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PREFACE
When people ask me what I do, I have several choices. I can 
say author, producer, pastor, musician, or painting contractor. 
Since none of these apply to what I do all the time I created a 
category that does: spiritual anthropologist.

Once I utter those words, their eyes light up and they typical-
ly ask, “What’s that?” to which I respond, “I’m curious about 
how people navigate life spiritually . . . or not.” Being an am-
ateur spiritual anthropologist provides me the opportunity 
to inquire into subjects people don’t get to talk about enough. 
Think of me as a spiritual sleuth.

In my capacity as a spiritual anthropologist, I’m particularly 
interested in people who are attempting to expand the defi-
nition of spirituality to include something more than beliefs. 
Beliefs alone are inadequate to sustain spiritual development. 
What’s missing, it seems, are practitioners—people who do 
things, try things, take risks, test limits, and open themselves 
to criticism from keepers of the status quo. 

As a provocateur I’ve made a habit of encouraging people to 
explore unconventional ideas, go where they’re not comfort-
able, and think thoughts they’ve never thought before. It was 
this muse that motivated me to ask an Atheist named Matt 
Casper to join me in writing church reviews (think movie or 
restaurant reviews) for a book I wanted to write—Jim and 
Casper Go to Church. 

It was that book which prompted Pastor Jim Powell in Peoria, 
Illinois, to call me in May of 2016. He had read Jim and Casper 



Go to Church and thought I might be interested in hearing a sto-
ry about an unlikely friendship between himself and two oth-
er spiritual leaders in Peoria, Rabbi Daniel Bogard and Imam 
Kamil Mufti. It turns out that Daniel, Jim, and Kamil share a 
relationship that’s as uncommon as the one I share with my 
Atheist friend Matt. 

As a producer I take meaning makers public, so when I heard 
Jim’s story I knew I had to be involved. I also knew that tell-
ing this story properly would require more than just writing 
a book. 

In the past, even the very recent past, most of us would discov-
er a story like this by picking up a book at a bookstore. Today 
that engagement typically begins on a smartphone. We read 
a Facebook post that one of our “friends” posts with a short 
video clip. We watch the clip and click on a link that says “tell 
me more.” That click has replaced the trip to the bookstore and 
has become the first step on the new media path we travel as 
we click our way toward the book.

That’s why I called my production team together. I wanted to 
see if they agreed about the viability of this story—the impor-
tance of it. I wanted to see if they were willing to take a quick 
trip out to Peoria to meet Daniel, Jim, and Kamil (a.k.a. the 
Peoria Three), to shoot a few interviews, take some notes, and 
see if we thought we could put together a documentary film, a 
book, and a show. 

It’s a model we call The Film.Book.Show.

I enjoy live shows. As a musician I’m cognizant of the impact 
live experiences have on people. Live experiences move us in 
ways nothing else can. Being in a room and sharing a unique 
experience with other human beings opens us up to profound 



and even transformational change. That’s why we open our 
show with our documentary film. People are more apt to at-
tend a movie than a lecture. They come to a film expecting to 
be entertained. If they’re educated along the way, it’s a bo-
nus. This is why we think of our approach to storytelling as 
edutainment. 

We’d originally agreed to take on this production as a side 
project. My team and I have other clients and projects requir-
ing our time and attention. We decided we would get to it as 
we had time, and figured it would take about twelve months 
to complete. However, as the political environment heated up 
and the anti-Muslim rhetoric and general fear surrounding im-
migration increased, we felt it was irresponsible not to take 
this story public immediately. In this story we called NO JOKE 
(a rabbi, a preacher and an imam walk into . . .), we saw an op-
portunity to provide a compelling counter narrative to the ca-
cophony of fear spewing out of the national media. Since most 
of the negative storylines are linked to religion, with the Peo-
ria Three we saw an opportunity to make religion good again. 
That’s why we decided to shrink our production schedule 
from twelve months to twelve weeks. That meant we would 
produce a feature-length documentary film, write a book, and 
prepare a live show (the premier of NO JOKE) inside ninety 
days.

During the filming of our initial interviews, I kept hearing Dan-
iel, Jim, and Kamil use a word that is just beginning to gain 
traction in our national dialogue. That word is otherizing. 
They used this term to capture the human tendency we have 
to compartmentalize those who disagree with us, whether it’s 
religious, ethnic, cultural, economic, or political disagreement. 
Or, put more succinctly by The Onion, “stereotypes are real 
timesavers.”



Here’s the musician in me coming out again. There’s an in-
triguing relationship that goes on between songwriters and 
singers. Their dependence upon each other’s skill is inextrica-
bly linked. Many singers have no ability to write music people 
want to listen to, but they can sing a song in a way no song-
writer can hold a candle to. Put them in the right combination, 
add a little luck and some good timing, and you sometimes get 
what, in the business, is called a hit!

I’ve been working on a song for about ten years. Like most 
songwriters, I’ve reworked both the tune and the lyrics nu-
merous times. I’ve tested parts of the song to see if people re-
spond to the “hooks”—those parts of a song you wait to hear 
over and over again. Think of “Louie, Louie” (actually, no, don’t 
think of it unless you want it stuck in your head all day). 

My song is not a musical composition; it’s an idea—three prac-
tices anyone can start using immediately to help them navi-
gate polarized relationships. I call it The Three Practices.

In watching Daniel, Jim, and Kamil interact, it became appar-
ent that, while we didn’t use the same language, we were 
singing the same song. I suggested to them how The Three 
Practices might be the antidote to otherizing. We explain 
them in greater detail later in the book, but for now here are 
the three practices: 

1. I’ll practice being unusually interested in others;
2. I’ll practice staying in the room with difference;
3. I’ll stop comparing my best with your worst.

We use three elements to tell this story: a documentary,a book, 
and a live show. Each element is organized around the three 
practices. The Three Practices are the takeaways people can 
put into action. 



Daniel, Jim, and Kamil intuitively live these practices, which is 
why we want to give the world a look inside their unthinkable 
friendship.

—Jim Henderson





SECTION I
I’LL PRACTICE BEING UNUSUALLY 

INTERESTED IN OTHERS
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CHAPTER ONE
IT HAPPENED IN PEORIA

“But, will it play in Peoria?”
—Groucho Marx

The saying, “Will it play in Peoria?” became popular in the age 
of vaudeville and Groucho Marx to indicate whether something 
would be mainstream enough to appeal to a broader audience. 
The idea was that if a Peoria, Illinois, audience found it 
acceptable, it would work anywhere else in the country. 
Peoria subsequently came to be viewed as one of the country’s 
leading test markets for entertainment as well as for political 
campaigns to “take the pulse” of average Americans on 
national issues. So, in some ways, it’s no surprise that Peoria 
was the point of origin for a group of average Americans to 
unite around a common cause.

What is surprising is the fact that this common cause is 
rooted in, and in response to, one of the most divisive issues 
of our time. Racist–fueled speech and otherization in the 
United States have reached a fever pitch in recent months, 
particularly as the 2016 presidential campaign has come front 
and center. Between threats of mass deportation, banning of 
Muslim immigrants, police-involved shootings, and hateful 
rhetoric from political representatives, we have a heightened 
fear of those we see as other, and there is a growing strain on 
an already tenuous ability to coexist.

When a Pew poll from January 2016 reveals that approximately 
half of Americans believe a substantial portion of Muslims 
in the U.S. are anti-American,1 it is easy to see that there 
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are significant challenges to getting along with our Muslim 
neighbors. Fear of what we don’t understand drives many of 
us to isolate ourselves within insular communities of people 
who are “like” us and to shun those who are “different.” Yet, in 
Peoria—the middle of America’s Heartland—a different view 
is emerging thanks to an unthinkable relationship. 

Why in Peoria?
There are large portions of the country that would struggle 
to find Peoria on a map. It certainly is not the first place one 
might think of when imagining a hub for social change, but this 
community has a couple of unique factors that have played 
into an astonishing movement toward peace.

Local pastor Charlie Dean explains, “I’m sure when people 
across the country think of Peoria, Illinois, they don’t think 
of this great diversity of people living in central Illinois. But 
because of the companies that are here, there’s a fair number of 
Muslims that live in our community. So, for a lot of our people, 
they know specific Muslims because of work relationships. It’s 
not a foreign idea, it’s not abstract to them.” 

Peoria is home to several medical facilities and Bradley 
University, and it is Caterpillar, Inc.’s global headquarters, which 
employs approximately 22,600 Peorians of varying faiths, 
cultures, and ethnicities.2 Their corporate culture embodies 
a commitment to supporting and embracing diversity. So, 
when Peace for Peoria was coming together as a movement, 
Caterpillar was right there to support it. 

The desire of many to dispel the fear associated with Muslims 
that was on the rise began with an invitation to an open house 
at the Islamic Foundation of Peoria called, “Know Islam, Know 
Peace,” and grew from there. Suddenly, the question became, 
“Why not in Peoria?”
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IT HAPPENED IN PEORIA

How the Movement Started
In 2008, Jim Powell’s growing church moved into a building 
next to a mosque. They reached out to their neighbors initially 
and had some minimal communication, but it did not develop 
beyond a meal with elders from both groups. When Kamil 
Mufti came on as imam, he asked members of his congregation 
if they’d seen or had any interaction with the pastor. He says, “I 
was kind of looking to feel if there was a relationship or some 
way for me to meet with the pastor. I’m always interested in 
meeting with pastors. I’ve had some church groups come and 
they’ve expressed some great love and caring and my question 
usually to them is: ‘Where’s your pastor? I would like to talk to 
the pastor. I’d like to know him and have a relationship with 
him.’” 

The next bit of substantive contact came when Jim’s church 
wrote a letter to the mosque denouncing a pastor who was 
making a public show of burning the Quran. Their letter 
apologized for the man’s behavior and stressed that he did 
not represent their church’s position or their belief of how 
Christians should behave. They were surprised and saddened 
to learn that there were some in the mosque who had assumed 
most Christians supported that type of display. Jim describes 
his reaction, “I thought, Are you kidding me? . . . that moment, 
to me, was a real watershed moment in the sense that we 
have misconceptions about Muslims; we [both] see things in 
the news and we tend to project that on the whole.” While 
this gesture was well received, and definitely served to foster 
goodwill between the neighbors, they did not immediately 
begin communing. 

As a young rabbi, fresh out of rabbinical school, Daniel Bogard 
arrived in Peoria in 2011 and began reaching out to members 
of the interfaith community. He had a particular interest in  the 
Muslim community to build a bridge to relationship with them. 
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He connected with another imam first, and then contacted 
Imam Kamil Mufti who agreed to meet and sit down with him 
for coffee. Daniel says their connection was instantaneous. 

He explains, “The other imam was nice enough, but there was 
no chemistry. Kamil and I spent hours talking about A Guide for 
the Perplexed [by Maimonides] who he’s read in the original 
because he wrote in Arabic, and I know hardly any Jews 
who’ve read RAMBAM [Rabbi Moishe ben Maimon] in 
the original.” Daniel was energized by their interaction 
and immediately wanted to create opportunities for the two 
communities to come together and learn from one another. But 
Kamil pushed back on that idea, feeling it was important for 
them to proceed slowly, building their own relationship first. 
He felt it was necessary to cultivate trust between them before 
expanding this relationship to their congregations. With that, 
the two of them began meeting periodically, deepening their 
friendship. 

Daniel reports that Jim was the only member of the Christian 
clergy to reach out to him when he moved to Peoria. Jim invited 
him to lunch, looking to “pick Daniel’s brain” for insights on 
questions he had about Judaism, and he invited Daniel to speak 
at his church. Daniel was warned by professors and rabbi 
friends not to go—that he was being set up. They were sure Jim 
planned to ambush him on the stage and challenge him in his 
beliefs. Daniel had spent enough time with Jim already to 
have the sense that this wasn’t who Jim was; so, against the 
advice of all of his mentors, he went. He describes it as, “a 
crazy experience, a wonderful experience with him and his 
community . . . [they had] a genuine interest in me and in 
what Jews really think and believe as opposed to sort of an 
imagined Christian image of who Jews are and what they 
think and believe.” 
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Out of these interactions, opportunities arose to bridge 
the relationships, and the three of them began meeting and 
speaking together in their community. In the fall of 2012, they 
began teaching a continuing-learning course for older adults at 
Bradley University in Peoria. Together they began answering 
the questions that so many in their community were afraid 
to ask—the questions that were keeping neighbors divided 
and fear at the forefront of how they viewed those who were 
other. Kamil describes it this way: “That’s where we heard 
one another, talked about the same topics, answered the same 
questions, but from our own faith perspectives. And people 
saw and people liked that these three people can sit here and 
have a civil conversation. I think it opened up their minds and 
hearts to some extent to see there’s more than what meets the 
eye.”

What we now affectionately refer to as the Peoria Three 
evolved through continued efforts on their part to learn 
from one another and to grow in understanding of different 
perspectives on complicated and often messy issues. Their 
refusal to back away from difficult conversations allowed 
them to develop trust and respect for one another and 
shape a genuine friendship—one that is epitomized by 
this comment from Daniel: “My wife loves telling the 
story that she came home after class and all three of us are 
sitting on the couch at my house eating snacks and watching 
the Cardinals game and she felt like she just walked into a 
joke with the imam, the rabbi, and the pastor.”

This is where the Peace for Peoria movement was birthed, and 
it is the origin of NO JOKE, as well.
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Peace for Peoria
As the anti-Muslim rhetoric increased after the shooting in San 
Bernardino in December 2015, Daniel, Jim, and Kamil knew it 
was time to begin speaking to the divisive attitudes swelling 
in their community and across the country. This is when the 
Peoria Three determined it was necessary to open up their 
relationship and take their dialogue beyond the three of them.

Daniel explains that he and Kamil approached Jim because 
“Jim opens up doors that neither Kamil nor myself have access 
to through the privilege of being a white, male, evangelical 
pastor. And it began to build from there because Jim called 
up the mayor. I don’t know how receptive the mayor would 
have been to me or to the imam. And the mayor got on board. 
And then we reached out to the CEO of Caterpillar who got on 
board. And just more and more doors opened.”

These conversations led to the very first Peace for Peoria event 
at Kamil’s mosque on March 7, 2016. Nearly one thousand 
people attended their rally against hate. Leading up to the 
event, the Peoria Three launched a billboard campaign to 
promote conversations between Muslims and non-Muslims, 
encouraging them to work toward alleviating the fear many 
people had stemming from misconceptions about Islam. These 
efforts were so successful that a second event was sponsored 
by the local Presbyterian churches, led by Pastor Stephen 
McKinney-Whitaker. On May 16, 2016, at the Peoria Civic 
Center, the citizens of Peoria came together to hear the civic, 
business, and faith leaders of their community speak with 
them about the challenges they were facing with the increase 
in Islamophobic rhetoric, divisive attitudes, and even blatant 
hatred—all of which were fueled by fear of the unknown. They 
spoke about their faith traditions and answered the tough and 
pointed questions that allowed understanding and respect to 
unfold. 
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Daniel says his goal for the event was that, “this not just be an 
event about just a few faith leaders coming together, but that 
this be shown as something that was a Peoria-wide movement.” 

Doug Oberhelman, CEO of Caterpillar, communicated in a 
statement issued around the event that, “Part of Caterpillar’s 
responsibility when we ask our people to move here is to offer 
a community that is a level playing field, that welcomes them 
as they are—without suspicion, without judgment—just a 
kind Midwestern hello, good to know you.”3 

This Midwestern town was laying the foundation for a 
conversation that would open hearts and minds simply by 
responding to the needs of their neighbors. 

Jim Powell explains his motivation: “From my perspective, 
what God was doing in my life and through the leaders in my 
church, we really felt this was a door that was opening that 
we were supposed to walk through. And as we began to walk 
through the door it went from, ‘Well, I’m curious and this is the 
right thing to do’ to ‘I want to do this.’” 

Building a Community of Other
Rejecting and attempting to suppress those who are different 
from us is not a new behavior. In fact, it is an all-too-familiar 
part of the history of humanity. However, whether it is because 
we now are refusing to ignore or accept this practice or because 
the perpetrators are emboldened by the national publicity 
they now receive, the notion of otherizing has made its way 
into common parlance. 

Seeing someone as other is a way of marginalizing and 
diminishing those who aren’t like us. The result of the Peace 
for Peoria movement is not only the reincorporation of those 
who are otherized; Peorians are going beyond simply living in 
the same town to becoming neighbors—they are sharing their 
lives and building community.
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Beth Jensen describes her purpose for getting involved, “I’m 
a Peoria city councilperson . . . and have been supporting the 
Peoria peace movement ever since it began, because I think it’s 
important that we as a community are tolerant to all because 
that’s what makes us strong. Peoria’s sort of the heart of 
Illinois and the heart of the country, and it’s important that we 
welcome and accept all people.” 

So, promoting peace, embracing other, and engaging with—
rather than distancing from—what you don’t understand does 
play in Peoria. Now our goal is to get it to play everywhere else.

We can’t truly convey the impact on this community by turning 
an anthropological lens on the experience, so we’ll let Peorians 
tell you in their own words what this movement has meant for 
them and their lives as well as what they hope the rest of the 
country will take away from their example.

“Rabbi Daniel calls me up and says, ‘I’m meeting 
with the imam. Do you have a problem with that?’ 
And I said, ‘No problem.’ As soon as I hung up the 
phone, my first question to myself was, ‘Peoria has 
an imam? Peoria has a Muslim population large 
enough to support an imam?’ I had no clue!
“But I trusted Daniel because he’s always been in the 
forefront of developing relations with the greater 
Peoria community and greater Peoria religious 
community. I trusted him and subsequently have 
met the imam, and he is a very kind, gentle person. 
The whole experience for me, personally . . . as a 
Jewish person, has been very satisfying.”

—Joel Merrill

“When we had the open-house event at our mosque, 
I was so unbelievably proud to be living in Peoria, 
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surrounded by so many open-minded people who 
came to show their solidarity with people they 
didn’t identify with. I think that’s so beautiful, that 
people can be that kind. It’s really sad to say, I wasn’t 
expecting it. 

“It was such an emotional night. Seeing 
all those people support people that they didn’t 
necessarily identify with or agree with on some 
religious issues, but . . . [it] really warmed my heart, 
that there are good people out there. I pray that one 
day, the good voices will drown out the bad.”

—Yasmine Musaitif

“[At the National Prayer Breakfast] there was a 
Lebanese man named Samir Kreidie, and he said ‘To 
make peace, love one person.’ I think we get stuck 
in [thinking] changing the world as such a big job . 
. . it all feels overwhelming. And then I think, I can’t 
fix all of it. I can’t fix the world. But I can love one 
person.”

—Peggy Crane

“It was good for the city. It was good for this area, 
and now if we could just get it out broader and get 
more good information out there, then I believe 
that we could come to some kind of understanding 
that everybody ain’t bad. All Muslims aren’t bad just 
like all black people aren’t bad, all white people, all 
policemen aren’t bad, and you know you just have 
to get the person, not the culture or the community.”

—Rev. Marvin Hightower

“The various city people ... talked about how 
important diversity was. That’s a huge step, I 
think, that they at least recognize that this is the 
norm now and they want to be on the right side 
of history. I think our default position is to be 
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welcoming because of what happened at 9/11, the 
fear interfered with our natural ability to reach out 
and be welcoming. It’s taken us a long time.”

—Becky Carlson 

“It was a very joyful event that a lot of people came 
under one roof. Particularly in [a] time of tension 
because of the election season. So, that was really a 
happy moment for me to be representing the Muslim 
organization or Islamic foundation of Peoria. And 
then we got very positive comments from the fellow 
Christians and Jews afterwards.

“To help counter the hate which is spread 
by the media I would say these congregations 
can help tremendously in terms of teaching their 
audience, giving them that true picture. Telling 
them the truth, which is different than what is out 
on the street. That is how we can start changing the 
common man’s perspective whose mind is kind of 
like I would say corrupted by the media. That is the 
help I would be looking for that we need to work. 
And if for example I do not know other religions, 
I’d rather not speak about it before I learn about it.”

—Ghulam Zahid

“It’s all about humanity and taking us to a greater 
place . . . it really touched me. I thought, This is how 
it should be in our communities . . . how it should 
be in our churches. This is how it should be in our 
Mosques. This is how it should be in our Synagogues. 
We should see people of different races, of walks of 
life, you know just come together to celebrate.”

—Rita Ali


