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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

In the past two weeks’ Insights, I have writ-
ten about statues and monuments, with 
particular attention to monuments that 

become symbols that verge on the sacred and run the 
danger of becoming idols. Statues and monuments tell 
stories, sometimes to inform about our history in ways 
that can be educational, but sometimes to tell a diff erent 
political story that seeks to create a new history that is 
false.

As I have become more aware of the statues in Grand 
Rapids, I have found both kinds. For example, I was not 
previously aware of the story of three scientists from 
Grand Rapids who made the critical discoveries leading 
to the vaccine against whooping cough. In the 1930s, bac-
teriologists Pearl Kendrick and Grace Eldering, working in 
Grand Rapids with Michigan Department of Health lab-
oratories, began collecting samples from children who 
were suff ering from whooping cough, one of the deadliest 
childhood diseases of that time. Their research led to the 
development and fi eld testing of one of the fi rst eff ective 
vaccines to prevent the disease. In the 1940s, an African 
American scientist named Loney Clinton Gordon joined 
the lab. She isolated a new strain of pertussis that led to 
a more eff ective vaccine. The work of these three women 
supported research on the DTP shot that protects against 
diphtheria, tetanus and pertussis, or whooping cough. 
This standard vaccine is used today, enabling parents to 
safely vaccinate their children against multiple diseases 
at once.

The work of these scientists in Grand Rapids in the 
middle of the Great Depression resulted in tens of thou-
sands of children being saved from death by this terrible 
disease. Their story is introduced by a statue at Michigan 
State University’s new research center for the College of 
Human Medicine on the corner of Michigan Street and 
Monroe Avenue. Of course, a statue is only the beginning 
of the story of these three women and the larger eff orts 
of many others working in the state laboratory in Grand 
Rapids. It did, however, lead me to learn more about 
them and their inspiring story, including a report on the 
History.com website that can be accessed at bit.ly/
GRscientists.

One also learns more from this report that Grand Valley 
State University history professor Carolyn Shapiro-Shapin 
researched this aspect of health and vaccine history and 
has written several scholarly articles on it. The statue can’t 
tell the whole story, but it introduces us to an important 
aspect of our city’s history and the inspiring story of a dis-
ease conquered.

A half-block away on Monroe Avenue NW is a statue 
of Lyman Parks, Grand Rapids’ first African American 
mayor. He served from 1971 to 1976 and is recognized for 
his important role in initiating the revitalization of down-
town Grand Rapids.

These stories are worth remembering as we seek to 
understand our community.

But there are other statues and monuments in our coun-
try and even in our community that tell or seek to rein-
force false narratives. The statue of Noahquageshik, also 
referred to as Chief Noonday, on the riverbank near the 
Blue Bridge, has been described as portraying him wel-
coming European American settlers, while ignoring the 

suff ering and genocide of Native Americans by European 
settlers. I have benefi ted from feedback from Native Amer-
icans who want the fuller story told.

The Civil War statue in Allendale’s Veterans Garden 
of Honor has been controversial and properly protested 
against. Why a community in Michigan, whose Civil War 
units sent 90,000 soldiers from our state to fi ght for the 
Union, would depict a rebel Confederate soldier with equal 
standing to the Union soldier is beyond my understand-
ing. The depiction of a diminished black slave at their feet 
reaching for freedom is despicable and should also be pro-
tested. Why not portray one of the 1,600 Black soldiers 
who also served with the 1st Michigan Infantry?

I have written in previous Insights about the idolizing 
of Confederate statues that are also in the news, but now 
the question is what should be our action. Instructive com-
mentary, consistent with my intent, can be found in the 
current issue of Christian Century. Peter Marty, the editor/
publisher, writes an essay titled, “Sanitizing history.” He 
decries “the fi ctional narrative behind the (Confederate) 
monuments themselves … installed to rewrite history and 
whitewash truths about the searing legacy of slavery.” He 
notes that “these towering monuments served to disguise 
the Confederacy’s doomed act of mass treason and failed 
attempt to preserve slavery.”

Marty continues to call for further attention to the 
issue of removal of such monuments and quotes former 
New Orleans Mayor Mitchell Landrieu, who led the pro-
cess of the city taking down four Confederate monuments, 
including a 60-foot one honoring Robert E. Lee. He quotes 
Landrieu: “Consider these monuments from the perspec-
tive of an African American mother or father trying to 
explain to their fi fth-grade daughter who Robert E. Lee is 
and why he stands atop our beautiful city. Can you do it? 
Can you look into that young girl’s eyes and convince her 
that Robert E. Lee is there to encourage her? Do you think 
she will feel inspired and hopeful by that story?”

In a recent video interview, Landrieu explained that 
while it is important to remove a memorial that depicts 
a false narrative, the process of making that decision is 
also important. His eff orts in New Orleans took more than 
three years and were diffi  cult and laborious, but that was 
also part of the community’s education about the sanitiz-
ing of our history. However, when the authorities refuse to 
do this, then protests are not only appropriate but patriotic 
and become the beginning of that educational process.

I agree with all of these sentiments and it is what led 
me to conclude in my July 30 column, “Remembering our 
history is important, but we must be mindful that statues 
that become monuments can also become symbols that 
verge on the sacred and run the danger of leading to idol-
atry. Our faith traditions as well as our good sense should 
warn us against such misuse.”

Statues and monuments tell stories and they should 
seek to be honest in what they portray. They can never tell 
the whole story, and it is important to correct the errors or 
misguided impressions that may have motivated such sto-
ries. This can be a process of education and learning for 
our communities as we go through the often painful pro-
cess of correcting our history.
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Monuments tell stories, sometimes false

Rabbi David Krishef, gmail@ethicsandreligiontalk.com

Faith asks, “What is your perspective on 
abortion, and how do you defend that posi-
tion based on your sacred scriptures?”

In 2013, this column addressed the question of abor-
tion. We are revisiting the question for two reasons. First, 
the composition of the panel (other than myself) has com-
pletely changed. Other than me, there is no one on the 
panel from our fi rst year. Second, this time, the question 
specifi cally asks for scriptural passages.

My tradition is primarily guided by Exodus 21:22-25, 
which lays out the damages when two men are fi ghting and 
a pregnant women is caught between them. The fact that a 
fi ne is levied for causing a miscarriage indicated that the 
fetus does not have the status of personhood under the law. 
Later Rabbinic law restricts abortion to cases where the life 
or health (physical or mental) of the mother is at risk.

Dear readers, I off er you a challenge: I ask you to read 
this week and next week’s columns with a heart open to 
understanding the sincere religious basis for an opinion 
with which you may adamantly disagree. The responses 
this week are from traditions that off er support in favor of 
a woman’s right to choose.

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

“I am a Christian who believes in the radical liberation 
of all oppressed people. I follow in the ways of Jesus, who 
in Luke 4:18-19 prophetically lays out the vision of libera-
tion and abolition that embodied Jesus’ ministry. Preg-
nant people’s bodies and decisions are their own. Preg-
nant people’s bodies should not be battlefields. Bodily 
autonomy is fundamental to liberation. Additionally, in 
Genesis, the concept of the Imago Dei, the image of God, 
has been read for centuries as bestowing the power of 
individual choice. God didn’t create us to be ruled unilat-
erally by the will of others, but to be in relationship with 
others based on consent.”

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

“Unitarian Universalists believe all medical decisions 
are to be made between the patient and her doctor. We 
believe in the woman’s right to reproductive choice with-
out judgment or exception.

“My personal belief is that the issue of abortion has 
more to do with shaming, punishing and controlling 
women than it is about preserving and caring about life. 
If it were truly about preserving life, anyone who was pro-
life would be 100% behind comprehensive sexual edu-
cation for everyone. This is proven to greatly reduce the 
number of abortions.”

The Rev. Linda Knieriemen, senior pastor at First 
Presbyterian Church in Holland, responds:

“Abortion, the ending of a life or a prospective life, is 
always a tragic choice. But there are circumstances in this 
imperfect and complicated world when abortion is the 
least objectionable of diffi  cult options. In the reading of 
biblical scripture I fi nd no text which speaks expressly to 
the topic of abortion. I am anti-abortion yet pro-choice. I 
believe religious eff orts are best spent not in making abor-
tion illegal but in preventing unintended and unwanted 
pregnancies — making contraception widely available, 
providing quality sex education for children and youth, 
addressing availability of health care and reducing gen-
erational poverty.

“I would prefer to focus on biblical material that 
emphasizes human decision making. Humans are imper-
fect moral decision makers, no more so women than men. 
In a 1st century society dominated by men, Jesus affi  rmed 
the full moral responsibility of women that contradicted 
their lower societal status:
    › In Luke 10, Jesus affi  rms Mary’s countercultural choice 

as his student.
    › In John 4, Jesus engages with and teaches a feisty 

woman at a well.
    › In Matthew 28, he appears in resurrected form to 

women whose word others considered unreliable.
“In other words, Jesus recognized that women were 

fully responsible persons capable of making decisions. 
As such, women should be granted the freedom to choose 
and be trusted to make the best and faithful decision pos-
sible when an abortion is contemplated.”

The Rev. Steven Manskar, pastor of Trinity United 
Methodist Church in Grand Rapids, responds:

“Abortion is tragic and traumatic. It is a painful, diffi  -
cult decision that only a woman can make in consultation 
with her husband/partner, family, physician and spiritual 
leader. The decision must always be with the woman. Nei-
ther government nor religious institution should make 
the decision for her.

“One of the sacred texts that guide my approach to 
this difficult issue is Luke 10:25-37, the parable of the 
good Samaritan. Loving God with all your heart, soul, 
and mind and loving your neighbor as yourself requires 
mercy. God is merciful. Therefore we must be merciful.

“Women who fi nd themselves wrestling with the pain-
ful decision of abortion are like the man beaten and left 
for dead on the side of the road. People who could help 
go out of their way to avoid them. But the most unlikely 
person, the one who sees the woman as a human in pain 
and stops to help can make all the diff erence in the world 
by walking alongside her and treating her as a child of 
God.”
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People have passionate stances on abortion

The Grand Rapids Community Legends Project dedicated 
a sculpture Sept. 27 honoring three researchers who 
developed the pertussis vaccine in a public health lab in 
Grand Rapids, from left, Pearl Kendrick, Grace Eldering 
and Loney Clinton Gordon. The piece, by sculptor Jay Hall 
Carpenter, is at the Michigan State University Research 
Center, 400 Monroe Ave. NW.   MLive.com fi les

Supporters of abortion rights attend a rally in Kalama-
zoo in 2019. Today’s Ethics and Religion Talk columnists 
explain why they support abortion rights.   MLive.com fi les

“Consider these monuments from 
the perspective of an African 
American mother or father trying 
to explain to their fi fth-grade 
daughter who Robert E. Lee is and 
why he stands atop our beautiful 
city. Can you do it?”
Mitchell Landrieu, former mayor of New Orleans
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