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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

The current discussion about the removal 
or destruction of monuments remains in 
the news. This is not a new issue in Amer-

ican history, or even in world religious history. In 1776, 
following a public reading of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, a mob pulled down the equestrian statue of King 
George III. The metal was melted and used to make bul-
lets for the Revolutionary War eff ort.

It is not necessary to preserve that statue of King 
George for us to remember the Declaration of Indepen-
dence or the American Revolution that followed. The 
tearing down of the statue is also history. Please don’t 
get me wrong. I’m not advocating mob actions of tearing 
down statues, nor am I in favor of another violent revolu-
tion. But I do believe we need to think clearly about the 
proper role of statues and monuments in the telling of 
our history.

One of the earliest pre-Revolution Anglican churches 
was King’s Chapel in Boston. Even though its mem-
bers and clergy pledged their allegiance to the King of 
England, it is not necessary to tear down the church; but 
neither is it necessary to erect a monument to the king in 
order for that bit of history to be remembered.

But I do believe the status of honored memorials needs 
re-evaluation given current issues in our society. That 
said, we have forums and settings where that can be 
debated and decisions made on what is in the best inter-
est for our society and for proper remembrance of our 
history.

Thomas S. Kidd, the Vardaman Distinguished Pro-
fessor of History at Baylor University, discussed this in 
a recent article in the magazine Christianity Today. He 
notes monuments were created at a particular time and 
for a certain purpose. The university in which he teaches 
was named for Judge R.E.B. Baylor, a Baptist leader, 
Southern politician and slaveholder. The university has 
appointed a commission to discuss and recommend 
on how that history is to be remembered, including the 
future of a statue on campus honoring the founder.

Kidd’s article also discussed a 7-foot monument in 
Selma, Alabama, not erected until 2000, to honor a Con-
federate general, Nathan Bedford Forrest. While sup-
posing to honor a general for his war eff orts, the inscrip-
tion does not mention that he was also responsible for 
the massacre of African American troops in Tennessee, 
and later was a grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan. The 
inscription reads, “This monument stands as a testa-
ment of our perpetual devotion and respect for Lt. Gen. 
Nathan Bedford Forrest CSA 1821-1877, one of the South’s 
fi nest heroes.” It is not hard to imagine the message sent 
to the Black community living in proximity to the mon-
ument. I doubt that it enhances their historical under-
standing.

Professor Kidd concludes, “Removing monuments 
to figures such as Forrest should be an easy call for 
Americans, especially for Christians. … He committed 
racial atrocities in the name of a rebellion against the 
United States. If standing on public land, such monu-
ments should be removed and at most be displayed in a 
museum, not in a place of honor.”

It gets more complicated when it is a Confederate gen-
eral who didn’t own slaves, or a Founding Father who 
played a major role in the creation of our nation but did 

own slaves. Kidd continues, “Deciding not to give some-
one a place of symbolic honor is hardly the same thing as 
erasing history. If all you know about Lincoln comes from 
viewing a statue of him, you don’t know much about Lin-
coln anyway. Libraries hold thousands of books on Wash-
ington, Lincoln and even fi gures such as Nathan Bedford 
Forrest, and that should not change. What we’re talking 
about with monuments is publicly celebrating historical 
fi gures.”

The 20th century theologian Paul Tillich made the dis-
tinction between signs and symbols. Signs, he said, are 
arbitrary and provide information such as a street or stop 
sign, or a sign identifying a business or historical place of 
interest. For Tillich, symbols participate in what it is that 
they signify, such as a fl ag, the cross for Christians or the 
Star of David for Jews. While seeking to point to that which 
is sacred, they can become almost sacred in themselves. 
It is idolatry when the symbol itself becomes worshiped, 
rather than just pointing to or symbolizing the sacred.

In our current discussions, I wonder if the monuments 
under consideration have gone beyond providing histor-
ical information, but have become objects representing a 
reality that has been lost, a memory that verges on wor-
ship of a bygone era. Why would there be over 1,700 con-
federate monuments put up some 50 years after the end 
of the Confederacy? Was it to provide historical informa-
tion or was it to symbolize a mindset of what the Confeder-
acy represented, including slavery? Was it seeking to keep 
alive an idea that refused to be totally defeated? And when 
do such monuments and other symbols such as fl ags take 
on a symbolic meaning that tries to create a reality that 
becomes almost sacred?

The religious traditions on this matter are also instruc-
tive. The Hebrew Scriptures set forth the Ten Command-
ments in both Exodus and repeated in Deuteronomy, 
including the prohibition: “You shall not make for yourself 
a carved image.” (Exodus 20:4) The warning against idols 
appears over 100 times in the  Bible.

Islam also has strong injunctions against idolatry, tradi-
tionally prohibiting any picture or sculpture depicting the 
prophet Mohammad or any living person or animal.

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 dan-
ger of leading to idolatry. Our faith traditions, as well as 
our good sense should warn us against such misuse.
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This week’s question: “How did your role as 
minister/pastor/rabbi/faith leader/imam 

changed during the COVID-19 pandemic? Do you think 
any of the changes in your church/temple/synagogue/
mosque will be permanent, or do you hope to return to a 
pre-pandemic normal?”

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

“I’ve learned an incredible amount about digital 
fi lm production and editing. The value of a good mic, 
and green screen. As many went down the sourdough 
starter hole, I’ve started a ministry of making and break-
ing bread, bringing sourdough bread loaves to six to 
seven households a week, as we talk 6 feet away through 
masks.

“My leadership team at Plymouth UCC are in the 
midst of working on a plan for hybridizing our commu-
nity, creating equitable access for participation in the 
life of the congregation, whether folx are present in per-
son or virtually. We will always have an online presence, 
and meetings will always be held both in-person and vir-
tually.

“Until we are safe to sing, herd immunity by vaccine 
or otherwise, we will be pre-recording our Music Minis-
try for any sung or wind instrument ministry. I’m hop-
ing that we have learned that normal wasn’t working 
for many. There’s real opportunity for creativity and 
innovation, and I’m excited to see how we are trans-
formed.”

The Rev. Michael Nasser, who writes from an 
Eastern Christian perspective and is pastor of St. 
Nicholas Orthodox Christian Church, responds:

“The word ‘church’ literally means those who are 
‘called out’ and implies a gathering. The members of 
the Christian community being physically present with 
each other is so important that it partly defi nes who we 
are and not simply describes what we do.

“The understandable separation that was required by 
the pandemic was an enormous challenge, and practi-
cally everything we did before it had to be done diff er-
ently.

“The pastoral changes included being part of engi-
neering the ability to live stream services and trying to 
assist parishioners with how to participate as fully as 
possible in something that is still defi ned by a gathering. 
All in-person meetings and conversations were moved 
to telephone and teleconference.

“While we are so grateful for the ability to begin to 
turn back to in-person activity, we will try to maintain 
some of the technological connections, especially as 
they benefi t the home-bound and those who live great 
distances from the church.”

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

“My role didn’t change. How I did my work changed 
a great deal. I could no longer meet people from the 
church or community face to face over a meal at a restau-
rant. Our weekly Bible study ended abruptly because the 
people in the group were not comfortable using a com-
puter.

“Worship moved first to Facebook Live and then to 
Zoom. I now see their faces in little boxes on my com-
puter screen in my home study from which I plan and 
lead worship every Sunday morning.

“I cannot embrace or shake hands with the people 
after the service. We no longer share conversation and 
coff ee before and after worship. I cannot visit and pray 
with people in the hospital or their homes. And, because 
we cannot gather in person around the Lord’s Table or 
the font, we are exiled from the sacraments and the life 
they give.

“During the pandemic I became a preaching video 
producer. I had to learn about live-streaming, video and 
sound production. One thing we will continue when this 
is over is live-streaming worship. We will also likely con-
tinue to use Zoom for business and committee meet-
ings.”

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

“Ministry is incarnational. It is face to face, voice to 
voice, hand to hand, person to person. My role as pastor-
preacher-teacher changed dramatically, shockingly, 
immediately.

“Social distancing and quarantine meant no hospi-
tal visits to support the sick, no vigils with the dying and 
their families, no house calls with the lonely. Thanks 
to my younger techno-native associate, a creative staff  
team and the Spirit’s inspiration, we made an immedi-
ate shift to pre-fi lmed virtual worship, which continues 
to evolve to be more personable, relevant, artistic every 
week. But it’s not the same!

“The necessity of committee meetings via Zoom have 
taught us that attendance improves when no one needs 
to travel. As much as it’s been successful, YouTube pre-
recorded worship illustrates that we attend church both 
for God and to be with one another. Yet, we’ve learned 
that choir members each singing at home, alone can be 
blended into one harmony thanks to computer software 
called Acapella.

“We’ve seen how artistic images enrich a sermon 
when shown on a split screen with the preacher. COVID-
19 has brought the church surprising gifts, which we’ll 
move with into the future. There is no going back to nor-
mal — only the next adventure. We have more tools at 
our disposal as we journey.”
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An image of the late Georgia Congressman and civil rights pioneer U.S. Rep. John Lewis is projected July 22 on the 
pedestal of the statue of Confederate Gen. Robert E. Lee on Monument Avenue in Richmond, Virginia.   AP

“Deciding not to give someone 
a place of symbolic honor is 
hardly the same thing as erasing 
history.”
Thomas S. Kidd, the Vardaman Distinguished 
Professor of History at Baylor University

Statue controversies have a long history in America and around the world

“There is no going back to 
normal — only the next 
adventure. We have more tools 
at our disposal as we journey.”
The Rev. Linda Knieriemen, senior pastor at 
First Presbyterian Church in Holland
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Church in the Park
Wedgwood Park (Wilson Ave in Grandville)

Sundays at 9:00am through August 30th

Bring your own chairs and enjoy a 30-minute 
church service out in the beauty of God’s creation.  

Distancing required, masks optional.  
Family friendly, with a playground adjacent.

Worship Outside! All Are Welcome.
A ministry of Grandville United Methodist Church

Online Worship also available: www.grandvilleumc.com


