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Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“Never define yourself 
as a victim. You cannot 
change your past, but you 

can change your future. There is always a 
choice, and by exercising the strength to 
choose, we can rise above fate.”  

So wrote Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, for-
mer chief rabbi of Great Britain, in a recent 
blog post. He told of traveling to Toronto 
to meet the Canadian psychologist Jordan 
Peterson, whose podcasts have recently 
become very popular with young people. 
Sacks wanted to better understand what he 
was saying that was infl uencing so many 
people. 

At one point in the conversation, Peter-
son told him about his daughter, who, at 
the age of 6, was suff ering from a rare juve-
nile arthritis that aff ected 37 of her joints. 
As a child and teen, she had hip and ankle 
replacements and was in constant acute 
pain. 

As he described her, he was on the verge 
of tears, but then said, “One of the things 
we were very careful about and talked with 
her a lot about, was to not allow herself to 
regard herself as a victim. And man, she 
had reason to regard herself as a victim … 
(but) as soon as you see yourself as a vic-
tim … that breeds thoughts of anger and 
revenge — and that takes you to a place 
that’s psychologically as terrible as the 
physiological place.” 

She fi nally was able to emerge from her 
condition and is now about 90 percent 
 cured because she didn’t allow herself to 
become a victim, even though she might 
have had plenty of reason to feel that way, 
her father said. 

Sacks related to that story  in light of the 
Jewish experience of the Holocaust. He 
writes of the survivors he knew that “were 
victims of one of the worst crimes against 
humanity in all history. Yet they did not 
see themselves as victims. The survivors 
I knew, with almost superhuman cour-
age, looked forward, built a new life for 
themselves, supported one another emo-
tionally, and then, many years later, told 
their story, not for the sake of revisiting the 
past, but for the sake of educating today’s 
young people on the importance of tak-
ing responsibility for a more human and 
humane future.”

He asks, “How is this possible? How can 
you be a victim and yet not see yourself as 
a victim without being guilty of denial, or 
deliberate forgetfulness or wishful think-
ing?” Sacks responds that humans have 
the ability to look back or to choose to look 
forward. One can ask, “Why did this hap-
pen?” and look for some cause or someone 
to blame. One is also free to ask instead, 
“What then shall I do?” This means look-
ing forward from that point to seek a future 
destination, given the current situation. 

The big diff erence is, of course, that one 
cannot change the past, but it is possible to 
change the future. Sacks continues, “Look-
ing back, I see myself as an object acted on 
by forces largely beyond my control. Look-
ing forward, I see myself as a subject, a 
choosing moral agent, deciding which path 
to take from here to where I want even-
tually to be. Both are legitimate ways of 
thinking, but one leads to resentment, bit-
terness, rage and a desire for revenge. The 

other leads to challenge, courage, strength 
of will and self-control.”

Sacks calls this “the triumph of choice 
over fate.” He refers to Moses, who chal-
lenged the Hebrew people not to think of 
their future as being determined by forces 
outside their control. Sacks continues:  “You 
are indeed surrounded by forces outside 
your control, but what matters is how you 
choose. Everything else will follow from 
that.”

Sacks also cites the prophet Jeremiah 
who, after the destruction of the Temple, 
called the Israelites not to consider them-
selves as victims of the Babylonians, but 
rather to see themselves as free moral agents 
and return to God — and thereby choose a 
better future. 

The Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl 
said even when he was in Auschwitz and all 
of his freedoms were taken away, there was 
one freedom that they could not take away, 
“the freedom to choose how to respond.” 
Victimhood throws that freedom away 
and chooses to live in a past that cannot be 
changed. 

Frankl was a prominent Jewish psy-
chiatrist in Vienna when, in 1942, he was 
arrested and taken to a Nazi concentra-
tion camp. While he survived, his parents 
and pregnant wife were killed. He went on 
to write a bestselling book, “Man’s Search 

for Meaning.” He observed that those in the 
camp who knew they had a task waiting for 
them to complete had a better chance to sur-
vive. 

In his own case, he had a manuscript 
ready for publication that was confi scated. 
When he fell ill, he would make notes on lit-
tle scraps of paper with the hopes of rewrit-
ing the manuscript should he survive. 
Frankl concludes: “I am sure that this recon-
struction of my lost manuscript in the dark 
barracks of a Bavarian concentration camp 
assisted me in overcoming the danger of col-
lapse.”

Sacks and Frankl recognize the diffi  culty 
in making the right choice. 

Sacks concludes: “There really are victims 
in this world, and none of us should mini-
mize their experiences. But in most cases … 
the most important thing we can do is help 
them recover their sense of agency. This is 
never easy, but is essential if they are not to 
drown in their own learned helplessness. 
No one should ever blame a victim. But nei-
ther should any of us encourage a victim to 
stay a victim. It took immense courage for … 
the Holocaust survivors to rise above their 
victimhood, but what a victory they won for 
human freedom, dignity and responsibility.”

The temptation to blame events or actions 
of the past is there for each of us. But that is 
precisely what cannot be changed. We can 
choose instead to take action to help create 
a future that has meaning. It is our choice: 
being a victim or choosing to act with hope 
and faith.  

interfaith@gvsu.edu  

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

‘Never defi ne yourself as a 
victim.’ Instead, choose to act

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

The previous and the cur-
rent presidential adminis-
trations have drawn sharp 

criticism from the pulpit for positions the 
president has taken. When is it appropriate 
for clergy to take a stand on government pol-
icies?

The Rev. Ray Lanning, a retired minister 
of the Reformed Presbyterian Church of 
North America, responds:

“Presbyterian and Reformed preachers 
should have the freedom to address any-
thing the Word of God addresses. They are 
obliged to speak where God has spoken: ‘The 
Lord God has spoken, who can but proph-
esy?’ (Amos 3:8). This is especially true when 
the enactments, policies or conduct of our 
rulers threaten to call down the wrath of God 
upon the nation.

“However, ministers are fallible human 
beings. The human conscience can be short-
sighted, mistaken or selective in responding 
to current events. Moral outrage may lead us 
into matters beyond the scope of our exper-
tise.  Some preachers who cried out against 
President Barack Obama now maintain 
embarrassed silence with regard to Pres-
ident Donald Trump. Faithfully preaching 
the Word ‘in season and out of season’ (II 
Timothy 4:2) is the best safeguard against 
such human folly.”

Fred Stella, the Pracharak (outreach 
minister) for the West Michigan Hindu 
Temple, responds:

“It’s important to note that this current 
administration has also garnered much 
praise from at least as many pulpits as 
those where criticism is leveled. Many peo-
ple are surprised by this, given the history 
of our president’s rather checkered past and 
well-documented personal behavior. But we 
shouldn’t be. Regardless of everything, this 
religious demographic is interested only in 
results, as measured by policies introduced 
and enforced. They are clearly getting what 
they want.

“Our nation has a long tradition of reli-
gious leaders taking stands, for better or 
worse, on legislation and laws that are in 
opposition with their values. It is always 
appropriate to do so. That said, I am deeply 
saddened when clergy members use their 
position to demean others or attempt to 
scare the flock into believing that holding 
any opinion opposite of theirs is downright 
sinful.”

 The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All 
Souls Community Church of West Mich-
igan, a Unitarian Universalist Congrega-
tion, responds:

“When I stand in our pulpit on Sunday 
mornings, I am very careful to speak only 
on the policy or actions of our government 
and not about any one individual. It is no 

secret that Unitarian Universalism is a very 
left-leaning religion. Because my congre-
gation is a well-informed group of people, I 
see my role as primarily addressing specifi -
cally where our faith lands on a given topic. 

“During any given week, I find there 
is usually one particular issue that has 
weighed heavy on their minds; this is how 
I decide what to speak about on Sunday. My 
role is to help shepherd the people I serve 
through morally and ethically challenging 
times, it is not to engage in political debate 
with our current administration. As for our 
current president, I fi nd it best for my own 
spiritual well-being to not speak about him 
at all.”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Domini-
can priest who serves as adjutant judi-
cial vicar, Diocese of Grand Rapids, 
responds:

“My first question of clarification is 
regarding the nature of the government 
policy. Is the policy a moral instruction or 
imposition? Or, is the policy something that 
is innocuous and does not adversely aff ect 
humanity?

“Positions taken by presidential admin-
istrations that, through the imposition of 
governmental policies, minimize human 
beings to a selfish, ideological, commer-
cial or totalitarian end (cf. the Seventh 
Commandment of the Decalogue), are 
deserving of criticism because it not only 
demeans specific individuals but also all 
of us. Remember that anything meant to 
limit or harm one group by the government 
opens all of us up to the same treatment.

 “Jesus teaches us there are two com-
mandments. One, to love God with our 
whole heart, soul, strength and our whole 
being. Two, to love our neighbor as our-
selves. Are we willing to open ourselves to 
asking what the Holy Spirit is teaching us 
when confronted by a minister who is chal-
lenging governmental policies?”

My response:
My congregation contains both strongly 

left-wing liberals and right-wing conserva-
tives. I need to be able to speak to any and 
all who come to our services, regardless of 
their politics. At the same time, I need to be 
faithful to my understanding of Torah. So 
I ask myself, “Do Torah and Jewish tradi-
tion have a defi nitive response to this ques-
tion?” And then I ask, “Is this the only sup-
portable position or, if not, is this at least 
by far the strongest supportable position, 
so much so that this congregation needs to 
hear about it?” When I am convinced that 
I have something to say which is strongly 
supported by Torah and that any oppos-
ing position has signifi cantly less support 
based on my, and my particular move-
ment’s, understanding of the role of Torah 
and Jewish tradition, then I take a stand.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

When is it appropriate for 
clergy to mix politics, religion?

“There really are victims in this world, 
and none of us should minimize their 
experiences. But in most cases … the most 
important thing we can do is help them 
recover their sense of agency.”
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 
met with Jordan Peterson 
to better understand his 
message, and what he found 
resonated with his own 
experiences.

Allyson Chiu   Washington Post

With eight words, 11 syllables and one 
hyphen, the full name of the Mormon 
church is quite the mouthful: The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

Given its cumbersome name, it’s unsur-
prising that both members and nonmem-
bers of the Utah-based faith have long used 
short forms, such as Mormon and LDS. 
Take, for example, the Mormon Tabernacle 
Choir or the LDS Business College. A 2014 
documentary film meant to raise aware-
ness of the church is titled, “Meet the Mor-
mons.” A widely famous ad campaign pop-
ularized the slogan, “I’m a Mormon.” Even 
the church’s offi  cial websites use Mormon in 
their addresses.

But Thursday, the church’s leader, Presi-
dent Russell M. Nelson, announced that he 
wants people to stop using “Mormon” and 
“LDS” — abbreviations that have been the 
subject of numerous debates throughout the 
religion’s history.

“The Lord has impressed upon my mind 
the importance of the name He has revealed 
for His Church, even The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints,” Nelson said in 
a statement posted to the church’s official 
public relations site. “We have work before 
us to bring ourselves in harmony with His 
will.” 

Added Nelson, who is believed by tradi-
tion to be a prophet: “In recent weeks, vari-
ous Church leaders and departments have 
initiated the necessary steps to do so.”

According to an updated church style-
book entry, the faith should be called The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
and its members are “members of The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.” 
Well aware of how unwieldy the name can 

be, new abbreviations are also suggested, 
including “the Church,” “Church of Jesus 
Christ” and “restored Church of Jesus 
Christ.”

“In the coming months, Church websites 
and materials will be updated to refl ect this 
direction from President Nelson,” the state-
ment said. Yet, the style guide notes that 
using Mormon in proper nouns is accept-
able. That means the Book of Mormon, the 
faith’s key scripture, or historical expres-
sions, such as the “Mormon Trail,” will 
remain the same.

Steve Evans, founder of the Mormon 
blog called “By Common Consent,” told 
The Washington Post that this is not the 
fi rst time the church has attempted to push 
for a return to its offi  cial name.

“It’s something that comes and goes, it 
seems, every few decades and never really 
seems to gather too much momentum,” 
said Evans, “and then it kind of fi zzles out, 
or at least that’s the feeling anyway.”

But Patrick Mason, Claremont Gradu-
ate University’s head of Mormon studies, 
said Nelson’s statement differs from past 
attempts.

“The wording of this statement is stron-
ger than anything we’ve seen in the past,” 
Mason said. “This came not from his own 
intuition or his own sense of things, rather 
from inspiration from heaven. That’s about 
as strong language as he can use.” 

As a name, The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints holds particular signifi -
cance: It was a specifi c direction from God 
to the faith’s founder, Joseph Smith, in 1838. 

“There’s a scripture that says, ‘This is 
what you’re going to call your church,’” 
Evans said. 

Stop calling them Mormons 
‘LDS’ abbreviation is out too, leader of the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints says
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