held by 
one another when crisis does strike. 

Simran: We never saw these 
dialogues as stand-alone events. 
They were an experiment. What 
we did in New York City could be 
replicated in every congregation and 
gurdwara. We can start coalition 
building in a way we haven’t seen in 
American yet. I’ve already received 
an invitation from West-Park 
Presbyterian Church to join a big 
civil rights event in June.

How can congregations organize their 
own dialogue?
Christine: First, contact me 
(christine.hong@pcusa.org). We 
can help identify the people in your 
community that should be a part of 
this and connect you with those who 
can help. 

Simran and I will open the doors; 
we can even come and join you. But 
we want the people talking to be 
from your neighborhood.

made the connections with the 
congregations and knew the 
heartbeat of the community. We’d 
want to � nd someone like that in 
each community that organizes a 
dialogue.

Any surprises?
Christine: The more I do this 
work, the more hope I have for the 
church. We talk about the church 
as if it is diminishing in its capacity 
to transform the world. I don’t see 
that as true. Yes, we are changing. 
But I think it’s a good change. We 
are starting to work intentionally at 
not taking up so much space in the 
conversation and making room for 
voices that have been shut out.

Simran: My organization was so 
surprised—and grateful—to see this 
initiative led by the Presbyterian 
church. We have been in this country 
for over 100 years, and we haven’t 
found partnerships as sincere and 
meaningful as this one. When people 
are so generous, you typically expect 

they will want something in return. 
But not so in this case. In the 
Sikh tradition, we have a spiritual 
imperative called seva, meaning 
sel� ess giving or service. And seva
is what we’ve found among the 
Presbyterians.

What happens now?
Christine: We will be back in New 
York City in October and are looking 
for host congregations. I’d love to see 

Simran Singh, left, talks with Christine Hong during one of the interfaith dialogues in New York City.
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