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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Racial justice is certainly the critical issue 
we face today.  The pandemic of racial injus-
tice has even pushed aside the coronavirus 

pandemic. The murder of George Floyd and the worldwide 
response has brought this issue again to our consciousness. 

It also begs the question of how faith communities will 
respond. 

The response has been strong and widely diverse, from 
the Parliament of World Religions to the evangelical journal 
“Christianity Today.” The Parliament joined with other orga-
nizations, like Religions for Peace, to issue a joint statement 
titled “This Perilous Moment.”  It reads, in part: 

“Our words come in an hour of peril informed by a sense 
of crisis. Racial injustice, deep inequities, hate speech, bru-
tality, and authoritarian power converge in a vulnerable 
moment when millions are infected and aff ected by a global 
virus that we have yet to fi nd either a vaccine for or any med-
ication to deliver us from. This endangers the fabric of our 
society.

“Our wicked scourge of discrimination and racism is struc-
tural, systemic, systematic, and institutional. … We soberly 
own up to the fact that our religious communities have been 
complicit for far too long. We have upheld in far too many 
ways the false tenets that enable racism to continue in our 
society.

“We confess that we have a sickness in America that is spir-
itual and moral in nature even in as much as it is cultural, 
economic, political, and social. Our sacred texts and tradi-
tions have been used, wrongly so, to further racial injustice. 
Yet, they are also a deep well that informs our understanding 
of justice, and which can now call us all towards our better 
angels to overcome this crisis. People of faith must stand for 
love and stand up for equity, equality, and justice.”

Christianity Today also addressed this issue in a May 28 
article, “George Floyd Left a Gospel Legacy in Houston.” It 
points out that Floyd, before moving to Minneapolis two years 
ago, lived in Houston for decades, where he mentored young 
men to break the cycle of violence. He was known as “Big 
Floyd” at a housing project where he “used his infl uence to 
bring outside ministries to the area to do discipleship and out-
reach.”  Pastor Patrick Ngwolo of the Resurrection Houston 
church said, “George Floyd was a person of peace sent from 
the Lord that helped the gospel go forward in a place that I 
never lived in.”

One of Floyd’s friends there said, “I think he wanted to 
see young men put guns down and have Jesus instead of the 
streets. … The people who knew him personally will remem-
ber him as a positive light. Guys from the streets look to him 
like, ‘Man, if he can change his life, I can change mine.’”

The response to Floyd’s murder swept the nation and even 
countries around the world. A longtime advocate of racial 
justice and founder of the progressive evangelical journal 
“Sojourners,” Jim Wallis, wrote, “In my lifetime, I have never 
seen more white people involved in the deep and growing 
movement to address systemic racism, structural injustice on 
many fronts, and, specifi cally, the violent policing and kill-
ing of black people. … Thousands of mostly young people — 
diverse across faiths and ethnicities — were exercising their 
power to protest. I have never … seen so many white people 
who care so deeply about America’s Original Sin, structural 
racial injustice, and the 400 years of violence against black 
lives, following the lead of their black brothers and sisters to 
voice that concern to the police and military, and all the polit-

ical leaders behind them.”
Another posting from Christianity Today reported how the 

evangelical churches of Minneapolis have joined together in 
protesting racism and police violence, as well as participat-
ing in citywide eff orts to donate food and supplies and recruit 
volunteers for cleanup eff orts. An organization of evangeli-
cals called “Transform Minnesota” has led eff orts to address 
social issues in the community. A black Baptist pastor told the 
group, “Yes, we need your help right now. Yes, we need your 
help cleaning up. Yes, we need your resources. But we also 
need long-term partners who are going to help us stand up for 
God and tear down the systems that hold people down.”

Greg Boyd, senior pastor at the evangelical megachurch 
Woodland Hills in the Minneapolis area, was also reported to 
have told a group of pastors on a Zoom call that he was “con-
victed that racism is the responsibility of the white church. If 
white Christians had loved like Jesus loved,” he said, “they 
could have stopped slavery before it began, squelched the Ku 
Klux Klan, and prevented the laws that instituted racial seg-
regation in America.” 

Jewish and Muslim groups have also mobilized and raised 
money for racial justice eff orts and recognize the aff ront that 
racism has been to these religious communities as well. Lead-
ers gathered together  Sunday afternoon for an online inter-
faith forum on “Police, Prejudice, and Prophetic Paradigm” 
sponsored by the Islamic Society of North America.   

When asked “What is your best cause for hope today?,” 
Atlanta Mayor Keisha Lance Bottoms called for a “monu-

mental shift” in order to “signal to our country that it is time
to heal.” She added, “I am so inspired when I see protesters
across this country and see police kneeling with protesters
across the country because they are saying to each other, ‘I
hear you, I feel you, and I want something better for our coun-
try, too.’”

Is this a turning point for our nation? Can we fi nd hope in
the developments that have occurred? 

I do fi nd hope in the number of police leaders from Flint
and Houston, and now in Grand Rapids, who have met with
the protesters, shared their concern, marched with them, and
even “taken the knee.” I take hope in the protests that have
not only swept the entire country but have gone worldwide to
places like England, Germany and New Zealand. I fi nd hope
in pastors from all religious affi  liations who are in words and
actions addressing this 400-year blight on our society. I fi nd
hope in the many faith traditions that have initiated cooper-
ative commitments bringing their scriptures and beliefs to
work together for needed action.

We cannot hide from the truth taught by Rabbi Abraham
Joshua Heschel, “that in a free society, some are guilty, but
all are responsible.”  We may not be guilty of George Floyd’s
murder, but we are all responsible for systems that perpetu-
ate racism and tolerate abuse of authority, and for our failure
to act on our religious and ethical imperatives to love justice
and mercy for all.  
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Amid racism and protests, is there hope?
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What needs to be done in order for a bad deed to 
be fully atoned for?

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All Souls Commu-
nity Church of West Michigan, a Unitarian Universalist 
congregation, responds:

“We must own our mistakes without excuses. We need to 
off er an apology to those we have harmed. We need to lis-
ten when they tell us of the harm we have caused without 
rebuttal. And we need to make the correction, learn from 
our error, and going forward not repeat the same behavior. 
Essentially, we need to do better going forward.”

Chris Curia, the director of youth ministries at Fairway 
Christian Reformed Church, responds:

“Did you know that the word atonement is the literal 
stitching together of the words at and one, and the suffix 
-ment? The word prompts us to strive for oneness with God, 
ourselves and others, not to do better or be better. Our lim-
ited perspective on penal atonement often frames God like 
an abuser (or a bystander to the abuse) when it comes to the 
crucifi xion of Christ. As it relates to us, this God even resem-
bles a bloodthirsty mobster, demanding some sacrifi ce from 
us to demonstrate our loyalty to God and the cause.

“But if love has an expression, it is forgiveness and learn-
ing to love again, not demanding better deeds or perfection. 
We are redeemed by being included. Sometimes, redemption 
and inclusion compel us to appropriately respond by own-
ing up to how we have hurt others through reparations per 
how we have done wrong. But to live in a scarcity mentality 
that forgiveness is sparse is to become enslaved to the kind 
of legalism from which Jesus sought to disentangle the spir-
itual life.”

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

“This depends on several factors. Most bad deeds 
affect another person. If there is any way to rectify the 
ill that one has caused, then that should be uppermost in 
the mind. Full responsibility should be  taken, apology 
off ered, and if the action can be reversed or compensa-
tion provided, then we move forward. Even if the apology 

is not accepted, every attempt should be made for rectifi -
cation or healing.

“Then there are those actions that might not affect 
any one person in particular, but nonetheless impact the 
wider world. In those cases it is advised by many Hindu 
teachers to intensify one’s spiritual practices of medita-
tion, devotion and selfl ess service to increase the aware-
ness of one’s bearing on our environment and the larger 
population.

“Asking forgiveness from God may be a helpful 
psycho-spiritual exercise for some, but it is not required. The 
simple feeling of remorse and the desire to do better in the 
future can be just as eff ective.  In Hinduism, there are cere-
monies that are designed to expunge sins. Even taking a dip 
in a river is said to be of redemptive value. But these are sim-
ply measures to encourage introspection and renewal. With-
out the proper mindset, they mean nothing.”

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

“Presbyterians believe that every ‘bad deed’ or sin ‘deser-
veth God’s wrath and curse, both in this life, and that which 
is to come.’ (Shorter Catechism, Q. 84) It is impossible for us 
to atone fully for one such ‘bad deed,’ much less a lifetime 
of sinning against the law of God. ‘To escape the wrath and 
curse of God due to us for sin, God requireth of us faith in 
Christ, repentance unto life, and the diligent use of all the 
outward means whereby Christ communicateth to us the 
benefi ts of redemption’ (SC, Q. 85).

“‘Christ died for our sins’ (I Corinthians 15:3), thus mak-
ing full atonement or satisfaction for them to God. Our part 
is to trust in the power and effi  cacy of Christ’s death for us, 
and thereby turn from our sins and begin a new life of obe-
dience to God and service to our fellow human beings, in 
Christ’s name.

“All the benefi ts of Christ’s redeeming death and resur-
rection are ‘communicated’ or imparted to us through the 
preaching of the Word and the administration of the sacra-
ments, as the Holy Ghost uses these ‘outward means’ to work 
faith in our hearts and confi rm it (Heidelberg Catechism, Q. 
65).”

My response:
If the bad deed involves another person, atonement begins

with a sincere apology to the person you have wronged. It
may require more than one conversation, and the apology
should not ask for forgiveness, but should clearly state what
you did wrong and apologize for it without excuses.

If your behavior caused monetary damage in any way, you
need to make restitution. If there are any legal penalties, you
must submit to them.

Resolve not to repeat the behavior. This needs to be a
sincere intention, recognizing the steps you have taken to
change habitual bad behavior.

Then, and only then, Judaism proposes that God will wipe
away the bad behavior as if it had never existed.
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What do we need to do in order to atone for a bad deed?

Grand Rapids Police Chief Eric Payne joins a protest against the death of George Floyd on June 3 in Grand Rapids.   
Cory Morse, MLive.com

“I have never … seen so many white people who care so deeply about America’s Original Sin, structural 
racial injustice, and the 400 years of violence against black lives.”
Jim Wallis, founder of “Sojourners” magazine

www.goodshepherdpres.com
www.whatifgod.com

www.grtumc.org

94
53

82
6-
24


