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Douglas Kindschi   director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

What do we do with controversial monu-
ments? In last week’s Insight I looked at the 
differences between statues, monuments 

and idols. They might look the same if you just look at the 
physical presence, but in diff erent contexts and for dif-
ferent communities they might become something quite 
diff erent.

For example, Grand Rapids has its own Civil War Mon-
ument located on a small triangular plot near the inter-
section of Division and Monroe Center. The 34-foot mon-
ument depicts a Union soldier mounted on a base with 
detail including fl ags, eagles, portraits of Abraham Lin-
coln, Ulysses S. Grant and others, as well as the state seal 
and a panel showing a woman helping a wounded soldier.

Nearby is Veterans Memorial Park, originally dedicated 
in 1926 to honor the veterans of World War I. Since then, 
additions have been made honoring those who served in 
World War II, the Korean War and the Vietnam War. In 
recent years, many more statues have been placed around 
the city recognizing people in our community’s history 
who have made signifi cant contributions to our life and 
development.

A relatively recently added  statue depicts the Native 
American Chief Noonday, who welcomed early settlers to 
the area. Other additions include Bishop Baraga, an early 
Christian fi gure in the city’s history. Lyman Parks, Grand 
Rapids’ fi rst African American mayor, has a statue in front 
of Grand Rapids City Hall. A statue of Grand Rapids-born 
Senator Arthur Vandenberg honors a man instrumental 
in the creation of the United Nations after World War II.

A statue depicting Rosa Parks standing at the bus seat 
she refused to give up is now located near Rosa Parks Cir-
cle in downtown Grand Rapids.

Near the Gerald R. Ford Presidential Museum, we fi nd 
statues of the president as well as his wife, Betty.  North 
of the museum there is a statue of Nishnabe Gemaw, 
an early Native American leader. It was commissioned 
by a committee of elders from the Odawa, Ojibwa and 
Potawatomi tribes.

All of these statues are here to honor and remember 
our history and, to my knowledge, have not taken on con-
troversial or political meaning. They have not become 
“memorials” that verge on the sacred. They are not in 
danger of becoming idols.

A RESPONSE TO LAST WEEK’S COLUMN
I received a response to last week’s column from a col-

lege classmate with whom I have maintained a friendship. 
He reads the column from his home in western New York 
State and has perspective a bit diff erent, having served 14 

years on the American Battle Monuments Commission. 
He was appointed to the commission by presidents Clin-
ton and Obama.

Rolly Kidder attended seminary in the Chicago area, 
as did I, following college graduation. He served on the 
Chautauqua County Legislature and then for eight years 
on the New York State Assembly. With his permission I 
have included his response, although I would probably 
not be so generous regarding the Confederate monuments 
to generals who sought to destroy our country and that 
were erected during the Jim Crow era:

“I served on the American Battle Monuments Commis-
sion which is responsible for the maintenance and upkeep 
of the overseas cemeteries for America’s war dead includ-
ing the memorial art in these places. I also was on the 
Site and Design Committee for the National World War II 
Memorial in Washington, D.C.

“In my view, public monuments and memorials, in gen-
eral, represent a time, an era and a history. Because times 
and views change, does not mean that we should tear 
down or replace memorial art which, when it was con-
structed, refl ected where the country stood. For example, 
in all of our World War I and World War II overseas cem-
eteries the grave markers are either Christian crosses or 
Stars of David. When you stand at Normandy on Omaha 
Beach and look at the graves, you see this forest of mark-
ers symbolizing common sacrifi ce and bravery. You don’t 
even think of them as being religious symbols.

“In these same cemeteries, chapels were built with 
stained glass windows in the style of a small Christian 
church. They were installed as places for the next-of-kin 
to pray. Should they now be destroyed because our coun-
try has become more secular and multicultural? I would 
say ‘No!’ Perhaps add symbolism to them but, in general, 
leave them alone. They represented what was acceptable 
and meaningful at the time they were built.

“The same can be said of what has been built on our 
National Mall, America’s ‘village green.’ Washington and 
Jeff erson owned slaves. Yet, one led the nation in estab-
lishing our country as a republic and democracy; and 
the other authored the words ‘all men are created equal,’ 
which would eventually lead to the freeing of the slaves. 
These men were not perfect but the underlying principles 
for which they stood were enduring and gave us the coun-
try we now have.

“I would agree that there are Confederate monuments 
in the Southern states which today we may fi nd objection-
able. However, there are also probably too many circles in 
Washington, D.C., which surround sculptures of gener-
als riding horses, who were memorialized to remind us of 

who won the Civil War.
“If we think we can erase American history or change 

social behavior by removing monuments and memorials 
— we are going down a dead-end. Martin Luther King kept 
his eye on what would help African Americans during his 
time and that was the Civil Rights Act. He didn’t waste a 
lot of time trying to tear down Confederate monuments.

“And, fi ttingly, when a subsequent generation decided 
to remember King, they didn’t tear down the Jeff erson 
Memorial. They built a memorial to King, straight across 
the tidal basin from Jeff erson where the two could look 
each other in the eye, each with his own words engraved 
in stone about what freedom and liberty should mean for 
the citizens of this country.

“That is the way to deal with Memorials — build new 
ones to show how the country can grow, change and 
embrace equality under the law for all of its citizens.”

I appreciate the sentiments expressed by Kidder and 
certainly hope that whatever the disposition of such stat-
ues and monuments, that it be handled not by angry mob 
violence, but by careful consideration by the appropri-
ate representatives from our communities. No statue or 
monument should be an idol. So our faith traditions have 
warned us, and we must take heed.
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INTERFAITH INSIGHT

What should we do with controversial monuments?

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Taylor asks, “Do you believe in a separation 
of church and state?”

Taylor’s question elicited responses from 
nearly every member of the Ethics and Religion Talk 
panel. We’ll open our ninth year of the column this week 
with half of the panel’s responses. Watch for the other half 
at the beginning of next month.

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

“In as much as the separation of church and state pro-
tects us from religious imperialism and extremism, yes, I 
do. I believe that our law and policy should provide indi-
viduals with the freedom to practice their religion, with-
out imposing this on the masses.”

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

“Absolutely! Who wouldn’t want the assurance of free 
exercise of religion without fear of government interfer-
ence? What I see today however is a misunderstanding 
and misuse of this foundational principle to suggest that 
religion and politics shall not be mentioned in the same 
sentence. Separation of church and state does not mean 
that social issues should not be mentioned in sermons or 
that churches should not off er their property as sanctu-
ary for undocumented immigrants avoiding deportation 
or that I as a pastor should not run for Senate or attend a 
political rally. There is no confl ict between wearing both a 
fl ag lapel pin and sporting a ‘What Would Jesus Do’ brace-
let. But there is no doubt about which requires a greater 
loyalty.

“When the priorities of my government diverge from 
the teachings of Jesus, I have a responsibility to fi rst be 

awake to that divergence and then name it. The Apostle 
Paul writes that civil magistrates are to be obeyed except 
when they use their authority to oppress. As a religious 
leader it’s my responsibility to be awake to such situations 
and teach my congregation how the principles of our faith 
address such wrongs.”

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

“In some sense, bringing the influence of the divine 
into our worldly governance would be ideal, at least in 
theory. As the record of what we Christians call the ‘Old 
Testament’ shows, God’s early reluctance to provide Israel 
with a king was understandable once the results were in. 
Eastern Christianity also held up the ideal for a time, 
uniting church and state in the Byzantine Empire, one of 
the longest standing empires in world history. While this 
unity did bring many blessings to the world, ultimately it 
can be shown that in a pluralistic world with adherents 
of many religions (and now growing number with no reli-
gion), a separation of church and state is a more healthy 
approach.”

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

“Yes, I do believe in a separation of church and state, 
but I do not believe these two groupings are mutually 
exclusive. The Catholic Church defi nes ‘society as a group 
of persons bound together organically by a principle of 
unity that goes beyond each one of them’ (Catechism of 
the Catholic Church, p. 459). The Church recognizes that 
a society, or in response to this question, a state, is both 

visible and spiritual; the latter is in reference to the soci-
ety refl ecting on the past and looking to the future (ibid., 
p. 459). In other words, society does not exist to be an end 
in itself but it is to focus on off ering a free, secure and just 
mode of life while providing an environment in which 
human persons may develop a spiritual relationship with 
God (ibid., p. 460).

“I assert, despite a separation between church and 
state, both exist to support the lives of humans. The 
state’s role is to govern the day-to-day communal living of 
individuals so faith traditions may focus on leading peo-
ple to eternal life.”

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

“The term means diff erent things to diff erent people. 
There has always been a tension between those who envi-
sion a state that fully embraces a radical pluralism, and 
others who maintain that due to certain historical events 
and some creative fiction, Christianity holds a special 
ranking amid all other worldviews. Sadly, there are still 
legislative bodies here in the U.S. where invocations other 
than Christian or Jewish are not fully welcome. Of course, 
there are some who believe we could get along just fi ne 
without anyone praying before proceeding with the busi-
ness of government.

“There is no question that the majority religion of 
any nation will impact the ethos and mores of its citi-
zens to a greater extent than others. But those adher-
ents should not make those of minority faiths feel like 
‘guests’ in their own country. There is a very informa-
tive book that was just published titled ‘White Christian 
Privilege.’ It provides excellent context and history to 
this subject.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

What do faith leaders think of the separation of church and state?

Bob Smietana   Religion News Service

John Ortberg, a popular Christian author and speaker, 
resigned as pastor of Menlo Church, a megachurch con-
gregation outside of San Francisco.

“This has been a diffi  cult time for parents, volunteers, 
staff, and others, and I believe that the unity needed 
for Menlo to fl ourish will be best served by my leaving,” 
he said in a news release. His resignation was eff ective 
Sunday .

In November, Ortberg was placed on leave after Menlo 
Church elders learned he had allowed a volunteer who 
had admitted being attracted to children to work with 
them at the church and in the community.

Ortberg had fi rst learned of the volunteer’s admission 
in July 2018. He did not inform other church leaders or 
the youth sports team that the volunteer coached. Church 
leaders did not learn of the volunteer until Daniel Lavery, 

Ortberg’s son, sent an email blowing the whistle.
The pastor returned to the pulpit last spring after the 

elders hired a lawyer to conduct an inquiry.
But the issue flared up again after Lavery revealed 

that the volunteer in question was his younger brother, 
the pastor’s youngest son, a fact that had been withheld 
from the congregation. Lavery, former friends of the Ort-
berg family and other critics of the decision have called in 
recent weeks for the pastor to step down.

Questions were also raised about the inquiry into pos-
sible misconduct, as the lawyer the church hired did not 
speak to parents or to any children or youths whom the 
volunteer had worked with.

No specific allegations of misconduct on the part of 
Ortberg’s youngest son have been made.

Ortberg served as Menlo’s pastor for 17 years. 

CHRISTIANITY

Pastor resigns after it’s revealed he allowed 
son attracted to children to volunteer

A reader’s response off ers a diff erent perspective on our nation’s memorials

A crowd, including Bianca Vargas, of Grand Rapids, gath-
ers for a ceremony of remembrance Nov. 11 at Veterans 
Memorial Park after the annual Veterans Day Parade in 
downtown Grand Rapids.   MLive.com fi les
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