
The Grand Rapids Press - 09/10/2020 Page : B05

Copyright � 2020 The Grand Rapids Press 09/10/2020
September 11, 2020 7:57 am (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 81% from original to fit letter page

        T H E  G R A N D  RA P I D S  P R ES S        T H U RS DAY, S E PT E M B E R  1 0, 2020    B5

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, former chief rabbi 
of Great Britain, discusses family confl ict 
in his book “Not in God’s Name: Confront-

ing Religious Violence.” From the book of Genesis, he 
relates four stories of brother confl icts, leading up to the 
lesson of forgiveness found in the story of Joseph and 
his brothers. He begins with the story from the early 
chapters of Genesis where we read of the fi rst recorded 
act of worship of diff erent off erings by the two brothers 
Cain and Abel, which led to the fi rst recorded murder in 
Scripture. Confl ict led to death.

Last week, we looked at Abraham’s two sons, Ishmael 
and Isaac, whose birth from diff erent mothers created 
confl ict. While the brothers separated, both branches 
of the expanded family tree are acknowledged in Gen-
esis and, in the end, the brothers came together to bury 
their father. This expanded family is also part of the 
Muslim story as recorded in the Qur’an, where the Jew-
ish patriarchs are recognized as prophets and a part of 
their story. The early confl ict led to separation, but both 
brothers survived and the expanded family lines were 
acknowledged in both the Hebrew and Muslim scrip-
tures.

JACOB AND ESAU
Sibling confl ict continues into the next generation as 

we read the story of Jacob and Esau, the twin sons of 
Isaac and Rebekah. Most of us remember how Esau sold 
his birthright to his younger brother in a most impet-
uous act for a mere bowl of homemade soup. And then 
Jacob received the blessing as the eldest as well as the 
birthright by tricking his blind father. When Esau real-
izes what has happened he wants to kill Jacob.

Understandably, Jacob fl ees the scene and goes far 
away to his mother’s brother Laban, where he works 
for Laban and falls in love with his younger daugh-
ter, Rachel. He agrees to work for Laban seven years 
in exchange for marrying Rachel. As often happens to 
deceivers like Jacob, he is deceived by his uncle, who 
now says he must fi rst marry the older daughter, Leah. 
Jacob must now work an additional seven years to 
fi nally marry his fi rst love, Rachel.

In time, Jacob grows in wealth and desires to return 
home but is still fearful about his brother’s likely 
response. As they come together, Jacob is frightened, 
off ers gifts to his brother and pleads for Esau’s kindness. 
Surprisingly, Esau runs to meet his brother, embraces 
him and weeps. The conflict that began years ear-
lier with a pledge to kill his brother is resolved with a 
restored relationship. Furthermore, Esau’s descendants, 
the Edomites, are considered part of the expanded fam-
ily. Confl ict is resolved through reconciliation.

JOSEPH AND HIS BROTHERS
The stories of family conflict and resolution con-

tinue to the next generation as Genesis recounts the 

story of Jacob’s sons and their conflict with Joseph, 
one of Rachel’s sons and Jacob’s favorite. While not 
the fi rst-born, Joseph becomes the main actor in this 
story, refl ecting the tensions among the various tribes 
of Israel. Most are familiar with the story, at least the 
Andrew Lloyd Weber and Tim Rice version in the musi-
cal, “Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat.”

The story, in brief, tells of the jealousy of the brothers 
leading them to sell Joseph to a caravan of traders, who 
in turn sell him into slavery in Egypt. Joseph, through 
his eff orts as well as his ability to interpret dreams, is 
promoted to a position of trust and power in this new 
land. Years later, when famine threatens the survival 
of Jacob and his family, the brothers travel to Egypt to 
buy grain, where they encounter Joseph, who has been 
put in charge of the program for saving up supplies for 
the coming crisis and has plenty of grain. The broth-
ers do not recognize Joseph as their brother but see him 
as the stranger who holds their future in his hands. As 
the story unfolds, older brother Judah plays the decisive 
role in recognizing the injustice that had occurred ear-
lier when they had tried to dispose of Joseph.

Esau and Jacob made peace and were reconciled in 
the end. With Joseph and his brothers, Sacks points to 
the resolution of Joseph forgiving his brothers for what 
they had done when they sold him into slavery. He notes 
that this is the fi rst place in the Bible where forgiveness 
is described in the act of confl ict resolution. The broth-
ers were fearful that Joseph would take revenge, but he 
assured them, saying: “Do not be distressed, or angry 
with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent 
me before you to preserve life.” (Genesis 45:3-8)

Following the death of Jacob, their father, the broth-
ers are again fearful that Joseph will now take his 
revenge. The book of Genesis concludes with Joseph’s 
reaffi  rmation: “’Do not be afraid! Am I in the place of 
God? Even though you intended to do harm to me, God 
intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous 
people, as he is doing today. So have no fear; I myself 
will provide for you and your little ones.’ In this way 
he reassured them, speaking kindly to them.” (Genesis 
50:19-20)

Sacks refl ects, “This is a crucial moment in the his-
tory of faith. It marks the birth of forgiveness, the fi rst 
recorded moment at which one person forgives another 
for a wrong they have done.” Conf lict is resolved 
through forgiveness.

Forgiveness as a way to respond to family confl ict is 
the theme of the Joseph story. Can this be a lesson for 
the extended human family? Let us refrain from revenge 
but instead follow Joseph as he “reassured them, speak-
ing kindly to them.” Can we apply these concepts and 
principles in our own day as we address confl icts in our 
families, communities and our nation?
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What spiritual or grounding practices have 
helped you during the pandemic?

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

“I have two consistent daily practices that help cen-
ter me. During my morning cup of coff ee, I take the quiet 
time to center myself to help begin my day in balance 
and at the end of my day I say prayers of both gratitude 
and concerns. During the pandemic I have needed more 
help to fi nd balance. Working with wood or doing artwork 
helps calm my mind. During the pandemic, I built a little 
free library, which was the creative outlet I needed to help 
me sort out my worries and fears.”

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

“Presbyterianism teaches that there are certain ‘out-
ward means’ by which Christ ‘communicates’ or imparts 
and applies to us ‘the benefi ts of His mediation’ as our 
faithful Savior (Larger Catechism, Q. 154). All these 
‘means of grace’ are sanctioned by God’s command and 
appointment. Among them are the reading of Holy Scrip-
ture, the singing of Psalms and the off ering of prayer to 
God. These means are most fitly and amply dispensed 
in public worship, but not confi ned to it. The pandemic 
of 2020 has not prevented Christians from enjoying and 
profi ting from the use of these means.

“In fact, this enforced season of retirement has aff orded 
greater scope for concentrated study of the Bible. I have 
been soaking myself in the so-called ‘minor’ prophets, 
and the Book of Isaiah, that great source from which the 
apostles drew so much of their teaching and preaching. 
To complement my Bible study I have been using John 
Brown’s annotated version of the Scottish Psalter (1650) as 
my ‘diet of praise.’ And it seems to me that prayer takes on 
greater urgency, and aff ords greater comfort, against the 
background of our present trials and deprivations. ‘God 
is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble’ 
(Psalm 46:1).”

The Rev. Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Dominican priest 
who serves as adjutant judicial vicar, Diocese of 
Grand Rapids, responds:

“I am fortunate to be a member of a religious institute 
of vowed men, the Order of Preachers, known as Domin-
icans. We all work in diff erent types of ministries. Prior 
to the present pandemic, sometimes our schedules got in 
the way of regular prayer. However, suddenly we were all 
home 24/7. The members of my community decided to 
pray morning and evening prayer together daily, and then 
the Mass focusing this prayer for those who could not 
receive the sacraments. For my part, I spend more time in 
personal prayer and praying the rosary. These practices 
make the diffi  cult situation in which we fi nd ourselves 
more tolerable. Then, with the onset of springtime and 

the warmer weather and gardening, I could enjoy the out-
doors in God’s created beauty.

“The pandemic is still with us, and likely will be for a 
long time to come. I have now, through the grace of God, 
developed a deeper spirituality to continue to ground 
myself until a solution to this pandemic becomes avail-
able.”

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

“The spiritual disciplines that ground me, particularly 
during the pandemic, are daily morning prayer, read-
ing and studying the Bible, and meeting weekly with my 
accountability group.

“Daily prayer is shaped by Morning Prayer in The Book 
of Common Prayer. This habit keeps me grounded in 
Scripture and the Holy Spirit each day. Praying the psalms 
and prayers of the Church connects me to the commu-
nion of saints who prayed these same prayers. Reading, 
listening to and praying with daily Lectionary connects 

me with Christians around the world reading the same
texts. Morning prayer also includes a hymn and extempo-
raneous prayers for the world and the people of the con-
gregation I serve. Daily morning prayer begins each day
with Christ and surrounded by the communion of saints.

“For many years, I’ve been part of a Covenant Disci-
pleship group. It is a small group of six friends who meet
weekly for one hour for mutual support and accountabil-
ity for living a Christ-centered life. We each share what we
have done and left undone as we each seek to witness to
Jesus Christ in the world and follow his teachings through
acts of compassion, justice, worship and devotion under
the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

“Reading and studying Scripture in preparation for
preaching with the people of Trinity United Methodist
Church is another discipline that keeps me mindful that
God is with us now. Weekly sermon preparation and lead-
ing worship keeps me connected to the lives of the people
and with God who is on mission in the world, inviting us
to join in that mission.”
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During diffi  culty, fi nding solace in rituals

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, former chief rabbi of Great Britain, 
discusses family confl ict and forgiveness in his book 
“Not in God’s Name: Confronting Religious Violence.”   
Submitted, David Kindschi
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