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Douglas Kindschi, director   
Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“Do I have to be wrong in 
order for you to be right?”  

This was the question asked by the Jew-
ish scholar to the Christian scholar back in 
the early days of the Jewish-Christian Dia-
logue.  Sylvia Kaufman began this dialogue 
in Muskegon back in the 1980s. It later led to 
the establishment of the Kaufman Interfaith 
Institute at Grand Valley State University. 

This is the time of the year when the ques-
tion is asked again as we look at the Jewish 
origins of Christianity.  When the Christmas 
story is read from the Gospel of Matthew, 
there can be no question about the connec-
tion.  Matthew begins with the genealogy of 
Jesus starting with Abraham and proceed-
ing down through King David to Joseph.  It 
continues with quotes from various proph-
ets of the coming Messiah, the Hebrew 
word meaning “anointed one,” translated as 
Christ in Greek.

The book of Luke also tells the geneal-
ogy, again going back through David and 
Abraham and then on to Adam.  According 
to this narrative, Jesus was born in Bethle-
hem because Joseph had traveled there for 
a required government enrollment since he 
was of “the house and lineage of David.” It 
goes on to tell of his circumcision, his pre-
sentation in the temple and the required sac-
rifi ce in Jerusalem, “according to the law of 

Moses.”  (Luke 2:22-24)
Greg Carey, professor of New Testament at 

Lancaster Theological Seminary, writes that 
his students must roll their eyes at how often 
he asks them to fi ll in the blank: “Jesus was 
a …”  “Jew.”   

“And Peter was a …”  “Jew.”  And also, 
Mary and Paul.  “This is the simple point 
— that the New Testament’s key fi gures all 
lived and died as Jews.” 

Yes, it is a simple point, but one that Jews 
and Christians often fail to acknowledge: 
Jesus was a Jew.

The Christian Bible tells the stories of 
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, 
David, Isaiah, Jeremiah and many more, 
while we Christians often fail to appreci-
ate that these biblical heroes were Jews, not 
Christians.  It has been said that this is one 
fact that Jews and Christians are reluctant to 
affi  rm:  “Jesus was a Jew.”

And yet in that dialogue question 
between the Jewish and Christian schol-
ars, the assumption is that only one of them 
could be right.  If one was right, the other 
had to be wrong. 

LOGIC NOT ALWAYS THE BEST TOOL
I would suggest that the problem was 

Aristotle and Greek logic.  If we see life in 
terms of propositions, facts, and the binary 
choice of true or false, then logic is a valuable 
tool.  If I am primarily interested in the truth 
or falsity of certain facts — 2+2=4, Lansing is 

the capital of Michigan, viruses cause colds 
— then the laws of logic are important. 

In logic, it is called the law of the excluded 
middle: a proposition is either true or false. 
It is important to know many facts and it is 
important to know if they are true or false. 
We learn them from our parents and teach-
ers, we read about them in books.   

But when we approach important issues 
of love, beauty and morality, the logic of 
explicit facts will often not serve us well.  
In matters of meaning and how to live, per-
haps the category we need is wisdom rather 
than propositional or creedal truth.  If, as 
religious people, we can affirm that God’s 
truth is beyond mere mortals’ full compre-
hension, then why do we think we can know 
with certainty what God knows or how God 
will interact with God’s creatures?

Wisdom is not a binary concept.  We can-
not say with a black-or-white logic what is 
the best way to resolve a dispute, counsel a 
distraught friend or make a diffi  cult moral 
choice.  These issues will not stand up to a 
true-or-false test.  They call for wisdom. 

Is it not time in our relating to a diver-
sity of religious traditions and communi-
ties to ask the wisdom question?  Not so 
much which proposition, creed or belief 
is true, and which is false, but what can 
we learn from each other to grow in wis-
dom about how to live and treat each other? 
Are we facing a crisis of truth, or a crisis of 
wisdom? 

Science has given us many truths about 
the physical world, and we proudly talk of 
“modern science” and its accomplishments.  
But where is “modern wisdom”?

WISDOM LAGS BEHIND KNOWLEDGE
Jonas Salk, the scientist and discoverer 

of the polio vaccine, asked:  “At one time 
we had wisdom, but little knowledge. Now 
we have a great deal of knowledge, but do 
we have enough wisdom to deal with that 
knowledge?” 

It is a tragic observation that today sci-
ence gathers knowledge faster than society 
gathers wisdom. 

While the binary approach of logic seeks 
to resolve diff erence as either true or false, 
wisdom grows when we see both sides of an 
issue, when we learn from diff erence. Wis-
dom grows with experience and knows that 
a fi nal resolution may not be possible. 

In this season of light, when Jews and 
Christians conclude their celebrations of 
Hanukkah and Advent, can we enlighten 
each other with wisdom on how to live?  
Rather than forcing the issue of who is right 
and who is wrong, can we celebrate what we 
learn from each other?

For Jews, Christians, and all persons of 
goodwill, rather than pursuing the resolu-
tion of truth through propositional logic, let 
us pursue wisdom that emerges from love.   
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Within hours of the news that a gunman had killed 26 
people in a Texas church, the Rev. Carolyn Winfrey Gillette 
began what has become a sad ritual.

In the Monday morning quiet of the sunroom in her Phil-
adelphia home, she sat down with a stray piece of computer 
paper and penned lyrics to a new hymn lamenting not only 
the violence, but the hollowness of words absent action.

If we just talk of thoughts and prayers
And don’t live out a faith that dares,
And don’t take on the ways of death,
Our thoughts and prayers are fl eeting breath.

She fi nished after midnight in her bedroom, drawing the 
title from that first line. Her verses, sprung from grief so 
fresh, would be set to a centuries-old hymn tune, merged 
into a prayer meant to comfort those who sing and hear it.

MORE THAN 300 HYMNS OVER 20 YEARS 
Gillette, co-pastor of Overbrook Presbyterian Church, is 

the news commentator of hymnology, having turned cur-
rent events into lyrics for more than 300 hymns over nearly 
20 years. 

With borrowed melodies often familiar to churchgoers, 
her spiritual deliberations on subjects from gun violence, 
health care and immigration to natural disasters and the 
environment have been sung around the world in sanctu-
aries, on college campuses, in Bible school classrooms, and 
during street protests.

“A hymn,” she said, “can connect the faith of thousands of 
years with what’s happening today.”

Her “O God, We’ve Prayed in Wind and Rain” is about the 
tragic aftermath of Hurricane Harvey in Texas and Louisi-
ana and the fl ooding in Nepal, India, and Bangladesh. “To a 
Place of Celebration” is a plaintive response to the mass shoot-
ing at Pulse nightclub in Orlando. “O God, Our Words Cannot 
Express” was written on 9/11, and later sung in a video by Noel 
Paul Stookey of the folk trio Peter, Paul and Mary.

In September, students at nearby St. Joseph’s Univer-
sity presented Gillette’s “Young Joseph, the Dream,” which 
uses a Bible story to address the plight of young immigrants 
known as Dreamers, illegally brought to the U.S. as children.

“I was so moved when I read it, I thought, ‘We can’t not 
sing this song,’ “ said Tinamarie Stolz, campus minister.

INSPIRATION COMES FROM EVERYWHERE
For Gillette, 56, inspiration comes not only from the 

news, but from conversations surrounding it, from friends, 
congregants and strangers asking such questions as, “How 
could God let this happen?”

Bishop Peggy Johnson of the Eastern Pennsylvania Con-
ference of the United Methodist Church commissioned a 
hymn from her about Peter’s denial of Jesus. 

Gillette’s topicality and plain-spoken language, she said, 
are refreshingly far-removed from “that old stained-glass 
way of talking.”

“We love our old hymns,” Johnson said, “but they don’t 
necessarily speak to modern social justice issues.”

Gillette began writing lyrics in the late 1990s, while day-
dreaming in a synod seminar. The class on the Psalms 
strayed off  topic to a discussion of scripture set to music. 

During the session, she crafted verses to a song about the 
Ten Commandments, which she titled “Gifts of Love.”

When her husband and co-pastor, the Rev. Bruce Gillette, 
posted the song on the internet, a clergy friend at Cape May 
Presbyterian Church asked to use it at Bible school. Seeing the 
children perform it, she said, “inspired me to keep on writing.”

She seizes the moment to compose, whether on the train, 
in a car, even in a paddle boat on vacation. Her husband, 59, 
shares her lyrics with her fans mostly via her website and 
social media accounts.

The couple met in the library while studying at Princeton 
Theological Seminary.

“I came to the rescue at a copy machine,” he said. After 
helping her with a stubborn paper jam, he used the ministe-
rial-student pick-up line: “Would you like to join me for eve-
ning chapel?”

Married in 1984, they have three children: John, 29, Cath-
erine, 26, and Sarah, 24. 

Before their appointment in Overbrook six months ago, 
they were co-pastors in Pitman, New Jersey, and Wilming-
ton, Delaware..

Carolyn Gillette recalled being a little girl, maybe 3 years 

old, standing on the pew at her family church in Smithsburg, 
Md., singing hymns fl anked by her father, David Winfrey, a 
seminary graduate who became an English professor, and 
her mother, Jane, a homemaker with a fl air for poetry.

“The hymnbook could have been upside down for all I 
knew,” she said, “but I just remember the feeling of being 
surrounded by the music of the church and feeling happy.”

At a church camp one summer, a counselor asked her if 
she had considered the ministry. She had. As a youngster, 
she used to sit her dolls in a semicircle and preach to them.

It was the early 1970s, and female ministers were a rarity. 
She had never heard one preach. But her mother made 

sure she did. Jane Winfrey leafed through a phone book to 
fi nd a nearby church with a female pastor and took her teen-
age daughter there for Sunday services.

Gillette went on to earn a bachelor’s degree in religion 
from Lebanon Valley College in 1982 and her master of divin-
ity degree in 1985.

FIRST CURRENT EVENTS HYMN
Gillette’s fi rst current-events hymn was “The Storm Came 

to Honduras,” about the destruction left by Hurricane Mitch, 
which killed more than 7,000 in Central America and the 
Caribbean in 1998.  Since then, she has written two books of 
hymns and her work has appeared in scores of magazines 
and on websites.

When the subject is controversial, people who have asked 
to use her songs sometimes leave out a verse for fear of pro-
voking debate. In “To a Place of Celebration,” about gun vio-
lence, the third verse urges leaders to take action and people 
to “work for legislation that will curb guns’ awful toll.”  

In one church where it was sung, that verse was omitted.
Gillette’s lyrics reflect her belief that words often aren’t 

enough — a theme that emerged so strongly while contem-
plating the Texas tragedy that it became the hymn’s title, “If 
We Just Talk of Thoughts and Prayers.” The music had come 
from an English melody, “O Waly Waly,” from the early 1700s.

“Writing hymns helps people to make the connection 
between their faith, their life and taking action,” she said. 

“We often say that our thoughts and prayers are with you. 
But we don’t follow through. If a hymn inspires us to call our 
Congress people, or donate to a cause that makes things bet-
ter, then that’s a good thing.”

Pastor turns news into hymns

The Rev. Carolyn Winfrey Gillette, co-pastor of Overbrook Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, sings one of her hymns as 
her husband and co-pastor, the Rev. Bruce Gillette, listens in their offi  ce.    Photos by David Maialetti, Philadelphia Inquirer

The Rev. Carolyn Winfrey Gillette is silhouetted against a 
stained glass window at Overbrook Presbyterian.

Her songs cover 
subjects ranging 
from gun violence 
to hurricanes


