
The Grand Rapids Press - 09/03/2020 Page : B05

Copyright � 2020 The Grand Rapids Press 09/03/2020
September 4, 2020 10:16 am (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 70% 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  3, 2020   B5

Douglas Kindschi   director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

How do we deal with fam-
ily confl ict? How do we deal 
with conflict in our larger 

family units, like nations or religious com-
munities? Our religious traditions and 
scriptures can be helpful.

One of last month’s columns discussed 
“How big is my family?” and the insights 
of Ted Hiebert, former professor of Old 
Testament at McCormick Theological 
Seminary in Chicago. In his book, “The 
Beginning of Diff erence: Discovering Iden-
tity in God’s Diverse World,” he argues that 
we must go back to Noah as the patriarch 
from whom we are all descendants and, in 
so doing, see that from the perspective of 
Genesis we are all one big family. In a pre-
vious chapter he discussed the earlier Gen-
esis story of the Tower of Babel. It is here 
that we fi nd the Bible’s understanding of 
our desire to affi  rm our separate cultural 
identities, but that God’s plan is for diver-
sity.

So how do we resolve the conflicts 
between different individual identities 
as well as different groups and cultural 
identities? It is a question of how to han-
dle family conflict. Again, Hiebert sug-
gests we can learn from our scriptures and 
in particular, from the formative stories 
in Genesis. His entire career has centered 
in understanding this book, beginning 
with his doctorate from Harvard Univer-
sity, throughout his teaching and scholarly 
career, and his translation of Genesis for 
the Common English Bible. For Hiebert, 
studying Genesis is not just understand-
ing an ancient text, but it provides import-
ant insights for our life together today.

The story of Hagar and her son Ish-
mael moved Hiebert emotionally. It is in 
contrast to much of the story dealing with 
Abraham, his wife, Sarah, and the birth of 
Isaac, which is quite straightforward. The 
narrative of Hagar, the Egyptian slave-girl 
to Sarah, and her banishment to the wil-
derness of Beer-sheba is filled with the 
emotions of running out of water to drink, 
Ishmael suff ering from thirst, and Hagar’s 
plea not to have to look upon the death of 
her child.

The rest of the story Hebrew scripture 
tells of Abraham’s other son, Isaac, who 
will receive the blessing and become the 
ancestor of the Jewish people. Yet this 
other son, Ishmael, is not rejected. God 
hears the cry of Hagar and responds, 
“What’s wrong? Don’t be afraid. God has 
heard the boy’s cries over there. Get up, 
pick up the boy, and take him by the hand 
because I will make of him a great nation.” 
(Genesis 21:17-18)

When Ishmael was born, Hagar had 
received the promise that he would be the 
father of multitudes, and when Abraham 
sent her into the wilderness, God prom-
ised that Ishmael would be made a great 
nation. Hiebert was touched that such 
a story written by one of Israel’s authors 
“saw others with genuine humanity, that 
could enter their experience, that could 
feel their pain, and that could hope for 
their survival and their future.”

While Ishmael is the “other,” he is not 
rejected, but in fact blessed. Genesis 25 
tells of Isaac and Ishmael coming together 

to bury their father, Abraham. It then 
continues to identify the larger fam-
ily tree by listing the 12 sons of Ishmael 
before going on to record Esau and Jacob 
as the sons of Isaac. The interest in this 
larger family tree is noted as well when 
we read that Esau married one of the 
daughters of Ishmael.

While Genesis recognizes the confl ict, 
especially between Sarah and Hagar, the 
mothers of Isaac and Ishmael, it does 
not keep their descendants separate or 
destroyed. It describes a world where dif-
ference is real but recognition of family 
and kinship relationships continues and 
both parties thrive. By observing this 
expanded family tree, we can see that 
acknowledgment and blessing from God 
is not exclusive but inclusive.

It is of special interest to note that a 
similar recognition of this larger family 
tree is characteristic of the Quran as well. 
Certainly Ishmael as well as Abraham 
are recognized as the important ances-
tors for Muhammad. Islam also recog-
nizes as prophets Adam and Noah prior 
to the appearance of Abraham. But the 
Jewish line following from Abraham is 
also affi  rmed. The Quran clearly identi-
fi es Isaac as well as Jacob, whose name is 
changed to Israel, as prophets.

The prophet status of other major fi g-
ures in Hebrew history is also affi  rmed, 
including Jacob’s son Joseph, as well as 
Moses and Aaron. Kings of Israel David 
and Solomon are in the Quran as proph-
ets, as are other major figures such as 
Job, Jonah and Elijah. Important fi gures 
from the Christian Testament, including 
Zachariah, John the Baptist, and Jesus, 
are also identifi ed in the Quran as proph-
ets and messengers from God. Through-
out the Quran there is frequent men-
tion of the Children of Israel as having 
received God’s message.

So both the Bible and the Quran seek 
to be inclusive in identifying a much 
larger family tree of those whom God has 
recognized. Identity of person as well as 
cultural identity is natural, important, 
and recognized, but in our various scrip-
tures we see that God has chosen diver-
sity. He has special relationships with 
certain individuals and peoples, but this 
does not limit him in terms of whom he 
chooses to accept and bless.

In the Genesis stories, Hiebert encour-
ages a new and generous way to see dif-
ference. He uses the concepts of kinship 
and family for a framework of related-
ness. He writes that it “does not begin 
with the idea of outsiders and insiders or 
of exclusion and inclusion. … The bibli-
cal imagination provides a foundation for 
thinking of others as part of our family, 
as belonging to our network of relatives, 
as sharing our common humanity.”

Can we, in the challenges of our divi-
sions, seek to see our larger family tree 
and seek to fi nd ways to affi  rm and relate 
to those who seem diff erent? We experi-
ence God’s love for ourselves and those 
like us. Can we hope for a God’s-eye view 
of an enlarged affi  rming love? It is a chal-
lenge for our day.
interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Responding to 
family confl ict

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Taylor asks, “Do you 
believe in a separation of 
church and state?”

This is the second set of responses 
to a question we began answering last 
month.

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

“Scottish Presbyterianism has long 
promoted the ideal of ‘a free church in 
a free state.’ There is a long and sad his-
tory of attempts by kings and princes to 
meddle in the life and work of the church, 
and equally, for popes and bishops to 
intrude into affairs of the state. Expe-
rience teaches that it is best for each of 
these divine institutions to observe a line 
of demarcation between them.

“Many Presbyterians have promoted 
the idea of a national establishment 
of the church, in part to acknowledge 
Christ’s lordship over the nation. But as 
the old saying goes, ‘He who pays the 
piper calls the tunes.’ If Caesar pays the 
salaries of the church’s ministers, Cae-
sar expects them to promote his poli-
cies, obey his commands, and defend 
his actions. In Scotland, attempts by the 
king to rule the church according to his 
own lights resulted in a long and bloody 
confl ict known as the Killing Times.

“The American solution of a ‘wall of 
separation’ between church and state 
is not perfect. The life and work of the 
church must be conducted lawfully, 
according to the laws of both God and 
man. Church members are also citizens 
of the commonwealth, and these two 
identities sometimes conflict. Church 
members do well to remember that the 
church is an international and supra-na-
tional institution, whose fi rst loyalty is to 
Christ and His gospel, not to our country 
and its fl ag.

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minis-
ter at All Souls Community Church 
of We st M ich ig a n, a Un it a r ia n 
Universalist Congregation, responds:

“As a religious denomination, Uni-
tarian Universalism strongly supports 
the separation of Church and State. And 
I would think every religious/secular 
minority in the country would feel the 
same way. Our government should treat 
every individual equally under the law 
without infl uence from any one religion’s 
belief.

“This topic has far reaching effects 
on many areas of life, but let’s take just 
one example regarding the issue of mar-
riage: To treat people equally, all couples 
are now fi nally given the right to marry 
and to receive tax benefi ts under the law 

of the land. Rightfully so, each religion has 
the right to affirm and support this rul-
ing by allowing all wedding ceremonies 
to occur in their church, or they have the 
option to decline or forbid certain cere-
monies. This is what separation of Church 
and State looks like.

“The greatest obstacle to Equal Mar-
riage was from the Christian church. Our 
government denied citizens from the 
LGBTQ community a rite easily granted 
to our neighbors based on the dominant 
religion of this country; there was no sepa-
ration of Church and State, which is a fail-
ure of a democracy. With Equal Marriage, 
more citizens are given equal treatment 
under the law and has not affected any-
one’s ability to practice their religion.”

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

“In Luke 20:20-26 Jesus is confronted by 
‘spies’ who tried to trap him with the ques-
tion, ‘Is it lawful for us to pay taxes to the 
emperor, or not?’ Jesus asked one of them 
to show him a coin. He said, ‘Whose head 
and whose title does it bear?’ They said, 
‘The emperor’s.’ Jesus said, ‘Then give to 
the emperor the things that are the emper-
or’s, and to God the things that are God’s.’ 
Jesus did not possess a coin. He reasoned 
since it had Caesar’s image stamped on 
it the coin belongs to the emperor and 
should rightfully be returned to him.

“When Jesus says, ‘and to God the 
things that are God’s’ he’s referring to the 
people, all of whom bear God’s image. All 
people, even Caesar, belong to God.

“The church is a more faithful witness 
to the gospel of the coming reign of God 
on earth as it is in heaven, when it is not 
encumbered by the state. When the church 
sees itself as representing the true Ruler of 
the Universe, and not beholden to tempo-
ral powers, it can faithfully carry out Jesus 
prophetic commission (Luke 4:18-19).”

My response:
The Jewish community has 2,000 years 

of living under Christian or Muslim hege-
mony under its belt, which has taught it 
that while occasionally a benevolent ruler 
will protect minority religious rights, if 
it is in their interests to do so, far more 
often the Jewish community has suff ered 
under the stewardship of the Church or an 
Islamic republic.

On the whole, diaspora Jews have fl our-
ished under the system of separation of 
Church and State more so than at any time 
in history. Thus, the Jewish community is 
grateful to Thomas Jeff erson for his con-
ception of the wall of separation between 
Church and State, and to James Madison 
for including the establishment clause in 
the Bill of Rights.
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How separation 
of church and state is viewed

Michelle Boorstein   Washington Post

The Vatican has approved much-reduced reparations, 
including an apology letter that takes no direct respon-
sibility, for the former head of a West Virginia diocese 
accused of misusing millions in church money and sexu-
ally harassing fellow clerics.

Bishop Michael J. Bransfi eld stepped down in Septem-
ber 2018 as leader of the Wheeling-Charleston Diocese 
amid allegations that he spent millions on personal extrav-
agances and gifts to fellow clerics and that he harassed 
seminarians and young priests who worked for him.

After an internal Vatican investigation concluded that 
the allegations were true, Bishop Mark Brennan, Brans-
fi eld’s successor in West Virginia, drew up a restitution 
plan in November that he said would be “an act of restor-
ative justice” for Bransfi eld to accept.

Some canon law experts said it was the fi rst case they 
had heard of involving a bishop being made to pay restitu-
tion — publicly or privately.

Brennan’s office announced the final plan approved 
by the Vatican’s Congregation of Bishops, which sharply 
reduces the money Bransfi eld was supposed to pay the 
diocese — money that was to be set aside for victims of 
abuse. The initial plan called for him to pay $792,638; 
the Vatican deal agreed to $441,000, according to a letter 
Brennan wrote to the diocese.

Brennan had called for Bransfi eld to lose his church-
paid health care and the normal $6,200 monthly retire-

ment package for bishops and instead receive the monthly 
stipend of a retired priest who had worked 13 years, about 
$736 per month. Under the Vatican deal, however, West 
Virginia’s diocese will still cover Bransfi eld’s health insur-
ance, and his monthly stipend will be $2,250.

Brennan had also called for Bransfield to apologize 
to diocesan staff , Catholics of the diocese and those he 
allegedly sexually harassed “for the severe emotional and 
spiritual harm his actions caused.”

Bransfield’s “letter to the faithful,” dated Aug. 15, 
instead says he is sorry “for any scandal or wonderment 
caused by words or actions attributed to me.”

He acknowledges being reimbursed by the diocese for 
personal expenditures “that have been called into ques-
tion as excessive” and writes that he has “been advised” 
to pay back the money.

“I have now done so even though I believed that such 
reimbursements to me were proper,” the letter says.

Among the questioned spending was $4.6 million to 
renovate his Wheeling residence after a fi re damaged one 
bathroom.

Vincent DeGeorge, a former West Virginia seminar-
ian who says Bransfi eld kissed and groped him and pres-
sured him to sleep over and watch porn, said in a state-
ment Thursday that the message from his former bishop 
“does not meet the basic conditions of Catholic contrition, 
or apology.”
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Bishop accused of misdeeds ordered to pay restitution

Most Americans are likely 
to say the separation of 
church and state is an 
important tenet, but how 
do people of various faiths 
actually see it?    MLive.com 
fi les

So how do we resolve the conflicts 
between different individual identities 
as well as different groups and cultural 
identities? It is a question of how to 
handle family conflict.
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