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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

We are entering that time of the year when 
many religions celebrate major holidays. 
These are holidays when communities come 

together to share the meaningful stories of their traditions. 
Passover, or Pesach, began Wednesday evening. It’s a time 
when the Jewish community celebrates the movement from 
slavery to freedom. Passover marks the exodus from the 
bondage in Egypt to their Promised Land and freedom.

In his column last week in The Grand Rapids Press, Rabbi 
David Krishef reminded us that the fi rst Passover took place 
during a series of plagues in Egypt. The fi nal plague resulted 
in the death of the fi rstborn except for the Israelites, whom 
the death “passed over.” He wrote of the early Israelites, “The 
next morning, 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 subjugation to redemption.”

Refl ecting on today, Rabbi Krishef continued:
“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 com-
ing together as a community, albeit electronically, to con-
tinue 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 Promised Land together, may we put aside the 
electronic devices and revel once again in face-to-face con-
tact with our community!”

Good advice for all of us during this challenging time. 
Last year, Temple Emanuel invited others to join them in an 
interfaith Seder, including leadership from Christian pas-
tors and priests as well as a Muslim imam. Such an event 
could not occur this year even for the Jewish community, let 
alone for the interfaith community invited last year. While 
Passover is primarily a family celebration, often friends are 
invited to come and celebrate together. This year, some of 
that will happen online with Zoom or other programs.

My fi rst signifi cant interfaith experience occurred many 
years ago when I was a graduate student, and my wife and 
I were invited to celebrate the Seder with a Jewish family in 
South Chicago. That was when I fi rst experienced the close 
relationship between my own understanding of the Chris-
tian celebration of Holy Communion or the Eucharist and 
the rituals of the Passover meal.

This week for Christians marks the important transition 
of moving from death to life, leading up to Easter Sunday, 
when the resurrection of Jesus is celebrated. Known as Holy 
Week, it began last Sunday with the entrance of Jesus into 
Jerusalem to cheering crowds waving palm branches. It 
should be noted that our brothers and sisters of the Eastern 
Orthodox tradition will celebrate one week later, with Palm 
Sunday on April 12 and Easter the following Sunday.

Holy Week includes the service called Maundy Thursday 
or Holy Thursday, when we commemorate Jesus’ Last Sup-
per at Passover with his disciples. That occurs  today, the fi rst 
full day of Passover. The week continues with Good Friday, 
commemorating the day of Jesus’ Crucifi xion, and then cul-
minates on Easter Sunday. The core narrative of Holy Week 
is the movement from death to life, and Easter is a major cel-
ebration bringing people together for the event.

This year, however, most churches are celebrating by 
livestream or other online techniques for coming together 
without being physically together. Unfortunately, some reli-
gious communities are ignoring the directives to physically 
separate and not meet in large gatherings. In South Korea, 
one of the centers of the coronavirus outbreak was a religious 
community that refused to follow the instructions.  Some 
governors, including in Florida and Michigan, exempted 
religious services from stay-at-home executive orders. This 
is particularly sad as the various religious communities 
enter this period of celebrations such as Passover and Easter.

For Muslims, the month of Ramadan, which begins later 
this month on the evening of April 23, is a time of spiritual 
refl ection, prayer and giving to the poor. One of the fi ve pil-
lars of Islam, it is practiced through fasting from sunrise to 
sunset by refraining from all food and drinking of any liq-
uids. After sunset, the fast is broken by a meal called the 
iftar. This meal is a celebration for the end of that day’s fast 
and often brings people together.

At the conclusion of the month, the Eid al-Fitr is consid-
ered one of the major celebrations in Islam. Observance 
of Ramadan is commanded in the Quran and celebrates 
the beginning of the revelation of scripture to the prophet 
Muhammad. The core narrative of Ramadan and Islam is 
the movement from pride to obedience and submission.

Last year, The Islamic Center and Mosque of Grand Rap-
ids joined with their partner congregation, Boston Square 
Christian Reformed Church, to sponsor an interfaith iftar 
that more than 200 people attended. This year, such a gath-
ering is not possible.

The basic message of these three important religious 
observations should be a constant reminder to us all. We 
can affi  rm each other’s religious traditions and celebrations, 
even if we cannot meet together. And, we can all affi  rm the 
importance of these commitments to freedom, life and obe-
dience to God.

As our various religious traditions enter this period of 
“Holy Days,” we can choose to ignore those who are diff er-
ent, or even fi nd ways to argue about the diff erences. But 
we also have the choice of seeking ways to relate with one 
another, learn from one another, and affi  rm the basic mes-
sages of hope and peace.

Our religious traditions also share the commitment to 
love God and love our neighbor. The fi rst rabbi I met when 
coming to Grand Rapids over 40 years ago was Rabbi Phillip 
Sigal, who served Congregation Ahavas Israel. He was com-

mitted to his Jewish faith and also conversant with Chris-
tian Scriptures, having received his doctorate in New Testa-
ment from Pittsburgh Theological Seminary.

Prior to Rabbi Sigal’s untimely death, he was quoted 
as saying, “When this world has love, then we fi nally will 
indeed have Passover and Easter. There will be redemption!”
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Celebrating religious holidays during a pandemic
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Life in the time of the novel coronavirus pan-
demic can be frustrating and frightening. Last 
week, faith leaders shared messages of hope 

for these days. Here are more words of encouragement.

The Rev. Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Dominican priest who 
serves as adjutant judicial vicar, Diocese of Grand Rap-
ids, responds:

“I fi nd a life of social distancing is quite scary because it 
is diffi  cult to be cooped up and not able to travel freely like 
before the shelter-in-place order. I do not have ‘magic words’ 
to help adjust to this situation. I will share with you how I am 
coping with living in this closed world.

“Being a man of faith, I am finding more time to spend 
praying and refl ecting on God’s presence in the world around 
me. I fi nd joy in days with larger periods of daylight. I am 
delighted when I see the orange breast of a robin or the scarlet 
of a cardinal. The blooming of the snow drops, the fi rst fl ower 
to bloom in spring, soon to be followed by the blue stars. I am 
enjoying the trees coming back to life, and not only planning 
my garden but also ordering seeds and starting fl owers and 
vegetables. I am calling people instead of texting.

“I know this time of adversity will pass … it will simply 
take time. I will assert ‘life is good!’ The above is what gives 
me hope not only for this present moment but also for the 
future.”

The Rev. Ray Lanning, a retired minister of the 
Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, 
responds:

“Reformed and Presbyterian Christians believe in God’s 
sovereignty all things, including men and microbes. ‘God 
hath foreordained whatsoever comes to pass’ (Shorter Cat-
echism, Q. 7). Global pandemics are beyond our control, but 
not His. Trusting in God, we can throw off  fear and submit 
to His will for our lives and our planet: ‘Therefore will not we 
fear, though the earth be removed, and though the moun-
tains be carried into the midst of the sea.’ (Psalm 46:2)

“We also believe in God’s providence and His promise 
to ‘avert all evil or turn it to our profi t’ (Form for Baptism). 
‘Health and sickness, riches and poverty, yea, and all things 
come, not by chance, but by His fatherly hand’ (Heidelberg 
Catechism, Q. 27). But such faith does not free us from the 
need to walk circumspectly: ‘A prudent man foreseeth the 
evil, and hideth himself.’ (Proverbs 27:12)

“While ‘social distancing’ and ‘self-isolating,’ we should 
pray, ‘Lord, teach us to number our days, that we may apply 
our hearts unto wisdom’ (Psalm 90:12). We profi t from affl  ic-
tion if we emerge from it to live more humbly and more 
thankfully, loving and serving the Lord our God, and not liv-
ing to please ourselves.”

The Rev. Michael Nasser, who writes from an East-
ern Christian perspective and is pastor of St. Nicholas 
Orthodox Christian Church, responds:

“It’s perhaps in the most challenging times that we redis-
cover the most important aspects of our lives. People of all 

faiths are seeking hope and assurance from their various 
traditions and fi nding needed solace and comfort. Orthodox 
Christians believe that God, in his goodness, either provides 
or allows everything that happens to us that can be for our 
benefi t, no matter how challenging. This is sometimes dif-
fi cult to see when we’re suff ering, but we have the option to 
humble ourselves before our God who tells us, ‘My thoughts 
are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways’ (Isa-
iah 55:8). We believe Jesus himself suff ered and died that we 
might, through our own suff ering, fi nd life. Along with the 
challenges, the current crisis brings many blessings: time 
with family, time to slow down from what was such a hectic 
pace of life and the remembrance that we are not our own 
saviors. May all fi nd comfort in this time of trial in the loving 
God who does all in His love for us.”

The Rev. Rachel J. Bahr, pastor of Plymouth United 
Church of Christ, responds:

“At times, being an enfleshed human feels like we are 
holding together tensions and contradictions that threaten 
to tear us apart. In these moments, when our flesh feels 
betrayed or like our fl esh itself is betraying us, we may wish 
to forget our bodies for a time.

“I want to challenge those who claim that some bodies 
are disposable; love your body. Love does not always mean 
like. In fact, it is when we least like our fl esh, perhaps scared 
of its frailty, that our bodies most need our love. It is in 
moments when we feel unlike our bodies, when our bodies 
seem strange even to us, that we need to love ourselves as 
we would love our neighbors. In the valley of this uncanny 
division between everyone and everybody that it may be the 
spirit of love itself which holds us together. When we walk 
through the shadow of this valley, between death and life, 
mind and body, we most desperately need love to be our 
shepherd. Christ himself embodied that love for us. Christ 
himself sat with those who were dying and those who rose 
from the dead. Christ himself knew fl esh, living and dying 
at the crossroad of many contradictions. Love your body, 
beloved.”

Sharif Sahibzada, the director of Islamic Center and 
imam of the Mosque of Grand Rapids, responds:

“Believers seek assistance from God through patience and 
prayers. He is always with patient persons. God tests His cre-
ation with something of fear, hunger, loss of wealth, lives 
and fruits. The pleasing moments are for persevering ones; 
and they say at times of sudden incurable affl  iction, ‘Indeed 
everything belongs to God and fi nally we will return to God.’

“God showers His mercy upon repentant persons and 
seekers of forgiveness. They are the rightly guided.

“Those who love to spread immoral deeds to take human-
ity away from a righteous path will face consequences in 
both worlds.

“God loves those who show trust in Him, particularly in 
time of critical nature. Success lies in adopting purifi ed life 
and surrendering to His will. For every disease there is a 
cure, and no one should be dismayed from the mercy of God. 

He is the only Merciful eternally.”

Chris Curia, the director of youth ministries at Fair-
way Christian Reformed Church, responds:

“Lord, there are no words for uncharted days such as 
these. Wherever we fi nd ourselves this morning — geograph-
ically, emotionally, spiritually; alone, together, apart — we 
pray for peace where it may feel like peace is in shortage.

“We pray for the most vulnerable in our communities 
across the world: May it be that they receive the treatment 
and testing necessary to revitalize their health.

“We pray for our government offi  cials and our news out-
lets: May they practice good listening to our health experts 
and be humble amidst such unprecedented times. We pray 
for bipartisan cooperation that leads to action in consider-
ation of the most vulnerable in our communities.

“We pray for patience for our relentless health care work-
ers and grocers and small business owners and teachers and 
school administrators. We’re grateful for their diligence and 
pray for their safety in the weeks ahead.

“Finally, may we find solidarity in this ever-unfolding 
time of uncertainty. May perfect love cast out fear, even if 
perfect love comes in the form of a text or direct message, a 
FaceTime or phone call. May we lean into this season of soli-
tude with the hope that someday, this, too, shall pass.

“And as we are mindful of Easter, right around the corner, 
may we fi nd hope that death will not have the last word. May 
we believe in the promise of rebirth and new life, even in the 
moments when it’s hard to believe they will come.”
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It is possible, even in tough times, to have hope

The traditional Passover plate served during Seder on the 
fi rst day of Passover in 2010 at Earl and Tamara Norman’s 
house in the Kalamazoo area.   MLive.com fi les

A member of St. Paul’s Episcopal Church takes communion 
during a service in Flint. There is a connection between the 
Passover Seder and elements of Christian worship.   
MLive.com fi les
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