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Douglas Kindschi   director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

How does a community navigate a contro-
versial issue in our current environment 
of polarization? It is an issue aff ecting not 

only our nation, but our religious communities, individ-
ual churches and colleges.

My alma mater, Houghton College in New York State, 
is currently in the midst of such a challenge. Houghton 
College is a part of the Wesleyan Church, a conservative 
evangelical tradition, in which I was raised and where my 
father was a minister and national church administrator. 
While in my growing-up years, I remember it primarily for 
what was prohibited: movies, dancing, drinking, smok-
ing, even playing cards. But in recent decades more in this 
community have been reintroduced to its social justice 
history, going back to the beginnings of the denomina-
tion, as it split with the Methodist Church in the mid-19th 
century over slavery and other justice issues. Its theology 
is still quite conservative as it seeks to maintain its under-
standing of biblical principles.

The issue was triggered by a homecoming alumni art 
exhibition where one of the works called attention to some 
of the alumni’s experiences of alienation and pain as 
members of the LGBTQ community. In this setting, others 
called for the work to be withdrawn because it challenged 
the college’s (and the church’s) position on sexual moral-
ity. The college president, Dr. Shirley Mullen, supported 
leaving the art work in the exhibit “on the grounds of the 
historic role of art as cultural critique especially within a 
Christian liberal arts context.” In her recent blog sent out 
to all alumni and friends of the college, she writes, “We 
are clear enough on who we are as a college to hear our 
own alumni’s stories.”

As the campus controversy heightened, some students 
painted the campus “spirit rock” with the rainbow fl ag, 
only to fi nd a quick response from others who repainted 
it with the American fl ag, both very powerful symbols. 
President Mullen and others in the college community 
were invited by some of the LGBTQ students to repaint 
the rock “in a way that would represent our campus’s 
commitment to notice and stand with all those in our 
community who feel alone and marginalized.” So with 
the presidents help, the rock ended up with a message of 
representing the diversity of the members of the commu-
nity represented by diff erent colors of hand prints.

In her blog, Mullen goes on to describe the not-so-
surprising contentious response “from both sides of the 
political and theological spectrum.”

“It seemed impossible for many in our constituency to 
imagine that we could actually, in our time, embody our 
Lord’s pattern of seeking to bring together a commitment 
to both Truth and Grace in the same space,” she writes. “It 
seemed for some too much of a stretch to imagine that an 
institution could, out of its very confi dent commitment 
to a traditional biblical understanding of sexual morality, 
also provide a place of pastoral care to all of our students 
from both sides of the political spectrum as they seek a 
safe place to grapple with the challenges of becoming an 
adult amidst the noise of our current culture.”

Mullen describes this as the call to the “courageous 
middle.” It is not “splitting the diff erence — as if Truth 
were settled by statistical averaging,” nor is it sitting on 
the fence or “settling for a relativistic view of Truth.” 
The courageous middle is the diffi  cult task of listening 

and seeking to understand both sides while respecting 
the people as they express very diff erent positions and 
strongly held conclusions.

In such polarized issues, she writes, there is a ten-
dency for each side to assume that the truth is simple 
and “that anyone who has not come to the same conclu-
sions is either morally or intellectually defi cient.” Mullen 
instead suggests that “the Truth is often complicated — 
that … even intelligent and good people might not have 
the complete picture. Time and time again, our Lord had 
to remind the most learned and devout people of his day 
that they were missing an important piece of the puzzle. 
They did not have the imagination to take him seriously 
when he said that he ‘had not come to destroy the law but 
to fulfi ll it.’ That was much too mysterious and troubling 
— and did not fi t neatly into their categories.”

She continues: “At a time in our culture when even 
the churches, the universities, the media, and the gov-
ernment have all too often abandoned their historic com-
mitment to careful analysis, dialogue and debate, one of 
the most important gifts we can give to the church and to 
the culture is a ‘middle’ space where students and faculty 
truly listen to each other — where we learn from those 
who do not agree fully with us what part of the Truth 
they believe they see that we have not yet seen as fully. … 
While we assert confi dently that the Truth exists — that 
is, we are not relativists — we also know that we need to 
be appropriately humble about our own capacity to be in 
possession of the whole Truth.”

I was quite inspired by this bold and clear affi  rmation 
of the “courageous middle.” As our nation and our reli-
gious communities are facing serious divisions that seem 
to prohibit even civil discourse, I found President Mullen’s 
words applicable to so many issues far beyond the cam-
pus of my alma mater. It is also at the core of our interfaith 
work at the Kaufman Institute, where we come together to 
listen and learn, but not to judge.

Let me also be clear that the Kaufman Interfaith Insti-
tute does not take a position on the issue described above. 
On such matters that continue to divide us into various 
religious and political camps, we will not take a position. 
Even our staff  would not agree on many such issues. Our 
goal and mission is to bring people together to share and 
discuss in the eff ort to learn, understand and be respect-
ful to all persons.

We can learn much from those who have grown up in 
diff erent cultures, seen the world through diff erent eyes, 
were taught values and beliefs that might even seem 
strange, and express their faith in diff erent ways. We do 
not seek agreement on all issues, nor do we assume that 
these diff erences are unimportant, but we do seek the 
understanding and acceptance of all peoples who seri-
ously affi  rm their beliefs and values. It is a humility that 
does not assume that my understanding is total, com-
plete and has no opportunity to learn. It is simply the 
affi  rmation that “I am not God” but a child of God who 
can and should aspire to learn and grow in understand-
ing.

Let us all seek that “courageous middle” between con-
fi dence in our convictions and humility and openness in 
seeking further truth.

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Seeking the ‘courageous middle’

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligion talk@gmail.com

In Judaism, lashon hara, gossip (liter-
ally, evil speech), is roughly defi ned as any 
speech, true or false, which damages some-

body’s reputation. In general, such speech is prohibited, 
unless it serves the larger purpose of protecting or saving 
somebody from harm. Volumes have been written about 
permitted and prohibited speech according to the strict 
application of this Jewish ethic. In fact, much of what 
you read in any news source crosses this line. Were it not 
for stories of allegations against the character of politi-
cal leaders, business leaders and media fi gures, our news 
feeds would be virtually empty!

The profession of journalist has a calling to shine a 
spotlight on any and all aspects of society under the belief 
that transparency fosters a higher standard of behavior. 
But can journalists cross the line from reporting the news 
to spreading lashon hara? I’m wondering about a recent 
story (“Grand Rapids man, alleged leader of plot to kid-
nap Gov. Whitmer, had to be ‘insane,’ boss says,” posted 
10/8/20) in the Grand Rapids Press, following up reports 
about the plot to kidnap the Governor. The story focused 
on the meeting that was held in Grand Rapids. A previous 
story referred to the location of this meeting as “a shop 
in Grand Rapids,” but the follow-up identifi ed the shop, 
named its location and featured a picture of the store and 
its owner.

According to the follow-up story, the owner was not 
involved in the kidnapping plot. Apparently, however, 
his name and the store’s name had been featured in 
other media reports. The reporter noted that the owner 
spent the day after the story broke fielding calls from 
media, despite having work he needed to do. Because his 
store had been named, customers apparently wondered 
whether he might have been involved. Consequently, he 
needed to assure customers that his business is safe and 
he had no part in the alleged plot. He said that it’s been 
hard enough (to run a business) with the coronavirus pan-
demic.

Did the media outlets which named the shop act 
irresponsibly by doing so? Was it an essential piece of 
information, or was it included only to draw in readers 
by demonstrating how close to home the plot was? Did 
MLive’s follow-up story, prominently featuring a picture 
of the store, do more harm to its reputation, or did it help 
to repair damage done by other media reports? And what 
is the role of the consumer? By reading and watching sto-

ries which damage people’s reputations without serving 
any higher purpose, Jewish ethics would claim that we 
become part of the problem.

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

“Unitarian Universalism draws from many sources, 
one being Judaism. My response uses the Rabbi’s under-
standing of gossip as evil speech that damages someone’s 
reputation. I agree gossip is dangerous and irresponsible.

“I understand the Rabbi’s discomfort for the shop 
owner having to deal with irresponsible journalism, but 
for UUs putting someone’s life at risk is cause for greater 
critical concern.

“President Donald Trump was guilty of irresponsible 
speech by damaging Governor Whitmer’s reputation and 
putting her life at risk. The president singled out our gov-
ernor last March, saying he has a ‘big problem’ with the 
‘young’ ‘woman governor’ in Michigan. The president 
insultingly called her ‘Half Whitmer’ in a tweet saying 
she was ‘way in over her’ head and ‘doesn’t have a clue.’ 
He wanted to undermine her leadership. Contrary to the 
president’s words a recent WDIV/Detroit News poll shows 
61% of Michigan voters support Gov. Whitmer’s handling 
of the COVID-19 pandemic.”

The Rev. Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Dominican priest, 
Diocese of Grand Rapids, responds:

“The fundamental problem with gossip is that it is not 
respectful to the soul of another human being. Because 
gossip is typically inaccurate information about another 
person it may leads to scandal, i.e., leading another per-
son into sin by transmitting untruthful information. The 
sin is a violation the Ninth Commandment of the Deca-
logue, ‘thou shall not covet anything that is your neigh-
bor’s.’

“Civil law and the law of the Catholic Church align 
with the assertion that people have not only the right to 
their good name but also the defense of that good name. 
Catholics teach that all human beings are created in the 
image and likeness of God. Therefore, all are deserving 
of respect. My parents taught me, ‘if you do not have any-
thing good to say about another person, then say nothing.’ 
I have fi nally come to realize I was being taught to respect 
the Ninth Commandment.”
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Can damaging talk about other people be something besides gossip?

The spirit rock at Houghton College in New York was 
repainted to refl ect a desire for diversity and respect for 
others, even when we disagree on controversial topics.   
Submitted, Houghton College

In a photo provided by the Michigan Offi  ce of the Gover-
nor, Michigan Gov. Gretchen Whitmer addresses the state 
after an alleged plot to kidnap her was revealed.   AP

“The fundamental problem with gossip is that it is not respectful to the 
soul of another human being.”
The Rev. Kevin Niehoff 

“While we assert confidently that 
the Truth exists — that is, we are 
not relativists — we also know 
that we need to be appropriately 
humble about our own capacity 
to be in possession of the whole 
Truth.”
Dr. Shirley Mullen, president of Houghton College
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