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By Nicole Winfield
The Associated Press

Pope Francis lays out his case for empha-
sizing the merciful face of the Catholic
Church in his first book as pontiff, saying
God never tires of forgiving and actually
prefers the sinners who repent over self-
righteous moralizers who don’t.
“The Name of God Is Mercy,” a 100-page

conversation with Italian journalist Andrea
Tornielli, was published last week in
86 countries to help kick-start Francis’
Holy Year of Mercy. A copy was provided in
advance to The Associated Press.
In the book, Francis condemns what he

calls the “scholars of law”— the doctrinaire-
minded rigorists who throughout the his-
tory of the church have challenged Jesus’
message of unconditional love andmercy
for even the most wretched of sinners. He
says often these self-righteous Christians
are hypocrites themselves, using the law to
hide their own “deep wounds.”
“These are men who live attached to the

letter of the law but who neglect love; men
who only know how to close doors and draw
boundaries,” Francis is quoted as saying.
Francis has rankledmany conservatives

with his frequent dismissals of theological
and legalistic arguments stressing doctrine
over his more pastoral message of welcome
andmercy for society’s most marginal. The

clash in approaches
has been particularly
evident in recent
church debates
about marriage and
divorce.
“Wemust avoid the

attitude of someone
who judges and con-
demns from the lofty
heights of his own
certainty, looking for
the splinter in his
brother’s eye while remaining unaware of
the beam in his own,” Francis says. “Let us
always remember that God rejoices more
when one sinner returns to the fold than
when 99 righteous people have no need of
repentance.”

GETTINGTHEMESSAGEOUT
The Vatican launched the book Tuesday

with a high-level panel discussion featur-
ing Francis’ secretary of state, Cardinal
Pietro Parolin, and “Life Is Beautiful” actor
Roberto Benigni, signaling the importance
Francis places on getting the message out.
In the book, Francis insists his now-infa-

mous “Who am I to judge” comment about
gays wasmerely a repetition of the church’s
teaching on homosexuality. Francis won
praise from gays with the comment, uttered

during his first news conference in 2013.
But many conservatives have criticized
the remark as vague and incomplete since
church teaching also holds that gay acts are
“intrinsically disordered.”
Francis says the church has long held

that gays should be treated with dignity and
respect and seen as individuals.
“People should not be defined only by

their sexual tendencies: Let us not forget
that God loves all his creatures, and we are
destined to receive his infinite love,” he says.
Francis has made clear from the start of

his pontificate that his would be a papacy
focused onmercy, and he called a jubilee
year to emphasize it.
Throughout the book, Francis refers

repeatedly to his ministry to prostitutes and
prisoners in Argentina, showing how his
personal encounters with society’s outcasts
have shaped his view about the faith and
formed the bedrock of his papacy.
As a confessor, Francis is quoted as say-

ing, “I have always tried to find a crack, just
a tiny opening so that I can pry open that
door and grant forgiveness andmercy.”
But Francis’ opening isn’t a free-for-all:

He says, of course, prisons can’t throw their
doors open and let violent criminals out
onto the streets. But he says once a debt is
paid, prisoners must be reintegrated back
into society and welcomed.
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By Douglas Kindschi,
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute,
GVSU

One of the sources of conflict
among religions is the claim of
exclusivity. There are certainly
texts in the three Abrahamic
religions that
have been used
tomake such
a claim. There
are verses in the
Jewish Scriptures
that refer to the
“chosen people.”
For examplewe
read, “It is not
because you are themost numer-
ous of peoples that the LORD set
His heart on you and chose you
— indeed, you are the smallest of
peoples; but it was because the
LORD favored you and kept the
oathHemade to your fathers …”
(Deuteronomy 7:7-8)

Likewise Christians claim
exclusivity with quotes from
Jesus such as “I am the way, the
truth and the life. No one comes
to the Father except by me.”
(John 14:6) Muslims who want a
verse from the Quran that makes
that faith exclusive can quote,
“So whoever seeks religion other
than Islam, it will not be accept-
ed from him, and he will be one
of the losers in the Hereafter.”
(Quran 3:85)
When a single text is taken lit-

erally, without context and inter-
pretation it can, indeed, be the
source of conflict and claims that
one religion is the only true reli-
gion. There are, however, many
texts from the same scriptures
that set forth a more inclusive
understanding of God’s relation-
ship to humanity. The book,
“Religion Gone Astray: WhatWe
found at the Heart of Interfaith,”

is written by Rabbi Ted Falcon,
Pastor DonMackenzie and
Imam Jamal Rahman. I had the
privilege of hearing them speak
at the Parliament of theWorld’s
Religions last fall. They address
the problem of claiming one and
only one truth but also point out
the more inclusive texts in their
respective scriptures.
Later in the Hebrew experi-

ence, the prophets clearly called
for repentance and amore inclu-
sive understanding. “It has been
told you, humankind, what is
good, and what does the LORD
require of you but to do justice, to
love kindness, and to walk hum-
bly with your God.” (Micah 6:8)
Christians can point to

the openness and accep-
tance that Jesus showed to
the Syrophoenician woman
who wanted her daughter
healed (Matthew 15:21-28),

the Samaritan woman at the
well (John 4:8-10) and even the
Roman centurion who repre-
sented the occupying forces but
requested healing for his servant
(Matthew 8:5-13). When asked
by the lawyers how one can
receive eternal life, his response
was to love God and love your
neighbor. When further asked
who his neighbor was, Jesus
responded with the story of the
Good Samaritan, a person from
another religious and ethnic

tradition.
Likewise, in the Quran there

are passages that affirm the
understandings of the prophets
from Abraham, Isaac, Jacob,
andMoses to Jesus, as bringing
truth. “Wemake no distinction
between any of them. And unto
Him do we surrender ourselves.”
(Quran 3:84)
The fact that one can find texts

that argue a particular view does
not settle the conflict, and that
is why the core teachings and
historical interpretations are so
vital in understanding any reli-
gious tradition. Furthermore,
as we have suggested in earlier
Insights, it is best to understand
a religion from its adherents,
not its enemies. This is a call for
interfaith dialogue, getting to
know people from other tradi-
tions and learning from them
through respect.

Interpreting scriptures: Theproblemof exclusivity
INTERFAITH INSIGHT

LINCOLN, NEBRASKA

Catholicsweighs in
on transgender
athlete debate

A Nebraska Catholic group
has urged support for a pro-
posal requiring transgender
student athletes to compete
based on their sex at birth.
The OmahaWorld-Herald

reports competing proposals
on transgender students’
participation in high school
sports are up for consideration
by Nebraska School Activities
Associationmember schools
this month.
The Nebraska Catholic

Conference last week “strongly
urged” all NSAAmember
schools to vote in favor of a
bylaw amendment requiring
students to participate in sports
based on their sex at birth.
The group represents Nebra-

ska’s three Catholic bishops.

BELFAST, IRELAND

Belfast preacher
acquitted of hate speech
An Irish preacher who was

charged with hate speech
against Muslims has been
acquitted after a judge ruled
his sermon had not been suf-
ficiently offensive.
Scores of Christian support-

ers cheered last week’s judg-
ment at Belfast Magistrates
Court as Pastor James
McConnell walked free.
McConnell faced a charge

of spreading grossly offensive
messages after his church put
his May 2014 sermon denounc-
ingMuslims online.
Outside, the 78-year-old

McConnell said he hadn’t
intended to offendMuslims
when describing their faith as
satanic andmanyMuslims as
terrorists. He said: “I wouldn’t
hurt a hair on their head.”
District Judge LiamMcNally

said courts must be “careful
not to criminalize speech,
which, however contemptible,
is nomore than offensive. It is
not the task of criminal law to
censor offensive utterances.”

VATICAN CITY

Pope: ‘Restless hearts’
seek certainty in life
Pope Francis says restless

hearts these days are seeking
sure answers to life’s ques-
tions but don’t find them.
Francis voiced this reflection

during an EpiphanyMass in St.
Peter’s Basilica, which recalls
the Gospel account of the Three
Kings, who follow a star to find
the infant Jesus in Bethlehem.
Francis said: “Like theMagi,

countless people in our day
have a ‘restless heart’ which
continues to search without
finding sure answers.”
Recalling the long journey of

theMagi, Francis said “before
Jesus, all divisions of race, lan-
guage and culture disappear.”

Kindschi

IF YOU GO

ABRAHAMIC DINNER
When: 6:30 to 9 p.m. Jan. 21
Where: At-Tawheed Islamic Center
and Mosque, 3357 East Paris
Avenue SE in Grand Rapids
More information:
interfaithunderstanding.org

Pope Francis receives the Italian edition of his book, “The name of God is mercy,” by Marina Berlusconi, president of Mondadori publishing
company, as journalist Andrea Tornielli, center, looks on Monday at the Vatican. The book, a 100-page conversation with Tornielli, is the first
book of Francis’ papacy. (L’Osservatore Romano/Pool Photo via AP)
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