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By Douglas Kindschi

Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute,
GVSU

My time at Cambridge
University, now coming
to an end, has beenmost

stimulating both for the insights
in science and religion, as well as
the interfaith experiences.

Another aspect of my stay at
Westminster
College, a college
in the Reformed
tradition that
trains future
ministers, has
been the daily
morning prayers
and brief prayer
liturgy prior to
lunch. While not required of stu-
dents (or visitors), it has become
an important part of the rhythm
during our stay here. They are,
of course, very Christian in con-
tent and form, but I have been
struck by a portion of one of the
prayers said in the pre-lunch lit-

urgy that goes:
“Gracious God, if we came to

your house, we would find the
door open because there are no
closing hours for the hospitality
of heaven. If we came to your
house, we would hear many
accents, ours just one among
them, for there is no favored
nation in the commonwealth
of heaven. If we came to your
house, we would see people
who never thought they would
be allowed in, had the entrance
been bymerit rather than by
your gracious invitation.”
This prayer resonates with

the interfaith work with which
I have been involved over these
past years through the Kaufman
Interfaith Institute. It also was in
keeping with my fortnightly con-
versations with the scientist and
theologian John Polkinghorne,
whom I referenced in some of
my earlier Insight columns. In
the final chapter of his recent
book, “Science and Religion in

Quest of Truth,” he briefly dis-
cusses “Other Faiths.” He notes
if you ask scientists from three
different continents about some
aspect of the natural world you
will likely get similar responses.
But ask the same three persons
about the nature of Ultimate
Reality, and you will likely get
very different responses.
He writes: “It is no longer

possible to dismiss people of
other faiths as strange persons in
far-away countries who believe
peculiar things. They are our
neighbors, living down the street,
and we can see the spiritual
integrity of their lives. …What
is clear is that all the world faith
traditions are all testifying to a
realm of human experience that
can be characterized as encoun-
ter with sacred Reality.”

THE IMPORTANCEOFDIALOGUE
Polkinghorne acknowledges

the real differences in beliefs and
claims, as well as the complexity

of the issues involved in mean-
ingful dialogue. It is the task for
our century to pursue this dia-
logue. He offers three observa-
tions, from a Christian perspec-
tive, on howwemight proceed.
First, given his scientific back-

ground, he suggests, we not start
with the most confrontational
issues in relation to the tradi-
tions’ core beliefs, but rather
explore how those beliefs “relate
to the insights of modern science
… that can yield constructive
interaction without provoking
immediate frustrating defensive-
ness.”
Second, Polkinghorne warns

against seeking agreement by
trying to construct a “lowest-
common-denominator world
religion, formed by collecting
what the faiths are found to have
in common.” He acknowledges
that there are areas of com-
monality, such as the value of
compassion and the experience
of the spiritual, but the “mutual

incompatibilities will have to be
faced.”
In Grand Rapids during our

Year of Interfaith Understanding
we called this “thick dialogue” as
opposed to a “thin dialogue” that
narrowed our faith so much that
we could all agree.
Polkinghorne finally points

out that the Christian under-
standing of the Holy Spirit is
also called the “Spirit of truth”
and is “I believe, at work in all
truth-seeking communities.” He
sees this as a way to honor the
spiritual authenticity of other
faith traditions and “as a way for
the Christian to understand and
honor that authenticity.”
My time in Cambridge, and

especially my contact with
Polkinghorne and his writings,
have enhancedmy science/
religion understanding and pro-
vided helpful insights into my
interfaith endeavor. It has indeed
been enriching.
—Contact: interfaith@gvsu.edu

By Daniela Berretta
The Associated Press

J
ERUSALEM—A team of experts
has begun a historic renovation at
the spot where Christians believe
Jesus was buried, overcoming
long-standing religious rivalries
to carry out the first repairs at the

site in more than 200 years.
The project, which began June 6, will

focus on repairing, reinforcing and pre-
serving the Edicule— the ancient cham-
ber housing Jesus’ tomb in Jerusalem’s
Church of the Holy Sepulchre. It is the
first such work at the tomb since 1810,
when the shrine was restored and given
its current shape following a fire.
The Edicule, an ornate structure with

hanging oil lamps, columns and oversize
candlesticks, was erected above the spot
where Christian tradition says Jesus’
body was anointed, wrapped in cloth and
buried before his resurrection. It stands a
few hundred yards from the site of Jesus’
crucifixion.
The church, characterized by stone

staircases, dark chambers and golden
decorations, is one of Christianity’s holiest
shrines. That hasn’t stopped clerics from
engaging in turf rivalries over the years.
Roman Catholics, Greek Orthodox and

Armenians are responsible for maintain-
ing separate sections of the church, and
each denomination jealously guards its
domain. While the clergymen who work
and pray at the church generally get
along, tensions can rise to the surface.
In 2008, an argument between Greek
Orthodox and Armenianmonks erupted
into a brawl.
This time, the clergymen have put aside

their differences— a reflection of the dire
need for the repairs. Last year, Israeli
police briefly shut down the building after
Israel’s Antiquities Authority deemed it
unsafe, prompting the Christian denomi-
nations to join forces.
The three churches share possession

of the shrine, holding prayer services at
different times of the day and night, so
restoring the Edicule was in everyone’s
interest.
“We equally decided the required

renovation was necessary to be done, so
we agreed upon it”, said the Rev. Samuel
Aghoyan, the top Armenian church offi-
cial at the church.
Antonia Moropoulou, the scientific

coordinator of the project, said the tomb
is stable, but is warped and needs urgent
attention after years of exposure to envi-
ronmental factors like water, humidity
and candle smoke.
“Themarble and stone slabs have devel-

oped, due to the stresses, some deforma-
tions,” said Moropoulou, an architect
at the National Technical University of
Athens, which is supervising the renova-
tion. In addition, the structure needs to
be protected from the risk of earthquake
damage.
She said even an iron cage around the

Edicule built by English authorities in
1947, cannot bear the stress. “So another
solution is needed,” she said.
The project will bolster the structure

by, among other things, replacing the
mortars and strengthening the columns.
It is expected to take eight to 12 months,
experts and church clerics said. During
that time, pilgrims will be able to continue
visiting the site, they said.
Some of the work is expected to take

place early in the morning or late at night,
when the church is closed. The quiet
atmosphere will make it easier for experts
to focus on the delicate task and help
avoid disruptions for the thousands of pil-
grims and tourists who visit each day.

The project will cost about $3.3 million
(3 million euros), said Theophilos III, the
Greek-Orthodox patriarch of Jerusalem.
Each church is contributing funds. In
addition, Jordan’s King Abdullahmade a
personal donation in April for the project.
Jordan controlled Jerusalem’s Old City
until the 1967Mideast war, and the king-
dom continues to play a role safeguarding
Muslim and Christian holy sites.
Despite the sometimes-tense relations

between the denominations, the tomb
served as a potent symbol of Christian
unity when Pope Francis and the spiritual
leader of the world’s Orthodox Christians,
Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I,
prayed together there inMay 2014.
Likewise, today’s restoration is bridg-

ing centuries-old divisions by being
conducted in the name of all three major
denominations that share possession.
Besides the supervisory role played

by the National Technical University of
Athens, the agreement also includes an
architect from each denomination.
In a show of unity, onMay 20 clerics

from the three denominations posed and
shook hands in front of the scaffolding
erected around the tomb ahead of the
work.
“What has happened is a very good

sign, a sign of togetherness,” said
Theophilos III.
The church, one of the world’s old-

est, was built in 325 A.D. by the Roman
Emperor Constantine. That structure
was destroyed in 1009 byMuslim Caliph

al-Hakim. A 12th-century restoration by
the Crusaders gave the Holy Sepulchre its
current appearance, while in 1808 a fire
all but destroyed the Edicule.
In 1852, the Ottoman authorities then

governing the Holy Land provided a
framework for resolving disputes inside
the church. They put into effect the “status
quo,” a set of historic laws and power-
sharing arrangements that, to this day,
rigidly regulates the denominations’
activities inside the Holy Sepulchre.
The Rev. Athanasius Macora, a

Franciscanmonk who represents the
Catholics at the inter-church commis-
sion that negotiates disputes at the Holy
Sepulchre, said the renovationmight have
beenmore ambitious if not for the status
quo.
“I personally would have liked to

maybe contemplate some alternative to
simply restoring the current structure,
but because the status quo is so conser-
vative in its nature, we had to more or
less accept the fact that there would be
no change whatsoever to the current
structure, and it would be restored as it is
now,” he said.
Still, for pilgrims like Italian Claudio

Pardini, the restoration is “an important
sign” that all of the Christian churches are
getting together to preserve their faith’s
traditions.
“It’s good to take care of our churches

so that we can leave the next genera-
tions a sign, something to visit,” he said.
“Because Christ isn’t an idea. He’s a story.”
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Greek Orthodox priests hold liturgy outside the tomb of Jesus in the Holy Sepulchre church in 2012. In June, a team of experts began
renovating the the site where Christians believe Jesus was buried, marking the first repairs in over 200 years . (Dusan Vranic/AP files)

Armenian pilgrims pray in 2012 at the
Tomb of Jesus in Jerusalem’s Church of the
Holy Sepulchre. (Dusan Vranic/AP files)

Factions put aside long-standing rivalries, join forces to renovate Christ’s tomb together
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