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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Last week, a great friend of the Interfaith 
Institute and of Grand Valley State Univer-
sity died at age 99. Seymour Padnos and 

his wife, Esther, had been generous to the university and 
to the institute, and became personal friends as well. 
During my 28 years as a dean, I had many opportunities 
to engage with them regarding the new science building, 
which bears their names, as well as the Padnos College of 
Engineering and Computing. I always knew of Seymour’s 
deep Jewish faith, and then as the founding director for 
the Kaufman Interfaith Institute, I became more aware of 
his commitment to interfaith understanding as well. He 
supported Sylvia Kaufman’s early eff orts in the 1980s to 
establish a Jewish-Christian dialogue in Muskegon, and 
continued both in attendance and support as the institute 
took shape the past decade.

Seymour was always kind, gentle and more interested 
in what I was doing than in talking about himself. But as 
I got to know him better, I learned of his bringing the pro-
fessor of the Old Testament from the University of Chi-
cago Divinity School to lecture at Hope College on Jewish-
Christian relations. It was the same professor with whom 
I had studied in the 1960s and who arranged for my wife 
and me to be invited to a Jewish home in south Chicago 
to celebrate Passover. It was my fi rst signifi cant interfaith 
experience and had a profound eff ect that has infl uenced 
me to this day.

I will always be grateful to that professor and to Sey-
mour Padnos for the many ways they both enriched my 
life and understanding.

COMPLEXITIES OF THE MIDEAST
Another Jewish fi gure who has recently been import-

ant to my understanding is the senior fellow at the Sha-
lom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem, Yossi Klein Halevi. 
He is a reporter, columnist and author of a number of 
books refl ecting his own journey of understanding. His 
father was a Holocaust survivor who was very instru-
mental in his own early development as he responded 
with anger about what had happened to the Jews. But 
then he realized that he was living in what was perhaps 
the most fortunate generation for Jews in all of history. 
He was not in physical danger, enjoyed freedom living in 
America and Jews had returned to their homeland and 
established a state. It was the exact opposite of his father, 
who probably lived in what was the least fortunate gen-
eration to be Jewish with the systematic killing of mil-
lions of his people during the Holocaust. Young Halevi 
had no need to be angry, but sought to live fully and not 
as a victim.

He emigrated from Brooklyn to Jerusalem in 1983 at 
age 27. After living in Israel for nearly 20 years, he set forth 
on a search to better understand the practices, beliefs and 
devotion of the Christians and Muslims who lived in Israel 
and the West Bank. His book, “At the Entrance to the Gar-
den of Eden: A Jew’s Search for God with Christians and 
Muslims in the Holy Land,” chronicles that journey and 
the insights he gained as he joined the prayers and prac-
tices in monasteries and mosques.

In 2013, his eff orts to create meaningful dialogue led 
Halevi and Abdullah Antepli, an imam and founding 
director of Duke University’s Center for Muslim Life, to 

establish the Muslim Leadership Initiative at the Shalom 
Hartman Institute. Each year, the group brings Muslim 
leaders from North America to Israel to talk with rabbis 
and Jewish leaders about Judaism and Israel. In 2016, 
Antepli and the president of the Shalom Hartman Insti-
tute, Donniel Hartman, came to the Kaufman Insti-
tute for a presentation called, “Can We Find Common 
Ground between Israel and Palestine?”

Halevi’s latest book is “Letters to My Palestinian 
Neighbor.” He seeks to open a public conversation with 
his “neighbors” on the other side of the division wall for 
both sides to better understand each other’s narratives 
and hopes for the future. In a recent video, he explains, 
“One of the great dangers of our time is the breakdown 
in our ability to argue passionately and respectfully with 
those with whom we disagree.” This, he describes, is the 
situation in the Middle East as he seeks a “new approach 
to the dysfunctional discourse” currently dominating 
the eff orts.

In his book, he seeks to explain the Jewish people, 
their identity and history, and why they return to their 
home. He recognized that this is also the home to the 
Palestinian people. It is not an issue of right vs. wrong, 
but right vs. right, as both parties seek their legitimate 
goals. Both peoples belong deeply to the land, he asserts. 
It is a balance between empathy and faithfulness to 
one’s own story. Halevi sees himself living in the most 
dangerous part of the world, “but not as victims any-
more.” The challenge is to avoid being 100% sure of your 
own position, for it is in that little space of doubt where 
one can grow in understanding of the other.

Halevi had his book translated into Arabic and made 
available free for download. He encouraged Palestinian 
and Arab responses, which he published in the second 
edition. While he was tempted to respond himself , he 
chose to let the readers have the last word. It is his goal to 
open up a new conversation of honestly seeking to hear 
the stories of the other and seeking to understand them. 
It might be a goal for all of us in the polarized environ-
ment that seems to have captured much of our discourse 
these days.

The Kaufman Institute is beginning an online discus-
sion group next week on Halevi’s book. For further infor-
mation, go to our website at InterfaithUnderstanding.
org.

In these days of confl ict and competing narratives, let 
us keep open that space to listen and perhaps learn from 
someone who sees the world through diff erent eyes. It is 
an opportunity to learn and perhaps take a step toward 
peace.

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Search for broader understanding

Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

This week, I asked our panel to respond to 
an essay by the Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head 

pastor of Conklin Reformed Church, titled, “Listen! God 
is Calling!”

“God uses common vessels to deliver uncommon 
messages. In 1 Samuel, chapter 3, we read about a boy 
whom God called to deliver a very important message 
in his generation. Eli, the priest of the story, was not 
living according to his calling. He had neglected to dis-
cipline his children for the way they were living. Eli’s 
sons had blasphemed God and ‘he had failed to restrain 
them.’ So, God calls Samuel as he’s getting ready to 
sleep, ‘Samuel, Samuel!’ Samuel immediately ran to 
check what his mentor, Eli, wanted, but he found out 
it wasn’t Eli who was calling him. This happened three 
times until Eli realized that it was God who was calling 
the boy. So, he told him what to do; ‘Go and lie down 
and if he calls you, say: ‘Speak Lord for your servant is 
listening.’”

“As I read this story, I thought of the importance of 
mentors and pastors to help us discern God’s voice and 
point us in the right direction. But the thing that stood 
out the most was the sentence: ‘In those days the word 
of the Lord was rare’ (verse 1). For years, I have prayed 
that The Word of the Lord would not be rare in our gen-
eration, in our churches, or in our lives. We can be sur-
rounded by Bibles and have no appetite for the Word of 
God. We can hear great sermons every Sunday and still 
not believe that God can speak to us in a personal and 
direct way.

“Living in the temple and being exposed to God’s 
Word does not amount to knowing God and hearing his 
voice. Samuel was living in the temple and heard the 
Word of God regularly, yet verse 7 tells us that he did 
not yet know God, nor had the Word of the Lord been 
revealed to him. However, when Samuel fi nally heard 
God’s call, he obeyed, and he delivered a very diffi  cult 
message to his own mentor.

“Listen! God is calling! He wants to speak to you in a 
personal way. He wants to use His Word to reveal things 
to you that you do not yet know. God has important 
messages for this generation and he wants to use you to 
deliver them. The question is, will you say yes and say to 
God what Samuel said? ‘Here am I; Speak for your ser-
vant is listening.’ God’s Word will not come back empty 
and He will bless your words in response to your obedi-
ence. ‘The Lord was with Samuel as he grew up and he 
let none of Samuel’s words fall to the ground.’ (1 Samuel 
3:19).”

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

“By his or her creation in the image and likeness of 
God, all human beings are searching for meaning in 
life. Still, there is a part of being human that resists 
any type of call, including the call to follow God. A nat-
ural reaction to God’s call is to question, run or even 
to fear.

“God is persistent but does not speak with a loud 
voice. This can be a problem in a world where there is so 
much noise, not only just from everyday living but also 
from the choice to be plugged into devices.

“Samuel is but one example in Scripture of individ-
uals who listened, believed and acted on the Word of 
God. However, Samuel was confused at fi rst and it took 
discernment for him to realize just who was calling his 
name.

“Each person of faith can point to an individual 
who witnessed the presence of God through deeds and 
words. For some, that is an imam, minister, priest, rabbi, 
or other faith leader. For others it might be a family 
member. For me, it was my maternal grandmother and 
her faith and witness to God’s presence in the world that 
allowed me to recognize God’s voice and call.”

Chris Curia, local youth director and master of 
divinity candidate at The Seattle School of Theol-
ogy & Psychology, responds:

“I appreciate Rev. Nikkel’s highlighting the impor-
tance of having mentors in our lives to anchor us in wis-
dom. For most of my adult life, I rarely sought out the 
counsel of others until hardships in my life taught me I 
could not do it alone. Now, I cannot speak highly enough 
of the importance of surrounding yourself with people 
who will deeply listen to you and guide you through your 
struggles and blind spots.

“I also appreciate how Rev. Nikkel points out that spir-
itual piety does not necessarily correlate to true knowl-
edge of God. We need look no further than a person’s 
actions to assess whether they are truly in the divine 
fl ow (James 2:17-18). Moreover, we need not become so 
fi xated on the mechanics of spiritual practice that we 
lose sight of the focus of our eff orts.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

God’s call can be 
hard  for us to hear

 Sarah Pulliam Bailey   Washington Post

Faith leaders are strategizing over how to prevent the 
spread of disease by reevaluating common practices in wor-
ship, including how people will sit in pews, greet each other 
and avoid the use of communal songbooks and Bibles.

Added to the list of what could spread the new coronavi-
rus, communal singing is being reconsidered by many pas-
tors and music leaders.

“I will take heat for my decision from those who will say I 
have no faith,” said Pastor Doug Sides, a Southern Baptist in 
Florida, who decided against singing in his church.

He said an emergency room nurse from a hospital 
raised the concern, and he sought advice from several local 
health offi  cials and searched for answers nationally before 
announcing his decision.

“It just makes good sense to me,” Sides said.
Singing, seen by Christians as a core part of a worship 

service, could go against the public health recommenda-
tions of some epidemiologists. A similar question is being 
asked by music teachers and choirs across the country.

Archbishop Leonard Blair, head of the U.S. Conference of 

Catholic Bishops’ Committee on Divine Worship, suggested 
to other Catholic leaders that they consider guidelines that 
recommend that churches not use choirs, according to 
the National Catholic Reporter. The Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America’s Metropolitan New York Synod recom-
mends that churches refrain from singing and that if music 
is performed during a service, it should be a solo instrument 
or something recorded.

Jeff  Schlegelmilch, who worked as an epidemiologist in 
Boston and is deputy director of the National Center for 
Disaster Preparedness at Columbia University, said sing-
ing could allow for respiratory droplets to fl y farther than 
talking. Masks might help, but they might not be the com-
plete solution to prevent fl ying droplets.

“It’s always safer to say no,” he said. “You have a lot of 
people in an enclosed space for a period of time.”

In early March, a choir practice led to a large outbreak in 
Washington state, according to the Los Angeles Times. Doz-
ens of choir members who met for practice at a church were 
diagnosed with COVID-19, and at least two died.

THE COVID-19 OUTBREAK

Many worship leaders put away hymnals 

If you go

What: Online book group discussing “Letters to My Palestin-
ian Neighbor”

When: 2 p.m. Wednesdays, beginning July 22

Where: Information and signup at bit.ly/Kaufman-Book

Seymour Padnos, right, sits next to his brother, Stuart Padnos, and waves to the crowd during the Tulip 
Time Volksparade in 2003 in Holland. The Padnos brothers were the grand marshals of the parade that 
year. Seymour Padnos, a proponent of interfaith initiatives, died last week.   MLive.com fi les
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