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Douglas Kindschi   director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

“Difference can be a source of vast 
enrichment and growth — or a reason for 
hate, exclusion, discrimination and vio-

lence. … The stakes of diff erence are high.” So writes Ted 
Hiebert, professor emeritus at McCormick Theological 
Seminary, in his recently published book, “The Begin-
ning 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 
Islamophobic attitudes and actions.

Hiebert received his doctorate at Harvard University 
and taught there, as well as at Gustavus Adolphus College, 
Boston College and St. John’s University. At McCormick 
he was the professor of Old Testament, one of the editors 
and translators of the Common English Bible and writer 
of commentaries on the book of Genesis.

In “The Beginning,” he explores the issues of identity 
and diff erence in Genesis, as well as in the contemporary 
scene. In today’s world, identity and diff erence are fre-
quently defined by religion and skin color. Our history 
and early texts help form our current attitudes, and Hie-
bert explores the origin stories of diff erence as expressed 
in the biblical book.

The various Genesis authors seek to understand iden-
tity and meaning for the emerging Hebrew people. 
The famous story of the Tower of Babel as recorded in 
Genesis 11 has often been interpreted as a story of human 
pride and God’s punishment. Hiebert wants us to look 
at this short passage with new eyes. This familiar story, 
comprising just nine verses, is in two distinct parts. The 
first four verses describe the people taking bricks and 
mortar to build a city and a “tower with its top in the sky, 
and let’s make a name for ourselves.”

Hiebert notes that there is nothing in these verses that 
indicates pride. Rather, it as a story about a people seek-
ing to create and preserve their own cultural identity. He 
writes, “I believe the beginning of the story of Babel is 
dealing with … (an) important human experience — the 
need for meaning, belonging, and identity that can only 
come from being a member of a common cultural tradi-
tion.” He sees it as recognizing the fundamental need for 
social identity that is common to all of us.

The reference to building a tower, which some transla-
tions describe as “reaching to the heavens,” could also be 
translated as “reaching to the sky.” Hiebert, a Hebrew lan-
guage scholar as well, prefers this latter translation and 
notes that it does not imply pride but just that it would be 
very tall, much as we might describe a “skyscraper.”

Thus, the fi rst part of the story represents the normal 
and appropriate desire to fi nd identity in one’s commu-
nity and culture.

The second part of the story, verses 5-9, describes 
God’s response. While the people were constructing a sin-
gle culture, God introduces multiple cultures. Hiebert 
writes, “God introduces diff erence. How we understand 
what God intended and what God did when God brought 
diff erence into the world will have everything to do with 
how we understand the message of this story about dif-
ference.”

A common language is a primary marker of a dis-
tinct culture, and God brings a diversity of language in 
order to introduce multiple cultures. The story tells us 
how God mixes the languages so they cannot understand 
each other. Some translations describe this as God “con-
fuses” their language, while other translations use the 

work “mixes” or “mingles” their languages. Hiebert pre-
fers this latter translation since it is more neutral. There 
is nothing in the text about this being a punishment; it 
is just the action taken. It is one of the ways God creates 
multiple cultures.

The story goes on to say that God scatters the peo-
ple across the Earth. Geographical location is another 
marker of a culture, and thus God creates diff erence in 
both language and common living space.

In these origin stories recorded in Genesis, we find 
insights that can inform the issues of today. The drive 
for identity and common cultural affi  liation is a natural 
human need. But the reality is that we live in a world of 
many cultures. We can choose to see this as threatening 
or we can see it as a reality ordained by God.

It is natural to seek identity with those we see as hav-
ing something in common, and certainly language and 
living space are important parts of that commonality. 
We often also seek our identity with those with whom 
we share religion, political ideas, professional inter-
ests, hobbies, etc. These identities can be very useful 
and healthy. But when the identities become overbear-
ing and exclude those with diff erent identities they can 
become hurtful and even lead to hate and violence.

In the current political environment, it is important 
to recognize that seeking identity is a natural desire. Yet 
our country is founded on diversity and throughout our 
history this struggle has led to conflict between vari-
ous ethnic and religious groups. Catholics, Jews, Irish, 
Asians, Muslims, Blacks and others have all been sub-
jected to discrimination and prejudice because of their 
identity. By understanding our scriptures, as well as the 
aspirations at our country’s founding, we can see more 
clearly the vital role of diversity in our world.

Based on the reading of our religious origin stories, we 
see the diff erent cultures and identities as a part of God’s 
plan for diversity. This insight can lead to understand-
ing, acceptance and peace. Hiebert writes, “The drive 
toward identity and solidarity is a distinctively human 
impulse, and the emergence of diff erence as a distinc-
tively divine choice. … Diff erence is God’s idea.”

In these days of division and hatred, let us embrace 
diff erence in order to learn, grow and fi nd meaning in 
the rich variety of identities. “Diff erence is God’s idea.”
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Diff erences might divide us, 
or they can enrich our lives

Rabbi David Krishef,   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Elba asks, “Are there any sins so terrible 
that one loses the privilege of resurrection? Is 
suicide one of them?”

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

“The Universalist part of our faith believes in universal 
salvation, no one would ever be denied access to heaven for 
any reason. As for the comment about suicide. We need to 
remove the stigma around suicide. Having worked in a hos-
pital setting for many years, I have come to understand sui-
cide to be a life-threatening illness. A person suff ering from 
suicidal tendencies needs our support, love and compas-
sion. The person is suff ering. My understanding of God is of 
a loving God who would unequivocally welcome those who 
are suff ering. Personally, I do not believe in sin, but I would 
question those who would shame those in our society who 
are suff ering.”

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

“Presbyterianism defi nes sin as ‘the transgression of the 
law of God’ (I John 3:4), and teaches that ‘every sin deser-
veth God’s wrath and curse, both in this life and that which 
is to come’ (Shorter Catechism, Q. 84). But we also confess 
that ‘all transgressions of the law of God are not equally hei-
nous; but some sins in themselves, and by reason of several 
aggravations, are more heinous in the sight of God than oth-
ers’ (Larger Catechism, Q. 150). For example, the sins of a 
Christian are more heinous or blameworthy than other peo-
ple’s sins, because the Christian sins against knowledge and 
grace. We have been taught what God’s revealed will is, and 
we have received grace to do what God requires in His law.

“But we also confess that Christ has ‘fully satisfi ed’ for all 
our sins, past, present, and future. His atonement for sin, 
and God’s free gift of justifi cation from the guilt of all sin, 
are both comprehensive and irrevocable. The only ‘mortal’ 
or fatal sin is unbelief, that is, refusing to believe or cast-
ing away faith in promises of the gospel. Suicide is heinous 
sin, more heinous than many other sins; those tempted to 

commit suicide should seek the counsel and help of other 
Christians to overcome this temptation. But suicide does 
not negate God’s promise of salvation, and does not exclude 
the believer from the resurrection to eternal life through our 
Lord Jesus Christ.”

Chris Curia, local youth director and master of divin-
ity candidate at The Seattle School of Theology & Psy-
chology, responds:

“First, let’s redefine resurrection. There is good reason 
to believe that Jesus was far more concerned with people 
believing in the possibility of a new life for this life, not just 
one for the age to come. The scandal of resurrection, there-
fore, is that this new life is possible for everybody, every-
where, and always. The privilege of divine love is freely given 
and lasts forever.

“If we reframe resurrection with this perspective, then the 
notion that a person, once rebirthed into this new life, can-
not be separated from the love of God actually holds up. The 
goodness freely given is so not about us, nor is it contingent 
upon the ways we bring harm to ourselves and our world. 
Resurrection is embodiment taken to its eventual goal. The 
whole point is that through it, nothing good can ever die, no 
matter life’s demands.”

My response:
My tradition sees suicide through two lenses. First, it is 

wrong because of the sixth commandment, “Do not mur-
der.” Against this, though, our assumption is that people 
who kill themselves are suff ering from some kind of clini-
cal depression or other mental illness. A person cannot be 
fully culpable for the crime of murder unless they have the 
capacity to understand that what they did is wrong. To add 
another layer of complexity, my tradition also sees a person’s 
death as a fi nal moment of atonement.

One might argue that any terrible sins on that person’s 
conscience, even murder, are wiped clean at the moment 
of death. Such a person might die having considered and 
regretted all past mistakes and having done their best to 
repay the mistakes, submitted to the appropriate punish-
ment for the worst of them, and having vowed never to 
repeat them. In that case, it seems reasonable that one’s 

death atone for all of the things that one could have done 
better, and that the soul ought to enjoy the world to come 
and the resurrection of the messianic era.

However, what about a person who did not regret their 
sins? One who died as an unrepentant murderer? To use an 
extreme example, what about Hitler? To my mind, it seems 
reasonable that death should not repent for a life of evil for 
the unremorseful.

So we return to suicide. I’ll assume that any person who 
successfully ends his or her own life did not fully under-
stand the nature of the sin, and was not morally culpable. 
And therefore such a person’s death would be their atone-
ment, and they would go on to the afterlife and resurrection.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Is taking one’s own life forgivable?

 Sarah Pulliam Bailey   Washington Post

Meetings always have been a path to sobriety in 
Alcoholics Anonymous. But instead of hunting for a gathering 
in a church basement, these days, most seekers have to fi nd 
the right Zoom password.

Virtual meetings are taking place around-the-clock; any-
one can join a gathering on the other side of the world in the 
middle of the night. But because of “Zoom bombing” — out-
side attacks in which intruders enter video meetings — hosts 
are adding passwords to meetings, which members fear could 
be a barrier to some.

Members of AA say they miss the in-person meetings 
where people often hug and hold hands. They say the stay-
home orders to combat the novel coronavirus have created 
additional feelings of isolation, which those addicted to alco-
hol already are facing. And they are worried that people who 
want to join AA might have trouble fi nding a meeting or feel-
ing comfortable joining a Zoom call where most everyone else 
generally knows each other.

AA, founded by two men in 1935, is seen by researchers as 
one of the most eff ective and least expensive tools off ering 
treatment. Although it is one of the most popular of the many 
community-based programs that take place in churches and 
other community buildings across the nation, AA has stayed 
away from explicit religious ties.

Still, the steps often hold spiritual meaning for partic-
ipants. Several of AA’s 12 steps refer either to a deity or to 
religious practices, such as prayer. The steps include a kind of 
confession, asking “Him to remove our shortcomings.” The 
fi nal step includes mention of a “spiritual awakening” as a 
result of AA’s steps.

Experts who study Alcoholics Anonymous and alcohol 
addiction say they have seen a huge boom in home deliv-
ery sales of alcohol during the social isolation period, which 
they fear will fuel alcohol disorders. As bars have been closed, 
many Americans have been drinking at home, where social 
barriers from drinking in excess are more removed.

“There’s going to be a big need on the other side of this 
when people are out and about,” said John F. Kelly, a profes-
sor of psychiatry in addiction medicine at Harvard Medical 
School.

Attending a Zoom AA meeting is a far cry from decades of 
AA tradition, in which people would often exchange hugs and 
hold hands in prayer.

“I felt a wave of belonging. That whole thing is missing 
now,” said a man who has been a member since the 1980s.

As most in-person AA meetings are on pause or resum-
ing with limitations, he fears for newcomers who might be 
seeking the kind of physical connection he found. He said he 
expects a surge of newcomers as people emerge from isola-
tion.

Fear and stress around disease and job loss have likely led 
many to turn to drinking to cope, said Keith Humphreys, a 
psychiatry professor at Stanford University. The experience 
of joining a Zoom call is more passive than the act of going to 
a meeting.

“You can get away with hanging back on the Internet in a 
way you can’t when you’re sitting in a room,” Humphreys said.

A recent Washington-based meeting  ended by those pres-
ent collectively saying the famous “Serenity Prayer,” which is 
attributed to the late theologian Reinhold Niebuhr.

If they were meeting in person, the co-host would normally 
grab someone’s hand before the prayer, and that person would 
grab the next person’s hand, and so on. This time, she fum-
bled around the computer for a few seconds to fi nd the button 
to unmute everyone.

COMMUNITY OUTREACH

Alcoholics 
Anonymous expects 
surge in membership

Ted Hiebert is professor emeritus at 
McCormick Theological Seminary. 

“Difference can be a source of 
vast enrichment and growth — 
or a reason for hate, exclusion, 
discrimination and violence. … 
The stakes of difference are high.”
Ted Hiebert, professor emeritus at McCormick Theological 
Seminary, and author of “The Beginning of Difference: 
Discovering Identity in God’s Diverse World”
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