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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Religions and nations have often faced cri-
ses, but never before have we faced them all 
at the same time. Never before have we come 

together as a world community to fi ght a common, but invis-
ible enemy.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, former chief rabbi of Great Brit-
ain, in a recent interview on BBC said that bad events like 
the spread of the new coronavirus can bring out the worst in 
people, but can also bring out the best. He pointed to com-
munities throughout the world coming together as a “we.” 
They are asking “How can I help?” The medical and health 
community is on the front lines, but also supermarkets and 
pharmacies are gearing up to make basic supplies and med-
icines available. Media, especially social media, are playing 
a critical role in keeping people informed and connected. 

Sacks, who has often been critical of social media, 
observed, “The split attention with everyone looking at 
something diff erent that has so disaggregated our culture 
is going to change. Because we’re all pretty much watching 
the same news, reacting in pretty much the same way, so 
although we’re physically not together, mentally and emo-
tionally we will be.”

We all have circles of interaction, from families and com-
munities to nations and even families of nations. He con-
tinued, “But right now I don’t know when we’ve been more 
embraced, every one of us in a vital and personal way, with 
this huge circle of humanity. ... Just a few weeks ago we 
could say this is happening to someone else, somewhere 
else, a half a world away. All of a sudden, it’s now aff ecting 
every one of us, so I think that the physical isolation is none-
theless going to go hand in hand with emotional and even 
moral sense of solidarity.”

A simple but powerful example of the crisis bringing peo-
ple together is illustrated by the picture that went viral (in 
the good sense) on Instagram. It was taken in Jerusalem by 
a co-worker of two paramedics, Avraham Mintz and Zoher 
Abu Jama, working for an emergency response service. One 
of the men is Jewish, the other, Muslim. When it was time 
for the late afternoon prayer, they had a break that allowed 
them to step out of their vehicle to carry out their respective 
prayers. As described in a CNN (Jerusalem) article, “Mintz, 
a religious Jew, stood facing Jerusalem, his white and black 
prayer shawl hanging off  his shoulders. Abu Jama, an obser-
vant Muslim, knelt facing Mecca, his maroon and white 
prayer rug unfurled underneath him.”

Let this image inspire each of us to reach out, not only to 
family and friends, but to the broader circle of humanity.

Religious leaders from all faiths are also responding to 
the crisis with calls for solidarity, and, according to the 
Council on Foreign Relations, making appeals to their fol-
lowers “to not only take safety precautions but also to 
embrace their spirituality to help confront the health, social 
and economic challenges ahead.”

Locally, various religious traditions are making accom-
modations during this challenging time. Last week, the 
local news and media website, The Rapidian, posted an arti-
cle summarizing some of the approaches being taken in the 
area’s faith communities.

Online streaming services have been used in many con-
gregations and are being expanded. St. Mark’s Episcopal 
Church reports that this is likely the first time since the 
church was built in 1848 that the church complex has been 
locked down. They are expanding their use of Facebook, 
YouTube and Zoom conferencing.

Similar approaches are being taken by the Grand Rapids 
Buddhist Temple and Westminster Presbyterian Church, 
both of which are using the Zoom app for meetings with stu-

dents and youth. Other congregations, from Congregation 
Ahavas Israel and the Masjid At-Tawheed, to the Diocese 
of Grand Rapids and St. George’s Orthodox Church, have 
adjusted to more online interaction. The Sikh Society of 
West Michigan, Temple Emanuel and the West Michigan 
Hindu Temple have done so as well.

The Kent County Health Department participated in a 
conference call with more than 140 church and religious 
leaders, which led to the formation of a countywide Church 
Response Task Force. The group is led by pastors from Ada 
Bible Church, Brown-Hutcherson Ministries and Iglesia de 
Cristo Misionera.  (Read the full article at: bit.ly/Religious-
responses.)

The Kaufman Interfaith Institute has also been involved 
in assisting faith groups from many diff erent traditions to 
cooperate in this new environment. One of the institute’s 
book groups has moved to an online medium and a second 
group is starting this week. If you are interested in a weekly 
online interfaith discussion, contact the email address at 
the end of the Insight for details.

“Now more than ever, the Kaufman Interfaith Institute is 
committed to fostering respect and cooperation in order to 
augment that necessary work,” said Kyle Kooyers, associate 
director at the KII. “Even with all the craziness unfolding 
around us, I am confi dent that together we will witness and 
inspire the best of human compassion and kindness in our 
community.”

Rabbi Sacks is not surprised about the positive response 
being made throughout the world. In his interview, he said, 
“We are social animals, and it makes us feel better when we 
are altruistic, when we help others, when we make someone 
else’s life better. … We will come through this with a much 

stronger identifi cation with others, a much stronger com-
mitment to helping others who need help. This, in a tragic 
way, is probably the lesson we needed as a nation and as a
world.” 

He also found hope in the way that “one tiny microscopic
virus has brought the whole of humanity to its knees. We
cannot be indiff erent to nature anymore, so this is going to 
make us more sensitive to issues like climate change.”

Sacks described our situation as the nearest thing to a 
modern revelation in that, “We suddenly see our vulnera-
bility. We’ve been coasting along for more than half a cen-
tury in unprecedented affl  uence, unprecedented freedom, 
unprecedented optimism, and all of a sudden, we are fac-
ing the fragility and vulnerability of the human situation.
At the end of the day, even without a faith in God, we have 
to say either we work together and survive or we work sepa-
rately and perish.”

Sacks is convinced this would change every one of us,
and as hard as it seems today, we will emerge better peo-
ple as a result. As we do all we can to stay safe and healthy,
let us also take hope, with Rabbi Sacks, that we will emerge
better people, more caring, and more aware of our common
humanity.
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Can a world crisis make us a better people?

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

This week and next, the Ethics and Religion 
Talk panel shares some words of encourage-
ment and hope to address the uncertainties 

and fears of living under the shadow of the novel coronavi-
rus pandemic. In the Jewish community, some of the anxiety 
stems from concern over how to celebrate the upcoming Pass-
over holiday, a holiday typically celebrated in large gatherings 
of congregations, family groups and friends. Here are some 
thoughts that I have shared:

Think back to the fi rst Passover. The meal was eaten after a 
series of plagues destroyed the countryside, leaving devasta-
tion in its wake, and in the midst of a fi nal plague, resulting in 
the death of the fi rstborn all around them. And the next morn-
ing, they left Egypt with Pharaoh’s army on their heels. But in 
the midst of this chaos, they celebrated coming together as a 
people in relationship with God, who brought them from sub-
jugation to redemption.

So we, too, are celebrating Passover at a time of plague, a 
time of fear and darkness and isolation. And we, too, have 
found ways of connecting with each other and coming 
together as a community, albeit electronically, to continue 
to sing and pray together and support each other. May your 
Passover be a moment of calm and refl ection within the chaos. 
When we cross the Reed Sea together and begin to emerge from 
our social isolation, may you free yourself from the things that 
keep your spirit yet imprisoned. And when we enter the prom-
ised land together, may we put aside the electronic devices and 
revel once again in face-to-face contact with our community!

Fred Stella, the pracharak (outreach minister) for the 
West Michigan Hindu Temple, responds:

“The most important thing we can do in a crisis as we are in 
is to cultivate optimism. To be clear, optimism is not escapism 
or a false sense of security. It is simply the healthiest mind-
set to have, both psychologically and physically. There is in 
Hinduism the allegory of the Paramhansa (literally, “Great 
Swan”). This swan could dip its beak into a glass of milk mixed 
with water, and consume all the milk and leave the water. We 
are encouraged to do the same. Within this challenge there 
are great opportunities for community support, charity, intro-
spection, physical exercise. Take every chance to enjoy what 
is off ered. And in navigating the very serious issues of health 
(should you be or become sick with COVID-19), fi nances, work, 
etc., do so with vigorous will and hope.”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All Souls Com-
munity Church of West Michigan, a Unitarian 
Universalist Congregation, responds:

“Dear Beloveds, I want to show you my tenderness, 
Because you, like me, we have never been here before and 
the unknown is hard.

“Dear Tender Hearts, I want to off er you my grace and for-
giveness, Because you, like me, we are learning, and we will 
make mistakes.

“Dear Precious Lambs, I want to give you my Love and 
compassion, Because, you like me, we need both right now 
more than ever.

“Dear Gentle Souls, I want to expose to you my vulnerabil-
ities, Because you, like me, we often forget that this is where 
our power lives.

“Dear Spiritual Companions, I want to bear to you my 
witness, Because you, like me, we need understanding and 
kindness for this is true Empathy.

“To My Loves, I want to express to you my Joy, Because 
you, like me, we have each other.”

The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head pastor of Conklin 
Reformed Church, responds:

“In these days when people are seeking for relief from 
their fears and anxiety, more than ever before, we need 
to realize that true peace does not come from the circum-
stances. Realizing this, the apostle Paul encouraged his 
people with these words: ‘The God of peace be with you all.’ 
(Rom.15:33). Then, a few verses later, he reminds them that 
the God of peace will also do this: ‘soon crush Satan under 
your feet.’ (Rom.16:20).

“What we take away from this is that peace is embedded 
in who God is. Therefore, if we draw near to God, we will fi nd 
peace even in the midst of this coronavirus crisis. Secondly, 
Paul’s words also help us realize that this God of peace of 
whom he speaks, the God that we worship, is in perfect con-
trol of the circumstances, so much so, that He will fi ght this 
battle for us too. Listen up! God is not only our defender, but 
also our provider, and he will come through for us. So the 
best thing we can do in these troubled times, fi lled with fear 
and anxiety, is to hang on to every promise he has given us. 
He will never leave us or abandon us. We are his creation. 
Draw near to Him! He is reliable! He will come through for 
us once again!”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Approach the unknown with faith

Friends and family of Earl Norman, left, listen as he reads 
from the Haggadah during the seder on the fi rst day of Pass-
over in 2010 in the Kalamazoo area.    MLive.com fi les

Two paramedics pray March 24 outside an ambulance of the American Friends of Magen David Adom: Avraham Mintz, a Jew 
from Beersheba facing Jerusalem, and Zoher Abu Jama, an Arab from Rahat facing Mecca.   Submitted by Magen David Adom/
AFP via Getty Images

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, former chief rabbi of 
Great Britain, said in a recent interview that 
he hopes the coronavirus crisis will bring out 
the best in people.
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