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Dean Koldenhoven has the large, weathered hands of a former bricklayer, the long, distinct name of his Dutch 
ancestry, and the colorful bolo ties of a man who likes to do things his own way. Koldenhoven enjoyed being 
mayor in a city with a small-town atmosphere, where people know each other by their first names. Many 
people in Palos Heights, Illinois referred to him simply as “Mayor Dean.”   

After many years of working in construction, Koldenhoven was appointed to serve as the city's zoning 
commissioner. He knew the construction trades, and had a straightforward, no-nonsense attitude. After eight 
years working with an increasingly divided city council, Koldenhoven ran for mayor. He was elected in a close 
race: the margin was just 156 votes. But, Koldenhoven joked, “It only takes one vote to win.”1  

In March 2000, Koldenhoven started hearing some talk around Palos Heights, rumors mostly: “word on the 
street” was that Arabs were going to buy the Reformed Church of Palos Heights. It wasn’t clear who exactly 
these people were, but it was clear from the rumors that they were not welcome in Palos Heights. Koldenhoven 
began receiving phone calls and letters from concerned citizens. They asked: “What are you going to do about 
this?”   

Palos Heights 

Palos Heights, Illinois is a small bedroom community in the Southwest suburbs of Chicago, with a population 
of just over 12,000. Bordered by a forest preserve, the small city is a grid of leafy neighborhoods with neat, 
upper middle-class homes. Many of the city’s residents are of Dutch ancestry, affiliated with the Reformed 
Church of America and the Christian Reformed church; in addition, a large and active Catholic parish serves 
the city’s Irish-American population. Unlike many cities in the Southwest suburbs of Chicago, including 
neighboring Bridgeview with its large Islamic Center and School, Palos Heights was not known for its 
diversity: in the year 2000, of the eleven houses of worship in the small city, all were Christian.   
In the city’s official publication, View from the Heights, Koldenhoven wrote a Christmas message to the city:  

Over the past several weeks, my wife and I have been worshipping in the eleven churches that are in 
the Palos Heights city limits. It has been a very enlightening experience. Although we all worship in a 
different manner, we have one thing in common, we all worship the same Lord Jesus Christ, whose 
birthday we celebrate on the 25th of December. I find it amazing that as a town of 12,188 people, we 
have eleven churches, what a blessing!2 

The Reformed Church of Palos Heights was one of the five churches situated along the city's main 
thoroughfare of 127th Street. The Reformed Church's ties to the city were long and deep: some residents say 
that the plans for the church existed before the city was incorporated in 1959. Palos Heights was home to other 
Christian Reform institutions, including Trinity Christian College and the Back to God Ministries, a local 
media group. Many kids growing up in Palos Heights came to the Reformed Church for some of the city’s 
recreational programs: with its central location and large gym, it was a natural fit.   

Under the leadership of Pastor Peter Semeyn, the congregation at the Reformed Church had grown to over 800 
parishioners. Their beloved brick church building had become too small, and after much consultation, the 
Reformed Church community made the difficult and emotional decision to put the property on the market. 
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Before doing so, the church leadership inquired with the city of Palos Heights to see if the library or the 
recreation department could use the church building. After many meetings and an informal feasibility study by 
the Parks and Recreation Department, the city chose not to pursue the purchase. The space wasn’t ideal for 
their needs, and the city didn’t have the budget to renovate the church property. After a year and a half of 
informal explorations, the Reformed Church of Palos Heights hired a realtor and listed the church for sale.   
 
They received three bids and accepted the highest one. The Al Salam Mosque Foundation offered a purchase 
price of $2.1 million. As was common in major real estate transactions, it was contingent on funding; more 
unique, perhaps, was the contingency that the buyer would receive written verification from the City of Palos 
Heights that the building could be used as a mosque and a school. The Reformed Church signed the contract 
on March 15, 2000.   
 
A Letter to the Pastors  
 
Everyone in Palos Heights seemed to be talking about the sale of the church, and Koldenhoven didn't like the 
tenor of what he was hearing: much of it seemed to be rumor and fear. He received numerous phone calls and 
letters from citizens telling him to stop the purchase of the church. Koldenhoven didn't know much about the 
Al Salam Mosque Foundation and was unclear what religion the group actually practiced; he decided to do 
some research. He stopped by the offices a local Christian media group and picked up some copies of their 
introductory flyer about Islam.   
 
On April 11, 2000 Koldenhoven sat down and wrote a letter to every pastor in his town. Printed on City of 
Palos Heights stationery, the letter began: “There is the possibility that the Reformed Church on 127th Street 
(across from the Palos Heights Recreation Center) might be sold to an ‘Arab’ buyer.” He expressed his interest 
in making “a peaceful transition” and avoiding any intimidation or violence. He wrote:   
 

What concerns me is all the negative racial and ethnic remarks I am hearing. I hear these remarks both 
on the street and by people calling me on the phone.…What is important is that as a people living in a 
blessed community, and we must let these ‘new’ people know that they are welcome to worship 
wherever they want to. That is the first amendment to the Bill of Rights (Free Exercise Thereof).  
 
More importantly is when something of this magnitude comes to our community (an Arab religion 
that is anti-Christian in nature) I ask myself, ‘What would Jesus do?’ The Jesus I know would say, 
‘Welcome to Palos Heights.’ There is a hymn that is worded, ‘They will know we are Christians by 
our love, by our love.’ I believe that if we live up to these words, God will bless us for treating these 
newcomers as welcome neighbors. This could be a time that as Christians we will be put to the test as 
to what it means to live our Christian faith and beliefs. 

 
He asked the pastors to preach sermons on this matter, and reminded them, “Palos Heights already has many 
‘Arabs’ living here and nothing has changed.”3 Enclosed in each letter was a flyer about Islam.  
 
At the same time, Koldenhoven wanted to reach out to the leaders of the Al Salam Mosque Foundation. He 
spoke with Father Cronin, the new priest at St. Alexander’s Catholic Church, and together they extended an 
invitation to the leaders of Al Salam to meet at the city hall.  The meeting was brief, but friendly; Koldenhoven 
shared some of the flyers he had sent out to the Pastors and was pleased to have the opportunity to extend a 
hand to the Muslim community.  
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A Meeting at City Hall, May 16  
 
After many weeks of rumors, and amidst rumblings of opposition, residents were eager to voice their concerns 
at the May 16 city council meeting. Before the meeting, one neighbor commented to a local newspaper: “I 
think our town is being taken over by the Mideastern people. I think our town is going downhill, not 
prospering.”4   
 
The Mayor opened the meeting as he always did: "Each in their own way, ask for guidance," followed by a 
moment of silence. As Alderman Julie Corsi presented the planning and zoning report, she noted that she had 
received a certified letter regarding the contract for the sale of the Reformed Church. Rouhy Shalabi, legal 
representative of the Al Salam Mosque Foundation, requested written verification that the church's special use 
permit to operate in a residential area would transfer with the building. Corsi explained that the City would not 
issue such a letter: “As in other instances, let the buyer beware.”5  
 
Koldenhoven read the minutes from Recreation Committee meetings held in 1998, which mentioned the sale 
of the church property, reviewed the feasibility, and stated the decision to not pursue the purchase. He wanted 
this to be a matter of record.   
 
After extensive discussion, Corsi inquired if the City could make a bid to purchase the church property with a 
contract for sale pending. The city attorney advised against this course of action. Corsi asked about the process 
of condemning the church property, and the city attorney replied that a suit of this kind could be filed at any 
time, if the property in question is required for a public purpose. Corsi moved to authorize the attorney to draft 
an ordinance that would call for the condemnation of the Reformed Church for public benefit, but the motion 
failed.   
 
After a brief recess, citizens spoke: one resident addressed the council directly, saying, “I’ve got to be honest, 
folks, I don’t want a mosque in my neighborhood. …I’ve seen what [it’s] done to other neighborhoods, and I 
don’t want that [to] happen to my property values.”6 He then asked that the city rescind the special use permit 
for the church. A prominent local lawyer, and near neighbor of Koldenhoven’s, offered praise for what he 
described as the “energy and creativity” in evidence at the meeting. He called the audience’s attention to the 
pictures on the wall of the council chambers: the Four Freedoms, including the Freedom of Religion. He then 
added that the city might look at Al Salam’s request to use the building as a school as one means to question 
the special use. An executive session was called to discuss litigation and acquisition of property, and the 
meeting was adjourned less than twenty minutes later.7  
 
Planning & Zoning Committee Meeting, May 23  
 
Koldenhoven was increasingly concerned that some aldermen, with whom he had long-term conflicts, saw the 
issue of the mosque as a political opportunity. The vast majority of those in Palos Heights were expressing 
strong opposition. Given the tone of the May 16 council meeting, Koldenhoven called Shalabi to ask him to 
attend the next zoning meeting and suggested that he bring members of the Muslim community. Koldenhoven 
believed that his role was to run the meetings according to Roberts Rules of Order, not to offer comments on 
the content; however, he wanted to be sure that Muslims were being represented, so they could respond 
directly to the issues that were being raised.   
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Planning and Zoning Committee Meetings in Palos Heights were occasionally contentious, but rarely well-
attended. Meetings generally drew a few citizens from Palos Heights, but on May 23, the small brick city hall 
was overflowing. Alderman Corsi invited Shalabi to speak about Al Salam’s plans for the building. Shalabi 
explained, “The mosque is a church whose members are Muslim and it’s like any other church. People come 
there to worship.” He explained that there would be weekend schools, but they would not have a full-time 
school. “There already exists a structure there. There’s a church there and we would be using that same 
property to practice our religion.”   
 
In response to concerns about traffic and parking, Shalabi added, "Our busiest days are Friday afternoon from 
12 to 2 p.m. That’s our Sunday. That’s the day that Muslims gather to pray together generally. There are two 
holidays in the year." He explained that one of the contingencies in the contract with the church was a letter 
from the City of Palos Heights indicating that the church could be used as a mosque and school.   
 
Alderman Corsi opened the discussion to the committee, and Shalabi began fielding questions. Some aldermen 
encouraged Shalabi to make a formal application for a special use permit. Alderman Murphy noted that his 
main concern was not related to the mosque but, rather, that the city didn’t have an opportunity to purchase the 
church to meet local recreational needs. He explained that those who opposed the purchase of the church 
shared this concern. “That’s what most people here were talking about last Tuesday night. That was their main 
concern. I don’t think anyone spoke out against you.”   
 
When Corsi opened the discussion to the citizens, diverse concerns were raised: How would this impact traffic 
on 127th Street? What is the size of your congregation? Where is the $2.1 million coming from? Would a call 
to prayer be broadcast? As the comments began to take on a more accusatory tone, Shalabi’s replies became 
more defensive. Shalabi explained that there were already Muslims in Palos Heights, and said, “By the way, 
you have 20 churches here and I’m not sure you need 20 churches here but that’s not my business. But we 
don’t even have one mosque here for a large Muslim community that’s entitled to have a place of worship if it 
so chooses. I don’t see anyone questioning the traffic when it comes to the churches in this community.”  
  
One resident, who had stated at the previous meeting that he didn’t want a mosque in his neighborhood, 
pursued the traffic issue: “That noon to 2 p.m. period when there would be worship at the mosque is actually 
one of the busiest times ever in the Rec Department. …As for the traffic situation, you are looking at a 
different entity as far as the influx of traffic from the mosque as compared to the other churches which worship 
on Sunday.” Another resident raised the issue of changes to the exterior of the building: “Right now that 
building fits in well with the neighborhood. It doesn’t stand out.” Although Shalabi offered assurances that 
there would be no dome, and that “we want to fit in,” another citizen weighed in: “Everyone is kind of sugar 
coating. There’s obviously a little opposition. … $2 million is a lot of money. I think that’s a risky 
investment.”  
 
Corsi stated that Al Salam would need to have a public hearing for the special use permit.  “I think we are 
dealing with a big difference. We are not really going from a church to a church. We are going from a church 
to something different.” When Shalabi asked how the mosque was different, Corsi replied, “I think, when we 
look at Palos Heights, we do have other churches. You are absolutely correct. We have a Korean Church, 
Greek, Armenian, Catholic, Reformed, Lutheran, you name it; however, just about all of them practice on 
Sundays. We have Sunday school on Sundays, and during the week if they do have classes they have school 
during the week. What you are proposing is like upside down. Yours is on Friday and then you are not going to 
use it on Sunday. It is kind of like comparing apples and oranges. I believe that you are still looking for a 
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house of worship, that you are not looking for a church per se, you are looking for a different kind of entity 
that I think should be ruled on its own merits.”  
Shalabi expressed concern about her comments: “Those who worship in synagogues, their big day is Saturday 
as opposed to Sunday. I think we need to be sensitive to religions that are other than our own and respect them, 
and I don’t believe that’s a basis for you to say that we are any different than any other religious institution 
that’s in this village.” 
 
Corsi replied, “I don’t think I meant to say that you per se were any different in your belief than anyone else’s. 
I think the usage is a different type of usage.” She noted the timing issue of school buses coming and going on 
Friday afternoons, and explained: “If your congregation was coming and going on Sunday, this wouldn’t even 
be an issue.” She affirmed that his faith was as important as any other faith, but also that he would need to 
apply for a special use permit. Corsi noted: “I have been chairman of this committee for seven years. I have 
never issued a letter to anyone one way or another. That is why we have public hearings. You schedule a 
hearing. You get your opinion right then and there.”  
 
Shalabi inquired as to whether other churches in the community have had to apply for a special use permit, and 
Secretary Larson indicated that all of the churches became special uses from 1985 on, and there hasn’t been a 
new church since that ordinance was changed. Shortly after, the meeting was adjourned.8  
 
Meeting of the City Council of Palos Heights, June 6  
 
Two weeks later, on June 6, hundreds of people once again packed Palos Heights’ city hall. The council 
chambers were full, and people spilled out into the hallway. The mood was tense. After a moment of reflection 
and brief city business, citizens began addressing the council. One of the first to speak was the prominent local 
lawyer who had spoken at the previous city council meeting. He said that it was inaccurate to describe the 
people of Palos Heights as bigoted, citing the “legitimate”9 concerns about the size of the mosque, and traffic. 
He presented a stack of petitions to the clerk that urged the city to purchase the Reformed Church property by 
whatever means are available to them, including the power of eminent domain. If the city purchased the 
church, he added, they could rent the sanctuary to the mosque. He noted that the freedom of religion is our 
most important freedom, but that the issue at hand was the need for recreation.   
 
Another citizen, who had walked door-to-door with petitions, said that residents of Palos Heights want the 
church for recreational purposes. He encouraged the council to act with the majority, not according to their 
own personal views. He emphasized that the mayor should pay particular attention to the views expressed in 
the petitions. After some talk of the traffic impact, a tall, lanky, and soft-spoken English professor made his 
way to the microphone. Michael Vander Weele asked, “I have a simple question for us all, and that is where 
was the energy, where was the eloquence, where were we before we learned that the church might be turned 
into a mosque?”10   
 
Alderman Healy suggested that the attorneys for the city, the church, and the mosque meet to discuss how they 
might resolve the matter. The council voted, and the city attorney was authorized to enter negotiations. After 
more discussion, Murphy made a motion to authorize the city attorney to offer the Al Salam Mosque 
Foundation reasonable attorney fees if it would withdraw its contract to purchase the Reformed Church. The 
motion carried. Finally, Murphy made a motion to move the next city council meeting to the Recreation Center 
gym; the motion carried. Shortly thereafter, the meeting adjourned.11 
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A Column by Phil Kadner 
After the June 6 meeting, a local newspaper columnist interviewed some of the key players in the dispute. The 
Daily Southtown published Phil Kadner’s column, “Battle over mosque puts city in spotlight” on June 9, 2000: 
 

Discrimination and religious bigotry exist in the best of communities. Sometimes the signs of 
prejudice are evident. More often, people hide behind excuses that almost sound legitimate on the 
surface. In Palos Heights, the Al Salam Mosque Foundation has signed a contract to buy an existing 
church building for $2.1 million. More than 1,700 residents signed petitions urging city officials to 
buy the church and turn it into a recreation center. Some city officials in response are threatening to 
use the city’s powers of eminent domain to take possession of the land if the Mosque Foundation 
attempts to enforce its contract. 

 
Kadner asked Murphy, “Is it fair to use the powers of eminent domain to threaten the Mosque Foundation if it 
proceeds with the purchase?” Murphy replied: “If someone had intervened early on to stop Adolph Hitler, 
there might not have been a world war.” After this quote, the reporter added, “I told the alderman he had used 
a very poor analogy. But he did not retract his words.”  
 
The column quoted Koldenhoven: “They’re (opponents of the mosque) hiding behind a veil of hypocrisy, 
because there was no interest at all until the mosque came in.” Corsi commented, “A political leader should not 
add fuel to the fire… The mayor has unjustly labeled this entire community racist. He’s wrong.”  
  
Kadner’s column ended with a challenge: “City residents claim they are not motivated by bigotry and 
prejudice. Now is the time to prove it.”12  
 
Second Letter to the Pastors, June 12  
 
Since the crisis started, Koldenhoven had been in conversations with local pastors, including Reverend 
Hamstra from his own Christian Reformed Church, Reverend Semeyn from the Reformed Church, and Father 
Cronin from St. Alexander’s, each of whom was actively teaching and preaching within their own 
communities on this issue. After the most recent council meeting, with tensions mounting in Palos Heights, 
Koldenhoven sent a second letter to the pastors on June 12, 2000:   
 

I implore you to preach a sermon or sermons on this scripture that I am enclosing with this letter. The 
community of Palos Heights is going through a rough time right now because of the impending sale of 
the Reformed Church of Palos Heights. Because of fears, ignorance, and bigots spreading their hate-
filled words to their neighbors, and yes, even aldermen of this City…the hatred is spreading. I believe 
this is because they are not hearing the Word of Jesus Christ as found in Matthew 22:35-40. ["One of 
them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: Teacher, which is the greatest commandment 
in the Law?" Jesus replied: "'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your mind.' This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: 'Love your 
neighbor as yourself.' All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments."]13 

 
Koldenhoven’s letter continued, “I personally feel that we are being tested as a basically Christian community 
as to how we will welcome our new neighbors. Even if the sale wouldn’t go through, how do we look at 
ourselves as to how we behave in this situation. How do we give God the Glory He deserves?”14  
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A Letter to the Editor, June 18  
 
In the spring of 2000, at every little league ballgame, church picnic, and community event in Palos Heights, the 
Reformed Church purchase was a topic of conversation. Most residents focused on the need for recreational 
facilities in the city; few dissenting voices were heard. On June 18, 2000, local newspapers printed a letter to 
the editor from a long-time citizen of Palos Heights, Sandy Broadbent.  
 

In front of a series of Norman Rockwell prints depicting the four freedoms, and with a photo of the 
veterans memorial ‘dedicated to those Americans who died in the quest for freedom,’ Palos Heights 
residents urged the city council to purchase the Reformed Church of America for use as a recreation 
center rather than see the property sold to Al Salam Mosque Foundation. The Mosque Foundation has 
a $2.1 million contract to buy the property.  
  
… It was only when the Mosque Foundation contracted to buy it that community residents found 
themselves in dire need of park district expansion. Residents seem to have completely disassociated 
themselves from any issues of racial or religious bias. And disassociation from the truth is a terrifying 
reality.   
 
There is a larger issue here than the issue of a mosque in Palos Heights. Democratic principles are at 
stake as well as the future of the world we want our children to inherit. While we cannot always be 
responsible for our thoughts, I believe that we ought to be responsible for how we behave and we 
ought to behave in accordance with ethical principles. If we lose our vigilance regarding freedom of 
expression we just may lose our freedoms.15   

 
Meeting at the Recreation Center, June 20  
 
The next meeting of the Palos Heights city council was held on June 20 at the Rec Center, across the street 
from the Reformed Church on 127th Street. The venue had changed to accommodate the growing crowds, but 
the mood remained similar to that of previous meetings: tense, charged, and sometimes hostile. That night, 
there were some 450 people in attendance, including a large contingent of media. The story was beginning to 
attract national attention, and the small city of Palos Heights was becoming known as “Palos Hates.” 
 
Walking into the meeting that summer evening, Koldenhoven heard a string of insults, and felt the stares like 
“shooting daggers.” It had been the same for weeks. The former bricklayer had a thick skin and had heard 
plenty of rough language when he worked in construction; he knew better than to show that they were getting 
to him. Koldenhoven was aware that the Muslims coming to the meeting were receiving the same threatening 
glares. He arranged for a plainclothes police officer to be in attendance, as he had for the previous meetings. 
Years earlier, he had taken a course on Roberts Rules of Order and knew that contentious meetings can 
suddenly become violent.   
 
The meeting began with regular business and moved to communications from the aldermen. Corsi said that she 
had received many calls and letters from citizens and felt that the city needed to purchase the Reformed 
Church to meet its recreational needs. She added that members of all religions are welcome in Palos Heights. 
The first citizen to address the council, Susan Neill, noted that the church has been for sale for two years, and 
wondered about the city’s “sudden”16 need to purchase the property. She also offered an analogy: in Lorraine 
Hansberry’s play, “A Raisin in the Sun,” the neighbors of a black family try to buy them out as a means to 
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prevent integration in their Chicago neighborhood. Perhaps, she wondered, something similar was happening 
in Palos Heights.   
 
An array of speakers from the Muslim community added their voices, including the President of the Mosque 
Foundation of Bridgeview and Shalabi. A Muslim resident of Palos Heights, Dr. Abdelazim Elsiddig said, 
“We are not going to create any problems. We are here to stay. We have full rights and are going to enjoy 
them. We are living in the United States of America.”17   
 
Sandy Broadbent, a long-time resident of Palos Heights who had written a letter to the editor, addressed the 
council wearing an “I love Palos Heights” t-shirt. She emphasized the need to speak the truth about the 
conflict. She reminded those gathered about the discrimination that Irish immigrants faced just a few 
generations ago, and concluded, “I don’t know what the solution is for the recreation department needs. I do 
know that I’d rather raise my kids in a community with no recreational facilities than in a community that 
obscures the truth and disallows the right to freedom of religious expression. What about you?”18   
 
Other citizens continued to raise the issue of traffic, and the numbers of people who would come in on Fridays. 
One woman raised the issue of assimilation: why, she asked, do Muslim women dress in that way? Another 
citizen said that the people of Palos Heights are not bigots and racists and blamed the mayor for this perception 
in the media; the issue is recreation. Others echoed this concern, saying it was unfair to cast this dispute as 
racist, when the real concerns were about recreation, parking, and traffic.  
 
One speaker expressed his concern that Palos Heights now has a bad name, just because they are concerned 
about what type of people come into town. He noted that, as a born-again Christian, he doesn’t force his beliefs 
on other communities, and doesn’t believe “these people” should come into his community and tell him what 
to do. He stated that he would not come into a community if he wasn’t wanted there. The speaker’s concluding 
comments included the phrase, “Go back to your own countries.”   
 
Corsi called an executive session at 10:45 p.m. When the meeting re-convened, the discussions turned to plans 
for the city’s July 4th celebrations, authorizations for block parties, and road repairs. Then, a motion was made 
to authorize the city attorney to offer the Al Salam Mosque Foundation $200,000 to cover its expenses and 
allow the city to purchase the Reformed Church. The motion passed: the vote was 5 to 3.19   
 
The meeting, which began at 8:00 p.m., finally ended close to midnight. Koldenhoven was depressed. He got 
into his truck, drove home, and went to bed, but he couldn’t sleep. He simply couldn’t believe what had 
happened at the meeting that night: so many hurtful things were said. He felt the $200,000 offer was an insult, 
and that, as mayor, he owed the Muslims an apology for the way the council had voted. This was not the only 
matter keeping Koldenhoven awake: his 35-year old son Don, who had been diagnosed with terminal cancer a 
few months earlier, was increasingly ill. Koldenhoven tossed and turned.   
 
A Letter to the Al Salam Mosque Foundation  
 
The next morning, Koldenhoven went into his office before 6:00 a.m. to write a letter of apology. His 
administrative assistant typed up the letter and hand delivered it to Shalabi’s office. He wrote, “Please convey 
my thanks and also my apologies to all Islamic faith people. To you and to all of your Islamic people, you have 
my highest respect.” He praised those who spoke out at the council meeting for their eloquence and courage, 
and continued: 
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The formal offer to your Mosque Foundation of $200,000 to step aside was not only an insult but a 
disgrace. Please forgive us, I would encourage you to proceed with the sale of this property. I can’t 
wait for the day you take ownership! I welcome you into our City and hope that I can address your 
congregation with that welcome. It would be an honor to be with your Islamic people.   
 
My apologies for the insulting remarks that some residents made, and also for the council’s action.20 

 
Responses from Local Clergy  
 
On June 29, a local newspaper, The Reporter, contacted Palos Heights pastors to inquire about the impact of 
the mosque controversy on congregations. Most noted that it wasn’t a matter of open discussion within their 
community but affirmed that, as Christians, they have a responsibility to love our neighbors. Others described 
the Mosque as an opportunity to share Christ with new Muslim neighbors.  
 
Father Cronin of St. Alexander’s Catholic Church noted that he was working within his community to address 
fears and, more widely, to build interfaith bridges. He noted, “We should welcome and honor diversity, 
because that’s the reality of the world. I would think Christ’s prayer is more realized, that we start living 
together as one, when we welcome people who are different. We don’t have to agree with them, but we should 
welcome them.”21 Together with Koldenhoven, Cronin was working on "relational meetings" between 
Christians and Muslims in the area. Father Cronin explained, “We have to lead the way … We have to show 
that Christianity is not about closing the door.”22 
 
Adding Fuel to the Fire: a “False Religion”  
 
On June 26, 2000, with the controversy making national news, Koldenhoven, Shalabi, Murphy, and Karen 
Hayes were invited to discuss the issue on Chicago Tonight, a public television program. Karen Hayes, the 
coordinator of the National Day of Prayer in Palos Heights, was among those who openly opposed the mosque. 
When the host of Chicago Tonight questioned Hayes, she stated that she does not object to individual Muslims 
living in Palos Heights, but she does object to “false religions” coming into Palos Heights. Hayes went on to 
say, “Theologically, I'm a Christian, and that means there's only one God, and I do believe that. … So, 
obviously, if a false religion is coming to town, I would be a hypocrite to say I didn't have stirrings of concern 
there.''23   
 
Those statements drew an outraged response from many observers. Koldenhoven later said “How much do 
these people have to take? That’s not representative of the Christian faith. ‘Love God and love thy neighbor’ 
are two of the greatest commandments from Christ. That’s Christianity in a nutshell.” Alderman Murphy 
defended Hayes, while affirming the right of all people to worship. He stated, “That’s Karen’s deep-felt belief. 
… I don’t believe she means anything malicious by it. She believes Christianity is the one true religion.” Ed 
Hassan, a long-time Muslim resident of Palos Heights commented, “I think people like [Hayes] have so much 
love for their religion that they just turn against other religions. … We have fanatics in our religion too. But, in 
fact, God is one god for all religions and nobody can prove otherwise.”24  
 
The Passing of Don Koldenhoven, July 10  
 
Koldenhoven’s son Don passed away on July 10, 2000 at the age of 35, following a short but intense battle 
with cancer. The Koldenhoven family was devastated: Don left behind a young widow, Carol, and two small 
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children. For Dean Koldenhoven, the loss was even harder to bear at a time of great personal and professional 
crisis. Many times, his wife Ruth had encouraged him to resign from his duties as mayor. But Koldenhoven, 
who took much solace from his son during the dispute, wanted to follow his son’s example: if he could show 
such bravery, such calm, such clear thinking in the face of death, certainly, Koldenhoven thought, he could 
handle the dispute over the mosque.  
  
The Koldenhoven family held Don’s funeral at the Palos Heights Christian Reformed Church. Reverend Sam 
Hamstra led the service, which was attended by many of the key players in the mosque dispute, including 
Shalabi. Father Cronin spoke at the service: he had become a friend to the Koldenhoven family in their 
personal crisis and a support to the mayor in his efforts to welcome the mosque to the city. In Palos Heights, 
for a Catholic priest to speak at a Christian Reformed church was not just unique, it was groundbreaking. In a 
time of considerable sadness, the service offered some solace: it seemed as if bridges could be built across 
difference, and that coming together was more important than anything dividing the community.   
 
A Press Conference, and an Offer Accepted, July 13  
 
On July 13, 2000, Shalabi sent a letter by fax and regular mail to the city’s clerk, mayor, city council, and city 
attorney, which stated: “Please be advised that on behalf of the Al-Salam Mosque Foundation, your June 20, 
2000 offer of Two-Hundred Thousand ($200,000.00) Dollars is hereby accepted.”25 A copy of this letter was 
sent to the lawyer for the Reformed Church. Shalabi held a press conference in front of city hall to announce 
Al Salam’s acceptance of the offer; his tone was conciliatory.   
 
Special Meeting Convened, July 14  
 
At 1:00 p.m. on Friday, July 14, the city council was convened for a special meeting: they were joined by 
hundreds of citizens and members of the media. Koldenhoven wasn’t in the mood for any “shenanigans,” so 
close after the death of his son. He felt that the timing was no mere coincidence: the meeting had been called 
by those who wanted the offer to go through. If Koldenhoven were absent, there was no risk of a veto: an 
alderman would be named as mayor pro tem and the council would approve the $200,000 payment to the 
Mosque Foundation. Koldenhoven said, “They didn’t figure on me showing up.”  
 
Still deeply grieving, he came to the meeting, but made no remarks about his recent loss: he wanted to get 
down to business and get the meeting over with. Koldenhoven knew that, according to the rules, any decision 
about the offer could only be made at the next scheduled meeting. As he entered the room, he saw Michael 
Vander Weele, who had spoken up at a previous meeting. Vander Weele looked directly at him, raised his fist 
in the air and said, “Sterkte!” Koldenhoven understood the meaning, and the intent: it was the Dutch word for 
strength.   
 
Alderman Murphy stated that a special meeting had been called to move forward with the offer, rather than 
waiting until the next regular meeting, because the attorney for Al Salam was going out of town and that they 
were eager to have the matter settled. Alderman Fulkerson moved to defer, and Alderman Kamarski seconded: 
the motion would be deferred to the next regular council meeting.  
 
The first citizen to address the council was Omar Najib, who offered condolences to the mayor on the death of 
his son and expressed his dismay that this meeting was called so soon after the funeral. He asked the council to 
make a statement to disassociate itself from the comments about Islam being a “false religion,” and described 
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the offer to Al Salam as a “bribe.” Najib asked the Council to vote its dignity, and for Al Salam to not accept 
the money. 
 
A range of comments followed: some blamed the mayor, saying he shouldn’t have spoken negatively about the 
city. Others argued that the offer wasn’t a bribe, because there was a real need for recreation. Others praised 
the aldermen who had spearheaded the effort to buy the church and called upon the council to settle the matter 
that day. In addition, some of the aldermen addressed the council as private citizens: Murphy apologized to 
Shalabi and the Muslim community for making an analogy to Hitler. Corsi refused to address Koldenhoven as 
“Mayor,” stating that he had spoken badly about the citizens of Palos Heights.   
 
Unlike the earlier meetings, most of the citizens who spoke were now expressing embarrassment and dismay: 
some spoke out in support of the mayor, and against those who had made bigoted remarks; others questioned 
the fiscal responsibility of the decision. One citizen stated that children didn’t need expensive facilities for 
recreation and asked that the city “cut the baloney.” Others argued for the right of Muslims to have a place of 
worship. One woman said that the calls for recreation were but a “smoke screen,” and urged the mayor to veto 
the offer.26  
 
Towards the end of the meeting, Edward Hassan spoke. He explained that he is a Muslim and has been a 
resident of Palos Heights for 30 years. Hassan noted that he was embarrassed, not to live in Palos Heights, but 
for Palos Heights. He voiced concerns about the finances, the potential for a lawsuit, and the ways in which 
personal and political agendas have fueled the dispute. He reminded the aldermen of “the silent majority” and 
the fact that some 500 Muslims already live in Palos Heights. He described the offer from the city as an insult 
to the Muslims. He said, with sadness, “If you look deep in your hearts, you don’t want a mosque here.”27  
 
The special meeting adjourned just over an hour after it began; they would reconvene for the regularly 
scheduled meeting in just four days. On July 18, 2000 a decision would need to be made.  
 
A Postcard Received  
 
Awash in grief and controversy, Koldenhoven hit his lowest point when he received a postcard at city hall a 
few days after his son’s funeral. The picture on the front was non-descript; the message on the back read, in 
part: “They buried the wrong Koldenhoven.” He closed his office door, put on Aretha Franklin’s gospel music 
loud enough to drown out the sound, and cried. He told himself, “‘Toughen up Dean, get through this, ‘cause 
you don’t make any examples by crying. You gotta lead the town; you’re the mayor.’… Maybe it’s the hard-
nosed Dutch in me, but you just gotta plug on.” 
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