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By Douglas Kindschi
Director of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute, GVSU

Inspiration for my weekly
Interfaith Insights usually
comes frommy reading non-

fiction, but this column is an
exception.
On the recommendation of my

orthopedic surgeon this summer,
I read John Steinbeck’s classic,
“East of Eden.”
So what does “East of Eden”

have to do with interfaith? This
retelling of the Genesis story
also is the story of the conflict
between good and evil and the
struggle that is within each of us.
Themain character, Adam, dis-

cusses with his friend, Samuel,
and his servant, Lee, possible
names for his twin boys.
They read the story of the bib-

lical Adam’s two sons, Cain and
Abel. They, at first, are bothered
by Cain’s violent response to the

rejection of his plant offering,
while Abel’s animal offering was
accepted.

Lee com-
ments: “I think
this is the best
known story
in the world,
because it is
everybody’s
story. I think it is
the symbol story
of the human

soul. … I think everyone in the
world to a large or small extent
has felt rejection. And with rejec-
tion comes anger, and with anger
some kind of crime in revenge
for the rejection. … There is the
story of mankind.”
This passage reminds me of

the alienation that somemem-
bers in our society must feel
when they find that they just
don’t fit in, that they have been
rejected because of racial differ-

ence or religious difference.
For most, this rejection is

somehow overcome, but for oth-
ers, the rejection leads to anger
and violent response.
It is a sad commentary, but

perhaps, as Lee expressed, “the
symbol story of the human soul.”
The discussion between Adam

and his friends continues with
puzzlement over the passage,
where the Lord responds to
Cain’s anger that his offering is
not accepted.
The passage reads: “So, the

Lord said to Cain, ‘Why are you
angry? And why has your coun-
tenance fallen? If you do well,
will you not be accepted? And if
you do not do well, sin lies at the
door. And its desire is for you,
but you should rule over it.”
(Gen. 4:6-7)
Lee later discovers other

translations of the passage and
pursues the key passage by

studying Hebrewwith other
learnedmen, including a respect-
ed rabbi. The key word that was
translated “you should” rule over
sin, is in Hebrew the word “tim-
shel,” and also can be translated
“thoumayest” or “you can” rule
over sin. It is not a command
but the recognition of human
free will to resist the sin. It is a
choice!
Friend Samuel exclaims,

“Thoumayest, Thoumayest!
What glory! It is true that we are
weak and sick and quarrelsome,
but if that is all we ever were, we
would, millenniums ago, have
disappeared from the face of the
earth.” But we are given choice,
we can choose to win over sin.
Later in the book, Steinbeck

returns to what he calls the “one
world story.”
“Humans are caught— in their

lives, in their thoughts, in their
hungers and ambitions, in their

avarice and cruelty, and in their
kindness and generosity too— in
a net of good and evil. … Virtue
and vice were warp and woof of
our first consciousness, and they
will be the fabric of our last. …
There is no other story. Aman,
after he has brushed off the dust
and chips of his life, will have left
only the hard, clean questions:
Was it good or was it evil? Have I
done well — or ill?”
It all hinges on the single

Hebrewword, “timshel,” “Thou
mayest.”
We have the choice. It is there

in the early stories in Genesis. It
is in great literature of the 20th
century.
It is with us today. It faces us

as individuals, as nations and
in our attitudes toward others
who are not like us. Howwill we
respond to the sin at our door?
Will wemake the right choices?
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu
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BEIRUT

Islamic State
in Syria releases
22 Christians
Islamic State militants

reportedly have released
22 Christians they’ve been
holding captive.
Human rights groups say

the 22 were part of more than
220 Assyrian Christians cap-
tured when the Islamic State
group overran several farming
communities in northeastern
Syria in February. The Britain-
based Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights said tribal lead-
ers mediated and paid money
for their release.
The Assyrian Human

Rights Network said 14 of
those released were women.
The network says the freed
hostages were taken to the
VirginMary Church in the city
of Hassakeh. It also posted
photos on its Facebook page,
showingmostly elderly men
and women, some in tears,
being greeted by a priest.
The Assyrian Federation

of Sweden, which has fol-
lowed the case, said Tuesday’s
release brings the total num-
ber of freed Assyrians to 45.

CAMDEN, NEW JERSEY

Bunk on a battleship
during pope’s visit
Visitors looking for a place

to stay during Pope Francis’
trip to Philadelphia have an
unusual option.
The Battleship New Jersey

is offering 400 bunks for $75
per person for a night between
Sept. 22-26. The price includes
breakfast and dinner.
Guests can tour the museum

and ride in a flight simulator.
The ship is docked in

Camden, New Jersey, across
the river fromPhiladelphia and
less than amile from the Ben
Franklin Bridge. The bridge
will be closed to traffic, but
open to pedestrians and bicy-
clists during the pope’s visit.

COLUMBUS, OHIO

Board: Ohio judges can’t
choosemarriage type
An Ohio judicial board has

ruled judges who perform
weddings can’t refuse same-
sex couples based on personal,
moral or religious beliefs.
The board also says judges

who stop performing all mar-
riages to avoid marrying same-
sex couples may be considered
biased and could be disquali-
fied from any case where sexu-
al orientation is an issue.
The Ohio Supreme Court’s

Board of Professional Conduct
issued the rulingMonday after
ToledoMunicipal Judge C.
AllenMcConnell, who refused
to perform a same-sex wed-
ding, asked the board to clarify
his duties.
—The Associated Press

By Melissa Binder
mbinder@oregonian.com

M
orning comes softly
here. There are no cars,
no sirens, no trash
trucks, no dogs. Only
a hundred chattering
birds and the swish of a

monk’s tunic. The air and earth are
blue, andMount Angel Abbey feels
isolated from the woes of the world.
It’s 5 a.m., and Father Martin Grassel

has been awake for nearly two hours. He’s
buoyant— rising after 3 a.m. is a luxury.
This is his time to pray, exercise and work
at his makeshift brewery before the other
monks emerge from their rooms.
“One of the first things you learn about

brewing is that it’s all about cleanliness,” he
said, taking a seat at a folding table inside
an old stone building he uses for brewing
— a hobby he hopes to grow into a source of
income for the monastery.
In silence, he wipes disinfectant from

brew pumps that soaked overnight. The
process reflects life at the monastery, in a
way: Sanitation of the soul thwarts infection
there, too.
Grassel’s digital Timex watch tells him it

already is 5:25 a.m. He usually would be in
church by now, but the services are delayed
for a minor holiday. Despite the extra hour,
he’ll have to rush to complete his to-do
list before the first bells ring at 6:35 a.m.,
announcing the first of six prayer services
he will attend.
Such is the life of amodern-daymonk. It is

gentle, yet rushed. Secluded, yet vulnerable.
Like his ancestors, Grassel rises before the

sun, brews beer and eats in quiet harmony
with his spiritual brethren. He pays bills, car-
ries an iPhone and liveswith the knowledge

that even life on the hilltop is uncertain.
Grassel’s life, imagined, might seem too

quaint to be relatable— or even authentic.
But a monk is a man, and amonastery is
earth, sacred or not.

THEROADTOMOUNTANGEL
At 7 a.m., after the first worship, Grassel

grabs a small scoop of potatoes with eggs
and ketchup for breakfast. He tries to eat no
more than he needs. It’s an act of spiritual
discipline, he said.
Breakfast is not the first thing he has

eaten today. Grassel begins each day with a
private Mass in the abbey chapel, the body
of Christ his first nourishment of each day.
The Benedictine hilltop abbey, located

roughly 40miles south of Portland, Oregon,
is home to a seminary. With no students
treading the brick pathways between class-
es, summer is uniquely peaceful. Grassel
swings by his bedroom to fetch Cecilia,
his beloved black and white cat, who trots
alongside him on the way to his office.
Each of the abbey’s 56monks has a job,

oftenmultiple. Father Teresio Caldwell
plays the organ. Father Augustine DeNoble

tends flowers on the hillside. Brother Jesus
Maria Leija fixes cars. The abbot, elected
leader of the monastery, appoints monks
to their roles. For some, their work is their
delight. For Grassel, it’s an act of obedience.
The baldingmonk is the abbey’s procura-

tor, managing everything the monastery
owns. He thinks about money all day and
has the browwrinkles to prove it.
Yet, Grassel is careful not to grumble.

If God wants him to be a businessman in
monk’s clothing, so be it.
Oakland Raiders paraphernalia and beer

bottles give Grassel’s office a slight bache-
lor pad feel. There are two scratching posts
and three bags of Temptations cat treats.
In another life, Grassel, 52, was raised

in Grand Forks, North Dakota, where his
religious edification wasminimal: a handful
of visits to SundayMass, a catechism class
for kids.
When Grassel moved to Arizona for an

engineering job with Honeywell in 1988,
he leased an apartment two blocks from a
Catholic church.

SEEMONKS, B3

Life inside theabbey
Modern-day monks can’t escape stresses, fears of the outside world

The sun peeks from behind the chapel at Mount Angel Abbey in Oregon. Although the grounds and chapels are quiet and serene within the
abbey walls, monks can’t escape the same troubles others face in the outside world. (Photos/The Oregonian)

MOUNT ANGEL, OREGON

Father Martin
Grassel performs
a private Mass for
himself and friend
Suzanne McKenzie
before the first of
the day’s six prayer
services. Grassel
enjoys the seren-
ity atop the hill
at Mount Angel
Abbey, but still has
the daily distrac-
tions of technology
and finances.
(Photos/The Oregonian)


