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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Schools are closed, athletic 
events canceled, store shelves 
empty, and a national emer-

gency declared while the World Health Orga-
nization declares an offi  cial pandemic. And 
all this affects our faith communities as 
well. Most churches have canceled or moved 
to livestreaming services. Pilgrimages to 
the Islamic holy sites in Mecca have been 
banned and the local Masjid At-Tawheed has 
suspended Friday prayers. Jewish services 
have been canceled, as well as other faith 
gatherings.

From a religious perspective it reminds 
us that we are not in charge as much as we 
would like to think. Things happen outside 
our control and our freedom has its lim-
its. It has been summed up beautifully by a 
Capuchin Franciscan priest and friar, 
Brother Richard Hendrick, who lives and 
works in Ireland. He teaches Christian med-
itation and mindfulness and works in the 
city center of Dublin. In a recent posting on 
Twitter, he wrote the following piece, titled 
“Lockdown.”

“Yes there is fear.
Yes there is isolation.
Yes there is panic buying.
Yes there is sickness.
Yes there is even death.
But,
They say that in Wuhan after so many 

years of noise
You can hear the birds again.
They say that after just a few weeks of 

quiet
The sky is no longer thick with fumes
But blue and grey and clear.
They say that in the streets of Assisi
People are singing to each other
across the empty squares,
keeping their windows open
so that those who are alone
may hear the sounds of family around 

them.
They say that a hotel in the West of Ireland
Is off ering free meals and delivery to the 

housebound.
Today a young woman I know
is busy spreading fl iers with her number
through the neighborhood
So that the elders may have someone to 

call on.
Today Churches, Synagogues, Mosques 

and Temples
are preparing to welcome
and shelter the homeless, the sick, the 

weary.
All over the world people are slowing 

down and refl ecting
All over the world people are looking at 

their neighbors in a new way
All over the world people are waking up to 

a new reality

To how big we really are.
To how little control we really have.
To what really matters.
To Love.
So we pray and we remember that
Yes there is fear.
But there does not have to be hate.
Yes there is isolation.
But there does not have to be loneliness.
Yes there is panic buying.
But there does not have to be meanness.
Yes there is sickness.
But there does not have to be disease of 

the soul.
Yes there is even death.
But there can always be a rebirth of love.
Wake to the choices you make as to how 

to live now.
Today, breathe.
Listen, behind the factory noises of your 

panic
The birds are singing again
The sky is clearing,
Spring is coming,
And we are always encompassed by Love.
Open the windows of your soul
And though you may not be able
to touch across the empty square,
Sing.”
It is also a time for prayer, and Cameron 

Bellm, a mother of two living in Seattle, 
off ered on Instagram this “Prayer for a Pan-
demic.”

“May we who are merely inconvenienced
Remember those whose lives are at stake.
May we who have no risk factors
Remember those most vulnerable.
May we who have the luxury of working 

from home
Remember those who must choose 

between preserving their health or making 
their rent.

May we who have the fl exibility to care for 
our children when their schools close

Remember those who have no options.
May we who have to cancel our trips
Remember those that have no safe place 

to go.
May we who are losing our margin money 

in the tumult of the economic market
Remember those who have no margin at 

all.
May we who settle in for a quarantine at 

home
Remember those who have no home.
As fear grips our country,
let us choose love.
During this time when we cannot physi-

cally wrap our arms around each other,
Let us yet find ways to be the loving 

embrace of God to our neighbors.
Amen.”
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In times of fear, may we respond with hope and prayer

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

VC asks, “What is mortality 
and where does it come from?”

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

“The sacred Hindu writ, the Vedas, 
say that when the Primal Unique (God) 
expanded from transcendence into the 
spacial-temporal universe, It produced ‘The 
Pair of Opposites.’ That is, everything had 
an equal, opposing force or quality. If we 
have light, we have dark. Cold, heat. So if 
we have life, we must have death. While we 
often look upon death as a punishment, it 
is also a release from the bonds of physical 
limitation. Ultimately, Hindus seek to move 
beyond the seemingly endless repetition of 
births and deaths.

“Though the scriptures expound greatly 
on the subject of death, pious Hindus are 
encouraged not to give the subject too 
much thought. Nor are we to seek our own 
demise. But when it comes we should surren-
der to the process. There will most likely be 
mourning of family and friends, unless we 
were real jerks. This is normal and healthy. 
But the survivors must also learn acceptance 
and move on with their lives in the healing 
process.”

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

“Orthodox Christianity sees mortal-
ity as being the direct result of humani-
ty’s sin. More a consequence than a pun-
ishment by God, we became mortal when 
we distanced ourselves from God by taking 
steps away from Him, which is how we see 
sin. As such, Jesus Christ becomes human 

— and therefore, mortal — to join His divin-
ity with humanity, specifi cally so that, as a 
man He can die, but as God, He breaks the 
power of death from within. Our principle 
Paschal (Easter) hymn declares that in His 
resurrection, Christ ‘trampled down death 
by death.’”

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

“Mortality is subjection to the power of 
death (Latin: mors, mortis). The human 
body has been subjected to the power of 
death as a punishment for the sin of our fi rst 
parents, who were warned by their maker 
that if they disobeyed His law, they would 
die. In God’s mercy, the execution of this 
death sentence was postponed in their case, 
as it is in ours, giving time and opportunity 
or ‘space’ to repent and sue for mercy (Reve-
lation 2:21). ‘By one man sin entered into the 
world, and death by sin; and so death passed 
upon all men, for that all have sinned.’ 
(Romans 5:12).

“The human soul, the inward part or 
aspect of our humanity, is immortal or 
‘undying.’ It cannot be subjected to the 
power of death. Because it can and does 
bear the moral stain or guilt of sin, the soul 
can be punished by banishment from God’s 
presence, and being cast into the prison 
of hell. The soul in hell is in torment, ever 
dying, but never dead. So God says, ‘I have 
set before you life and death, blessing and 
cursing: therefore choose life, that both 
thou and thy seed may live.’ (Deuteronomy 
30:19)”

My response:
From a biblical perspective, mortality 

comes from the actions of the fi rst genera-

tion of humanity. Originally, Adam and Eve 
were permitted to eat from the tree of life, 
giving them immortality.

However, after eating from the tree of 
knowledge of good and evil, they were no 
longer allowed to continue eating from the 
tree of life, because having both knowledge 
and immortality would make the human 
being too godlike. So banishment from the 
garden also mean mortality.

One could read Genesis as a story of 
human free will and the inevitable conse-
quences of free will, namely sin and death. 
One could also read Genesis as a descrip-
tion of a childlike state of humanity and the 
inevitable release from the garden in order to 
allow humanity to grow up. Knowing that we 
have a limited lifespan is an essential ingre-
dient of living lives in which every moment 
counts.

Later rabbinic literature introduced the 

notion of the soul separate from the body; 
of a mortal, material body, created from the 
Earth, and a typically immortal soul which 
has an independent existence both before 
and after being introduced to the body. The 
death of the body is part of the normal cycle 
of all living beings. The death of the soul is 
reserved only for those whose lifetimes were 
irredeemably evil.

Jewish theology believes that the mes-
sianic era will circle back to the begin-
ning of biblical history. There are hints 
in the Hebrew Bible, such as in Psalm 49, 
“Sheeplike they head for Sheol, with Death 
as their shepherd,” of the personifi cation 
of Death, as in the Canaanite god mavet, 
linguistically related to the Hebrew noun, 
“death.” Thus at the end of time, God will 
destroy death and humanity will once 
again live immortal lives in the garden of 
Eden.
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Explanations of mortality and its origins vary in faith traditions

Staff  members work Saturday at a Henry Ford Allegiance Health drive-through COVID-19 
screening station on the surface lot of One Jackson Square in downtown Jackson.   
J. Scott Park, MLive.com

Mindi Miller, offi  ce supervisor of student services, helps hand out lunches at the Eastside 
Neighborhood Association in Kalamazoo on Monday. Kalamazoo Public Schools is distribut-
ing lunches for students who need them since schools are closed due to COVID-19.   
Kendall Warner, MLive.com

“Orthodox Christianity sees mortality as 
being the direct result of humanity’s sin.”
The Rev. Michael Nasser
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