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Kyle Kooyers   associate director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Reflecting upon the trauma, anxiety, and loss we are 
experiencing here in West Michigan and around the world, 
I’m reminded of the words of the legendary saxophonist, 
Cannonball Adderley, as he introduced a popular blues 
tune written by his piano player.

Standing in a Capitol recording studio in 1966, with 
the band softly grooving underneath his preacher-esque 
voice, Adderley proclaims, “Ya know, sometimes we’re not 
prepared for adversity. When it happens sometimes we’re 
caught short. We don’t know exactly how to handle it when 
it comes up. Sometimes we don’t know just what to do when 
adversity takes over.”

He chuckles and pauses for a moment, then continues. 
“And, uh, I have advice for all of us. I got it from my pianist 
Joe Zawinul who wrote this tune, and it sounds like what 
you’re supposed to say when you have this type of problem 
… ‘Mercy, Mercy, Mercy.’”

What follows is a groovy, laid-back piece that uses a 
relatively simple repeated riff , or musical phrase, to hold 
space for both tension and release. This bears similarity, in 
both title and function, to the Kyrie eleison, or repetition 
of “Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy,” found within the 
Christian tradition.

People of many diverse worldview identities have these 
kinds of “sacred riffs”: our words, rhythms and prac-
tices that bring us to a place of centering and strength 
— resilience — even as our adversity is ever-present. As 
Adderley observed, sometime adversity — trauma, grief, 
anxiety, injustice — is so great that there is no quick fi x or 
simple solution. It brings with it such a dysphoria or disori-
entation that we are at a loss for how to respond. So we look 
to that which centers us.

In her book “Trauma and Grace,” Serene Jones writes 
about the power of ritual and liturgy to surprise and shape 
people who have experienced immense pain and loss. 
She proposes the idea of “body stories.” These are tactile 
or physical memories that reappear unexpectedly in the 
course of a movement or practice. She draws comparisons 
to yoga positions and acupuncture eliciting memory and 
pain in our muscles.

Jones notes, “(They bring) to awareness areas of tight-
ness or pain that may have gone unnoticed or ignored for 
years. … To use the language of trauma theory, the body 
off ers up visceral testimony.”

The physical actions that we practice as people of diverse 
religious, spiritual or secular identities — the routine pas-
sages, prayers and ritual movements — are often what 
guide us as we elicit and confront our grief and trauma. For 
those of us navigating pain or loss, these repeated move-
ments guide, re-form and give words to the state of our 
entire being at a time when we are often incapable of doing 
it on our own. At the same time that these motions invite us 
to enter the tension, the pain, the loss or the anxiety, they 
also remind us that we are supported and held, off ering us 
release.

“It is a strange, unprecedented form of embrace,” Jones 
observes. “The support might be an acupuncturist’s hand, 
a yoga teacher’s voice, a wall you rest your legs against, or 
a supportive community that you learn to lean on; it might 
even be a routinized prayer chant or an internal memory of 
your former balance.”

For some this may look like prayer or meditation — 
concentrating on the power of repeated words, chants or 
breaths. For others this may look like the tactile or embod-
ied rhythms of passing beads through our fi ngers, moving 
our bodies as in yoga or returning to a familiar text for con-
templation and discernment. Often these practices can be 
very commonplace, like cooking food, sewing or knitting, 
spending time in nature or going for a walk or run. All of 
these can welcome us into a place of bearing witness to our 

own experiences and reality.
Trauma theory suggests that this witness-bearing pro-

cess leads to resilience. As Jones notes, “(B)y testifying and 
bearing witness, you intuitively learn to bear up under the 
weight of the trauma you are speaking.”

In the midst of this global pandemic, we may be feel-
ing overwhelmed by the immense stress we’re under, the 
responsibilities of caring for our family, of home school-
ing our kids or the looming cloud of fi nancial anxiety, hav-
ing to navigate life now without work. We may be strug-
gling to keep a business afl oat or navigate new realities and 
rhythms around school and learning. We may feel pow-
erless, disheartened as we miss our routines, our favorite 
places, those things we had so looked forward to, and our 
friends and loved ones who are now inaccessible to us or 
have passed away. We may be experiencing disparities in 
health care as members of communities disproportion-
ately aff ected by COVID-19, one of many layers to the sys-
tems of injustice that already threaten the lives of BIPOC 
(black, indigenous and people of color).

Trauma, grief, anxiety and injustice abound, and there 
is no quick fi x or simple solution. We look to those places 
of centering, space for both tension and release, to ground 
ourselves that we might bear up and be resilient, ready for 
the next step of the healing journey, however that may look.

For the past six years, local hospice care providers have 
combined eff orts to create a service for this centering and 
healing to take place. We Remember: A Community Inter-
faith Memorial has been and continues to be a space where 
the words, rhythms and practices of the interfaith commu-
nity are off ered for people to support and uphold each other 
in our adversity and loss.

Using the language of many traditions — prayers, songs, 
refl ections, music and readings from sacred texts — this 
service gives language to grief, mourning and celebration 
of life. Certainly, as the Interfaith Memorials of years past 
have shown, resilience is found within every religious, sec-
ular and spiritual identity. Whether grieving recent losses, 
honoring those who have long since passed, or simply curi-
ous as to how various traditions commemorate the pass-
ing of life, all are welcome to share in this family-friendly 
space.

The theme of this year’s service is resilience and is avail-
able online and is available at our website, InterfaithUnder-
standing.org.

May we continually enter the brave work, embodied by 
the Interfaith Memorial, of seeking healing through com-
munity with one another, even while virtual and socially 
distanced, for this unique season of adversity and loss. 
Through togetherness and solidarity, centered in hope by 
those “sacred riff s,” our collective song of resilience is born.

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Finding resilience in rhythm and practice

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Sandra asks, “Am I who I say I am, who others 
say I am, or am I who God says I am?”

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

“Yes! Because these questions are all variations of the 
same. In the Catholic tradition, ‘humans are creatures 
composed of body and soul, made in the image and like-
ness of God.’ (Baltimore Catechism, fi rst lesson)

“Human beings by nature are social creatures. In the 
creation story, Adam is created alone and despite all the 
beauty in the Garden of Eden, including animals that could 
be companions, Adam was still lonely. Only after Eve was 
created did Adam have an equal companion. Adam and 
Eve developed their life together after the fall from grace by 
communicating with one another. God, the designer of cre-
ation, continues to interact with all human beings through 
the magnifi cent world around us. We continue to discover 
ourselves in the interaction with others as refl ected by God 
in His creation. So, yes, I am the person I say I am, whom 
others say I am and whom God says I am!”

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

“If I were to ask everyday folks if a table in front of them 
was solid, I assume all would agree. But if several phys-
icists walk into the room, they would note that the table 
is really made up of condensed light waves; so, in reality, 
it is more fl uid than our senses tell us. But are the others 
wrong? Obviously not.

“From a Hindu point of view, we would say the correct 
answer to your question is ‘all of the above.’ By that I mean 
that it’s true, we do have a limited understanding of who 
we are as individuals. People who regularly introspect, 
and can very honestly identify the motivations for their 
actions, can be said to know themselves better than others.

“But only the wisest among us are able to see our-
selves as others do. We have blind spots that keep us from 
observing every tiny aspect of our whole self. So, in eval-
uating a person, it is always a good idea to consider the 
opinions of others. However, those outside estimations 
have their boundaries as well. We come to judgments of 
people with our own biases.

“And God knows us as pure souls that are each a part of 

Him. Like a physicist, He sees the deepest reality, but this 
doesn’t negate our less perfect understanding.”

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

“The answer is, in one way or another, we are all three. 
The fi rst two sources of ‘self image’ or identity are only 
relatively true or helpful. There is always an element of 
deceit in how we see ourselves, and of course, how oth-
ers see us depends on whether they love or hate us. As 
sinners, we all prone to think better of ourselves than we 
should, and to be more critical of others than is just or 
right. ‘Surely every man walketh in a vain show.’ (Psalm 
39:6) This problem of vanity and self-deceit is com-
pounded by the damage we do to ourselves and others by 
mistaken ideas of what people should or should not be.

“God comes to our rescue with the light of His Word. 
There is a history to our race which no archaeologist can 
lay bare. ‘In Adam’s fall, we sinned all.’ We cannot under-
stand ourselves or our world unless we factor in the way in 
which sin holds dominion over the children of Adam. Nor 
can we become what our Maker wants us to be until we 
avail ourselves of the grace held out to us in the life, death 
and resurrection of God’s incarnate Son, Jesus Christ. 
When we begin to see ourselves as God sees us, as sin-
ners saved by grace, through faith in Jesus Christ, we are 
set free from our self-deceptions and the misconceptions 
of others. ‘Likewise reckon ye also yourselves to be dead 
indeed unto sin, but alive unto God through Jesus Christ 
our Lord.’ (Romans 6:11)”

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

“I am a pretty authentic individual because I sincerely 
value people who are real. I try to be transparent and to 
speak honestly, so yes, I do believe I am who I say I am. I 
think those who truly know me, like most members of my 
congregation, have an accurate understanding of who I am. 
As for God, I am an openly gay, woman minister serving 
a Unitarian Universalist congregation in the conservative 
city of Grand Rapids, Michigan. I think and hope that I am 
who God has called me to be. I believe I am here for a reason 
and I pray every day that I do my best to fulfi ll my calling.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

How do we understand our identity?

If you go

What: We Remember: A Community Interfaith Memorial, the 
sixth annual service

How: Virtual 45-minute service available anytime at: 
interfaithunderstanding.org or facebook.com/
KaufmanInterfaithInstitute

“But only the wisest among us are 
able to see ourselves as others do. 
We have blind spots that keep us 
from observing every tiny aspect 
of our whole self.”
Fred Stella, the pracharak (outreach minister) 
for the West Michigan Hindu Temple

We Remember: A Community Interfaith Memorial is a 
time for the interfaith community to support and uphold 
each other in adversity and loss.   Submitted, Kaufman 
Interfaith Insititute

Kyle Kooyers is associate director of the 
Kaufman Interfaith Institute at Grand 
Valley State University.

People of various faiths gather for a community memorial 
service. This year’s event is available to viewers online.   
Submitted, Kaufman Interfaith Institute
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