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Douglas Kindschi   Director, 
Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“Science in my generation 
has become like a razor blade 

in the hands of a 3-year-old.”
Albert Einstein is so quoted in Krista Tip-

pett’s book, “Einstein’s God: Conversations 
About Science and the Human Spirit.”  It was 
as he watched German science being handed 
over to fascism that he began to lose faith in 
the increase in knowledge without a corre-
sponding growth in wisdom.  

Building on last week’s Interfaith Insight 
column on the difference between propo-
sitional truth and the pursuit of wisdom, I 
wish to pursue further the various kinds of 
knowledge.  We asked why we talk of mod-
ern science and ancient wisdom, but not 
“modern wisdom.” Why do we fi nd ourselves 
returning to Socrates, Plato, Augustine and 
Aquinas when seeking wisdom?  Why do the 
various religious texts and scriptures come 
up when the wisdom topic is examined?

Tippett continues regarding Einstein’s 
concern about the advance of knowledge at 
the expense of spiritual wisdom. “He began 
to see figures such as Gandhi and Moses, 
Jesus and Buddha and St. Francis of Assisi, 
as what he called ‘geniuses in the art of liv-
ing.’ He proposed that their qualities of spir-
itual genius were more necessary to the 
future of human dignity, security and joy 
than objective knowledge.”

One might attribute the success of science 
to its limiting its scope to only one dimen-

sion of the human encounter with reality, 
essentially that which can be called imper-
sonal or objective.  Even in this limited 
domain, science does not attain complete 
and absolute truth. The exploration of sci-
ence results in the creation of “maps” of the 
physical world which are indeed reliable but 
not complete.

The map image reminds one of the diffi  -
culty of making a two-dimensional map of 
the three-dimensional planet Earth.  When 
looking at a fl at map of the fl ight route from 
America to England, it seems like one goes 
too far north rather than straight east.  That 
is because the map distorts what is, in fact, 
the shortest distance on the globe, which is 
the arc of a great circle. My Muslim friends 
point out the same situation when, in their 
daily prayers, they are to face Mecca, for 
which the shortest “great circle” route is in 
three dimensions facing northeast from 
Michigan.  

Theology and religion use metaphor and 
symbolism to create “maps” which help 
us comprehend aspects of reality that go 
beyond the limits set by science. Because of 
the complexity and uniqueness of human 
experience, the “maps” are not as specific 
and precise, and yet they can be invaluable 
in helping us make our way through the 
pathways of our human existence. 

PAST INSIGHTS STILL RELEVANT
Another diff erence is between the cumu-

lative nature of science and the importance 
of tradition and heritage in other fi elds.  A 

typical physicist of today understands much 
more about the universe than Isaac New-
ton ever did.  This is simply because she is 
living three centuries later than that great 
genius. In religion, as in many other encoun-
ters with reality, we cannot presume that the 
present is superior to the past. The individ-
ual creative work of a Bach or a Beethoven 
continues as a vital part of our present expe-
rience of music.  Likewise, the theological 
insights of great fi gures and writings of the 
past are relevant to a contemporary under-
standing of wisdom.

DIFFERENT EXPLANATIONS, 
AND ALL CAN BE TRUE

Science and religion seek to explain, but 
there are diff erent and yet not incompatible 
ways of explaining. I could ask why a can-
dle burns and give a scientifi c explanation 
involving the breakdown of hydrocarbons 
into molecules of hydrogen and carbon, 
which vaporize and react with oxygen from 
the air to create heat, light, water vapor and 
carbon dioxide.  Or I could give a practical 
explanation: It’s burning because I just lit it 
a few minutes ago.  

One could also off er a purposeful expla-
nation:  It’s burning because we are cele-
brating a birthday, a Sabbath or a baptism.  
While the scientific explanation might be 
precise and non-controversial, the purpose-
ful explanation might be more relevant in a 
given situation. All of the explanations can 
be true while at the same time not in oppo-
sition. 

The kind of knowledge that leads to wis-
dom is not necessarily the kind of proposi-
tional knowledge that science explores.  That 
is why personal experience is so critical to 
the development of wisdom.  We can under-
stand people and certain emotional issues 
often better through a novel or movie than 
factual or scientifi c studies. 

Wisdom is often connected to religious 
insights as well, and it is no surprise to fi nd 
scriptures and religious writings dealing 
with the topic.  Neal Plantinga, former pres-
ident of Calvin Theological Seminary, deals 
with these issues in his book, “Not the Way 
It’s Supposed to Be: A Breviary of Sin.” He 
writes:  “In the literature of Scripture, wis-
dom is, broadly speaking, the knowledge of 
God’s world and the knack of fi tting oneself 
into it.”  

In the Hebrew Scriptures, it was King Sol-
omon who was famous for his wisdom.  He 
is reported to have asked God for “a discern-
ing heart to govern your people and to dis-
tinguish between right and wrong.”

God responds: “Since you have asked for 
this and not for long life or wealth for your-
self, nor have asked for the death of your 
enemies but for discernment in administer-
ing justice, I will do what you have asked. I 
will give you a wise and discerning heart.” (I 
Kings 3:9-12)

In our personal and communal life, let 
this be our resolution for the coming year.  
Let us seek this gift of wisdom to administer 
justice and care for all people. 
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RIO DE JANEIRO — The mayor of this sultry 
metropolis slashed funding for Carnival, its 
gay pride parade and a procession honoring 
an Afro-Brazilian goddess. Mayor Marcelo 
Crivella, a Pentecostal Christian, calls the 
moves fi scal prudence. But Rio’s libertines 
see a thinly veiled crusade to impose God’s 
law from city hall. 

As political polarization intensifi es in the 
United States, Latin America’s largest nation 
is locked in its own escalating culture wars, 
with the rise of an increasingly powerful reli-
gious right. 

Evangelical politicians such as Crivella 
 — a 60-year old bishop and former gospel 
singer who once claimed homosexuality 
could result from botched abortions — are 
finding enormous success in Brazil. Their 
rise comes as conservative Protestant faiths 
make massive inroads in this predominantly 
Catholic country and as corruption scandals 
taint traditional parties . 

Under former presidents Luiz Inácio Lula 
da Silva and Dilma Rousseff, Brazil was a 
symbol of the global left. But religious con-
servatives have turned the tables here in 
part by forming pragmatic coalitions. They 
have allied with agribusiness interests and 
gun lobbies, forming a “BBB bloc” of bullets, 
bulls and Bibles.

“God above all,” Jair Bolsonaro, a poli-
tician close to the evangelical community, 
said at a political rally this year. “There is 
no such thing as a secular state. The state is 
Christian, and any minority that is against 
this has to change.”

He is running second in national polls 
tracking likely candidates for next year’s 
presidential election.

In November, evangelical politicians 
tagged onto a bill on maternity leave a mea-
sure that would ban abortion. It was passed 
in special committee, although it needs 
approval by both houses of the National 
Congress to become law. Earlier this year, 
evangelical politicians persuaded embattled 
President Michel Temer — who needs their 
support to survive in offi  ce — to remove pro-
gressive passages about gender identity and 
sexual orientation from textbooks .

With Crivella in power for nearly a year in 
Rio, this city has found itself turned into an 
unlikely national experiment. 

“This is Rio!” said Marcelo Misailidis, 
artistic director for Beija Flor, one of the 
samba schools, or community groups, that 
puts on Rio’s annual Carnival celebration. 

“But this mayor, these people — they would 
put clothes on a cow if they could.”

That a religious conservative was elected 
mayor in a city known for ribald revelry is 
not as far-fetched as it sounds. Sexual free-
dom thrives in Rio’s South Zone neighbor-
hoods such as Copacabana and Ipanema, 
where picturesque beaches serve up a cornu-
copia of fl esh. But the city’s vast and  poorer 
north is more conservative and religious. 

THE OUTSIDER CANDIDATE
Previously a national senator from Rio, 

Crivella last year won a highly fractured 
mayor’s race, in which some of his oppo-
nents faced corruption allegations. His 
name also came up in connection with 
alleged off-the-books donations, although 
he  was never charged. In the end, he success-
fully portrayed himself as the nontraditional 
candidate that frustrated  residents   wanted.   

Crivella is the nephew of Edir Macedo, a 
well-known televangelist and chairman of 
Rede Record, Brazil’s second-largest tele-
vision network. Macedo built a multibil-
lion-dollar empire promoting “prosperity 
theology”  — or wealth through the cleans-
ing power of worship. At the same time, he 
was a perennial target of corruption probes. 

Crivella  has taken positions well outside 
the mainstream. In a 2002 book written after 
years spent as a missionary, he denounced 
the priests of Afro-Brazilian faiths — which 
have millions of followers — as “sorcer-
ers and witches.” He also argued that pub-
lic health-care systems could save money by 
embracing the practice of faith healing.

Since his election, Crivella has sought to 
moderate his tone, saying he has matured 
from his days as “an intolerant young man,” 
and he does not talk much to the media. He 
declined to be interviewed for this story.

 The mayor’s church warns against the 
pageant of glitter and fl esh that is Carnival, 
citing the consumption of alcohol and drugs 
as well as the “promotion of sexuality and 
cheating.” But it raised eyebrows when Criv-
ella in February became the fi rst mayor in 
recent memory to skip the festivities . 

A few months later, he cut city funding to 
Carnival nearly in half, from $7.4 million to 
$4 million, citing hard economic times and 
the need to shift spending to schools. Carni-

val offi  cials are planning a smaller, shorter 
event next year.

“This isn’t about budgets,” said Misailidis, 
the artistic director. “This is about intoler-
ance.” 

In a statement, Crivella’s press offi  ce said 
the mayor believes that “Christian princi-
ples and values form the base of Western 
civilization. Among them is the rejection of 
hatred, of discrimination and of prejudice, 
and respect for free will.”

CHALLENGED BY LGBT 
MOVEMENT, SPIRITUALISTS

When asked to explain controversial bud-
get cuts, his press offi  ce cited the dire state 
of city finances and the debt the adminis-
tration inherited. The statement denied that 
there are any confl icts between the admin-
istration and the LGBT movement, Carnival 
organizers and Afro-Brazilian spiritualists.

His critics see it differently. In Octo-
ber, Crivella blocked an edgy, gay-themed 
museum exhibition from being held in Rio. 
In a video he posted on his Facebook page, 
Crivella said it belonged “at the bottom of the 
sea,” later denouncing it for allegedly pro-
moting “bestiality” and “pedophilia.”  

 Also in October, his administration shut 
down a local cultural center that was set to 

host a homoerotic play, citing “grave electri-
cal failures.”   Eventually, the play moved to a 
diff erent municipal theater.

This year, Crivella’s administration com-
pletely defunded the city’s gay pride celebra-
tion, which had received the equivalent of 
$114,000 from the city last year. 

Organizers put on the event with the aid 
of Uber and Ambev, the country’s largest 
beer producer, and renamed it “the parade 
of resistance.” 

 Late last month, Crivella’s administra-
tion eliminated funding for a procession 
on Copacabana beach paying homage to 
Yemenjá, a goddess of the sea worshiped by 
followers of the Umbanda faith — a mixture 
of Catholicism and African spiritualism. In 
past years, the celebration has relied on a 
$9,000 budget from the city.

Members of the faith also have suffered 
recent attacks on their temples at the hands 
of “bandidos evangelicos” — or radical 
Christian drug-trafficking gangs. Crivella 
has denounced the attacks, although critics 
say not forcefully enough.  

Crivella’s tenure appears to be foundering. 
An October poll by the national fi rm Data-
folha showed him with a 16 percent approval 
rating, compared to a year earlier, when he 
won with almost 60 percent of the vote.  

Clamping down 
on Carnival
Move by Rio’s Pentecostal mayor 
is sign of a growing culture war

People protest against Rio de Janeiro’s Mayor Marcelo Crivella during the Gay Pride Parade 
at Copacabana beach in November.   Mauro Pimentel, Associated Press

Mayor Marcelo Crivella 
says his moves are based on 
fi nancial considerations, not 
intolerance.

Worshipers 
practice 
Umbanda, 
a blend of 
African 
traditions,  
Roman 
Catholicism, 
spiritism 
and indig-
enous 
beliefs. Rio 
defunded a 
Umbandan 
event last 
month.    
Lianne Mil-
ton, Washing-
ton Post


