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Douglas Kindschi   director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“I was born into a community of radical 
love,” writes Linda Sarsour, co-chair of the 
2017 Women’s March and former execu-

tive director of the Arab-American Association of New 
York. She continues, “It echoed through my home and 
the streets of my neighborhood. Sunset Park was a noisy, 
happy place, fi lled with Palestinian, Dominican, Mexi-
can, Ecuadoran and Honduran families. A place where 
families and neighbors were one in the same. You did 
for your neighbor just as you would do for an immediate 
family member. … If I hadn’t grown up believing that my 
neighbors are my family, I may not have cared, but it was 
in my nature to care about all these groups of people.”

Healthy families do not always agree, but they do care 
for one another. How big can our family sense be? Is it 
possible to consider all of humanity as a human family?

Ted Hiebert, former professor of Old Testament at 
McCormick Theological Seminary in Chicago, writes 
about how the biblical writers in the book of Genesis 
claim a breadth of family understanding that extends 
to all people. Last month, I wrote about his recently pub-
lished book, “The Beginning of Diff erence: Discovering 
Identity in God’s Diverse World.”

Our understanding of difference is critical in these 
days of racial discrimination, fear of immigrants and 
refugees, political polarization, and even hate. Reli-
gious diff erences as well contribute to anti-Semitic and 
Islamo phobic attitudes and actions.

In the fi rst chapter of Hiebert’s book, he writes that 
the understanding of difference begins with the Gen-
esis story of the Tower of Babel. He understands this 
short, nine-verse story as one of an early people seeking 
to create and preserve their own cultural identity. It is, 
he writes, “an important human experience — the need 
for meaning, belonging, and identity that can only come 
from being a member of a common cultural tradition.” 
But then the story continues by noting that while peo-
ple sought to construct a single culture, God responds by 
introducing diff erence through multiple languages and 
multiple cultures. Thus diff erent cultures and identities 
are a part of God’s plan for diversity. Hiebert concludes, 
“Diff erence is God’s idea.”

Hiebert begins his second chapter with the quota-
tion from Sarsour about neighbors as family, and then 
addresses how the biblical writers understand family. 
The Jewish, Christian and Muslim faiths each refer to 
Abraham as they trace the beginning of their spiritual 
families. Hiebert writes that we should rather look to 
Noah to understand the diff erent cultures and identi-
ties as a part of a single family story. It is the language 
of family, kinship and relationships that the Genesis 
authors use to describe how we are to understand our 
own identity along with the diversity of other identities 
and cultures. He refers to the Genesis passages as con-
structing “Israel’s great family tree.”

If we only trace back to Abraham, we miss much of 
the larger family tree that goes back to the new begin-
ning with Noah following the fl ood. The Genesis authors 

chose Noah as the founding ancestor, providing them 
and us a broader and constructive way to view the whole 
world in familial terms.

With Noah and the fl ood, everything begins anew, as 
is the case with other ancient fl ood traditions. Following 
the fl ood, the biblical writers describe the various family 
branches as they report the genealogies, not just the sin-
gle line from father to eldest son. In this way, they rec-
ognize the relationship to other branches and affi  rm the 
coherence of the whole human family.

In the fl ood story, the world has become thoroughly 
evil, but Noah is described as obedient and righteous 
and as one who fi nds favor in God’s eyes. He builds an 
altar, establishes religious rituals and is portrayed as the 
moral turning point in the Genesis story. God provides 
commandments for Noah prohibiting violence, the con-
suming of blood and murder. Jewish tradition refers to 
seven Noahide laws or commandments required of all 
persons, not just Jews.

Noah is also the beginning of specifi c blessings from 
God. Following the fl ood, God reverses the earlier curse 
on the soil and guarantees stable agricultural seasons, 
saying, “As long as the earth endures, seedtime and har-
vest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, 
shall not cease.” (Genesis 8:22) The biblical story con-
tinues with God’s blessing that they should be fruitful 
and multiply, and establishes a covenant with Noah say-
ing, “I am establishing my covenant with you and your 
descendants after you, and with every living creature 
that is with you, the birds, the domestic animals and 
every animal of the earth with you … never again shall 
all fl esh be cut off  by the waters of a fl ood.” (Genesis 9:9-
11)

This blessing for all of Noah’s descendants is inclusive 
of all people of the world, placing all ethnic identities 
within the human family. Hiebert summarizes, “Noah 
is thus a powerful image for understanding the relation-
ship between identity and diff erence, between a single 
ethnicity … and all the other distinctive cultures.” It is 
accomplished by the image and language of family. He 
continues, “So the fundamental structure in the world 
underlying all its diff erences is the structure of related-
ness. … Diff erence is real but always related in some way 
to one’s own identity.”

From our Muslim neighbors and friends, we learn of 
a similar affirmation of inclusiveness in the diversity 
of humankind. The Quran states, “O mankind, indeed 
We have created you from male and female and made 
you peoples and tribes that you may know one another. 
Indeed, the most noble of you in the sight of Allah is 
the most righteous of you.” (49:13) We are diff erent, but 
related, and with the call to do what is right.

May the words from our Scriptures, including the 
Noah story, be our guide as we affi  rm our various cul-
tural identities, while always being sensitive to and 
inclusive of our relatedness to all in the human family.
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Faith asks, “What is your perspective on 
abortion, and how do you defend that posi-
tion based on your sacred scriptures?”

This week, we offer responses that are opposed to a 
right to choose abortion. But the line between pro-choice 
and anti-abortion is not clear. As the Rev. Linda Knierie-
men wrote last week, she is “anti-abortion yet pro-choice.” 
My tradition, as well, does not align precisely with a pure 
pro-choice position. And Fred Stella, writing below, pres-
ents scriptural and sociological evidence that come to 
opposite conclusions.

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

“Reformed Christians uphold the requirement of 
the Sixth Commandment (‘Thou shalt not kill,’ Exodus 
20:13), ‘that neither in thoughts, nor words, nor gestures, 
much less in deeds, I dishonor, hate, wound, or kill my 
neighbor, by myself or another’ (Heidelberg Catechism, 
Q. 105). Believing that human life begins at conception, 
we must regard unborn children as our neighbors, that is, 
fellow human beings, deserving of our respect and pro-
tection, all the more so in view of their helpless, vulner-
able state.

“But we should remember that it is not enough merely 
to oppose abortion. Abortions occur in a larger context. 
There are spiritual, moral, social and economic dimen-
sions that need to be addressed. What can be done to pro-
vide alternatives to abortion? What needs to change in 
our society at large to alleviate social and economic pres-
sures that encourage this practice? The ‘good Samaritan’ 
described in Luke 10:30-37 did far more than simply reg-
ister his opposition to highway robbery.

“We must also remember that God has ordained 10 
Commandments, not just one. There are some public fi g-
ures whose opposition to abortion seems to be only a way 
to distract attention from sins against the other nine com-
mandments. A true child of God resolves ‘to live, not only 
according to some, but all the commandments of God’ 
(Heidelberg Catechism, Q. 114).”

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

“Long before modern science could prove that a newly 
conceived fetus is indeed a genetically distinct person, 
Eastern Christianity from its earliest times until now con-
tinued the Jewish prohibition against taking the life of 
an unborn human being. The prophet Jeremiah wrote 
of God knowing him when he was still in his mother’s 

womb, not the body he would occupy or some other non-
personal designation (Jeremiah 1:4). When the last 
prophet of the Old Testament era, John the Baptist, fi rst 
met his cousin, Jesus, they were both in their mothers’ 
wombs, and John’s mother states he ‘leapt for joy’ (Luke 
1:41). Seeing the act of abortion as anything other than the 
killing of an unborn human being goes against the teach-
ings not only of Orthodox Christianity, but of most reli-
gions and now scientifi c fact as well.”

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

“Abortion is a sin because it is a violation of the Fifth 
Commandment of the Decalogue: ‘Thou shall not kill.’ 
I find many scriptural references to support my posi-
tion. Specifi cally, several in the Hebrew Scriptures (also 
referred by Christians as the Old Testament) that describe 
how we are created by God, even before mothers knew 
they were with child. You may wish to begin by looking up 
these references yourself: Jeremiah 1:5; Job 10:8-12; Psalm 
22:10-11; and Psalm 139:15.

“Despite the gravity of the sin of abortion, I wish to 
remind us, all sin is forgivable. I do not say this to provide 
an excuse to sin. However, God’s mercy is much greater 
than any human being may conceive.”

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

“As with most, if not all, important moral questions, 
the Hindu tradition off ers deep wisdom that is measured 
and nuanced. The scriptures are clear that there are spir-
itual consequences to having an abortion. The Taittreya 
Upanishad states specifi cally, ‘Do not cut the thread of 
progeny.’ There are several more verses that would dis-
courage terminating a pregnancy. However, there is also a 
deep respect for a woman’s reproductive autonomy. There 
is little or no organized effort by Hindus to limit legal 
access to abortion. All this said, due to the corruption of 
the once noble tradition of the wedding dowry, there have 
been thousands of sex selective abortions that have cre-
ated a great imbalance of the male/female ratio in certain 
parts of India. This is not a religious problem as much as it 
is a social one. The victims of the dowry system are from 
virtually every religion. The challenge is that providing a 
dowry for the greedy parents of a prospective groom can 
bankrupt the bride’s family. Many call it nothing less than 
extortion.

“Hindu clinics refuse to perform ultrasounds on 
women who are attempting to determine sex prior to 
birth. Thankfully, there is a signifi cant movement now 
reacting to this terrible tradition.”
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People have profound beliefs about abortion

People hold signs during a 40 Days for Life rally in 2015 
outside Planned Parenthood in Jackson.   MLive.com fi les

Religion can show how we are all diff erent but interconnected

An interior scene inside Noah’s Ark, part of the Ark 
Encounter exhibit in Williamstown, Kentucky. Columnist 
Douglas Kindschi says the story of Noah illustrates that 
humanity is a family.   AdvanceLocal fi les

“So the fundamental structure 
in the world underlying all its 
diff erences is the structure of 
relatedness. … Diff erence is real 
but always related in some way to 
one’s own identity.”
Ted Hiebert
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