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Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

The question of knowl-
edge and certainty was 
explored last week by look-

ing at Jacob Bronowski’s moving episode in 
his “Ascent of Man” television series. This 
past week, an article appeared in Chris-
tian Century with a similar theme. Craig 
Barnes, president of Princeton Theological 
seminary, wrote an article titled, “Uncer-
tain and faithful.”

Barnes suggests that the devil’s temp-
tation to Jesus to jump from the top of the 
temple so the angels would save him was 
actually “a temptation to be certain of 
God’s love.” 

He then makes the claim that “nothing 
is more dangerous to our souls than trying 
to be certain we’re loved by God” and that 
seeking certainty is “one of the great temp-
tations of life.”

Barnes points to the irony that in 
responding to the Enlightenment’s explo-
ration of the limits of knowledge, the 
church “developed new theologies of infal-
libility and inerrancy that the church had 
never heard of before.”  

He remembers a seminary professor who 
said to the students preparing for ministry, 
“Remember, you are not necessary.” This 
had bothered him to the point of question-
ing the professor, who then reaffi  rmed his 
statement and added, “You’re too import-
ant to be necessary; you are cherished by 
God.” Barnes concludes, “Why would we 
settle for being necessary and certain, 
when we could be loved?”

Another seminary professor, Peter Enns, 
professor of biblical studies at Eastern Uni-
versity in Pennsylvania, recently published 
his book, “The Sin of Certainty.” He calls 
us to “decouple our faith in God from our 
thoughts about God. That way faith doesn’t 
rest on correct thinking.” 

It is an acceptance of our limited under-
standing that keeps our thoughts from 
becoming idols, not made of stone or wood, 
but of fi nite mental constructions. Other-
wise, “we are trusting our thoughts rather 
than God.”

Enns compares it to a healthy marriage 
that is based on trust rather than accurate 
knowledge that seeks certainty.  “After all, 
(and I know this may be hard to believe) 
I occasionally … have mistaken beliefs 
regarding my wife, which she is only too 
kind to point out to me.  But this skewed 
knowledge does not nullify our marriage.” 
All human relationships depend on trust, 
not certain knowledge. 

In his book, Enns shows how the Psalms, 
important and sacred to both Jews and 
Christians, deal with the question of our 
relationship to God. He suggests that the 
Psalms fall into three basic categories: 
1. God is great and everything is fine; 2. 
things are not great but God will rescue; 
and 3. things are bad, getting worse, and 
God is nowhere to be found. He is particu-
larly interested in this third category, since 
it reflects an authentic human condition 
of uncertainty that is not condemned in 
Scripture. 

Psalm 88 is an example of this type of 
complaint against God, illustrating the 
psalmist’s frustration:

 O LORD, God of my salvation,
 when, at night, I cry out in your presence,
2 let my prayer come before you;
 incline your ear to my cry.
3 For my soul is full of troubles,
 and my life draws near to Sheol.
 …
14 O LORD, why do you cast me off ?
 Why do you hide your face from me?
15 Wretched and close to death from my 
 youth up,
 I suff er your terrors; I am desperate.
16 Your wrath has swept over me;
 your dread assaults destroy me.

Enns continues by illustrating with sim-
ilar passages, not only in the Psalms but 
also in the other wisdom books of the Bible, 
including Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Job. The 
author of Ecclesiastes expresses skepticism 
about what we can humanly know for certain, 
and yet our duty to trust God and be faithful: 

“Of making many books there is no end, 
and much study is a weariness of the fl esh.  
The end of the matter, all has been heard.  
Fear God and keep his commandments, for 
that is the whole duty of everyone.” (Ecclesi-
astes 12:12-13)

It is not what we know, but in whom we 
trust that is the essence of our faith, as is 
summarized in the book of Proverbs: “Trust 
in the Lord with all your heart, and do not 
rely on your own insight. In all your ways 
acknowledge him, and he will make straight 
your paths.” (Proverbs 3:5-6)

Jesus experienced this loss of certainty 

when he cries out on the cross, “My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 
27:46) Enns summarizes the biblical expe-
rience as follows: “Feeling like God is far 
away, disinterested or dead to you is part of 
our Bible and can’t be brushed aside. ... As 
off ensive as it may seem, it is never criticized 
by God. Worshipping other gods, or acting 
unjustly toward others gets criticized about 
every three sentences, but not this honest 
talk of feeling abandoned by God.” 

Elie Wiesel, Nobel Peace Prize recipient, 
Holocaust survivor and author of the book 
“Night,” describes his experiences in the 
death camps of Auschwitz and Buchenwald. 
He also wrote the play “The Trial of God” 
based on an event he witnessed as a young 
boy. The play describes three Jewish schol-
ars who put God on trial in absentia for aban-
doning his people and allowing them to be 
massacred. 

As described in the introduction to the 
play: 

“The trial lasted several nights. Wit-
nesses were heard, evidence was gathered, 
conclusions were drawn, all of which issued 
fi nally in a unanimous verdict: the Lord God 
Almighty, Creator of Heaven and Earth, was 
found guilty of crimes against creation and 
humankind. And then, after what Wiesel 
describes as an ‘infi nity of silence,’ the Tal-
mudic scholar looked at the sky and said, ‘It’s 
time for evening prayers,’ and the members 
of the tribunal recited the evening service.”

As diffi  cult as it seems, we are not called 
to certain knowledge but to faithfulness; not 
to certainty but to trust. 
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Can we have 
uncertainty and 
remain faithful?

Occupational therapist Mary Tappan, left, helps an elderly patient to a phys-
ical therapy session in 2011. Showing respect to our elders is an important 
point in many religious traditions.   Justin Sullivan, Getty Images
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What is the proper way to 
show respect for elders? Of 
course, things like giving up a 

seat on a bus and holding a door are respect-
ful, but what else?

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

“I think valuing their intelligence and 
advice, seeking their opinion or asking for 
their wisdom are ways of showing true 
respect. Making space for our seniors to 
contribute and engage fully in activities is 
another. We need to remove barriers that 
would limit their participation in events. 
And fi nally to fully honor the season of life 
they are navigating is to see them as people 
with inherent worth and dignity. An elder’s 
life is rich with  complexity. Daily they are 
learning lessons around letting go, self-ac-
ceptance, grief, inner peace and patience. 
Keeping all these things in mind would 
result in a greater respect of all of our elders.”

Ty Silzer, a former pastor in the Presby-
terian Church in America, responds:

“Respect is contextual. I remember 
watching a show growing up where an ani-
mated character went to shake the hand of 
an islander he just met. He was promptly 
thrown in prison, as handshakes were an 
insult on their island. 

“We’re told in 1 Peter 2:17 ‘Show proper 
respect to everyone.’ That’s not exactly a lot 
to go on, though.

“Recently, I off ended, deeply and badly, a 
man I truly care about in my life— in a mat-
ter of 10 minutes — to the point I thought 
we might never talk again. I treated him 
like I do all my other friends, but not how he 
shows, speaks and welcomes respect. This is 
context. And I, unwittingly yet wrongfully, 
had put my context (how I interact) above his 
context. We talked, and I made changes to 
both my life and our schedule to prevent this 
from happening, ever again.

“Because respect is both contextual and 
cultural, I recommend speaking to the 
elders in your life. I’d ask them questions in 
two regards: ‘What are the ways can I show 
you, specifi cally, respect?’ and ‘What are the 
ways, in your opinion, I can show your peers 
and the elders of our area respect?’ And don’t 
treat it as a closed or once-and-done conver-
sation—welcome their input into your life if 
they see things you can improve on in relat-
ing to them.”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Domini-
can priest who serves as Adjutant Judi-
cial Vicar, Diocese of Grand Rapids, 
responds:

“The foundation of the fourth command-
ment of the Decalogue, honor your father and 
your mother, is found in John 13:34: ‘you shall 
love your neighbor as yourself.’ A ‘grocery list’ 
of items for showing respect is possible, but 
the basis for showing respect to elders is put-
ting yourself in the place of that person and 
honoring yourself by doing what and how you 
desire to be treated in any given situation.

“In other words, how one shows respect to 
one’s fellow human being, including elders, 
fi nds its foundation in respect for one’s self. 
I am continually amazed as how people 
kindly respond when you simply smile and 
treat them with the dignity with which I like 
to be treated; and, I am often shocked at how 
rudely some people treat others.”

Doug Van Doren, the pastor of Plymouth 
United Church of Christ, responds:

“As a courtesy, I still often open doors 
for people, but have reached the age where 
younger people, both men and women, often 
open doors for me! This is nice, and does feel 
respectful, though it reminds me that I look at 
others as older than I think of myself! 

“The most important way to show respect 
to others, including elders, is to engage them. 
That is, to notice them, speak to them. Jesus 

was particularly sensitive in engaging the 
marginalized. In our youth-obsessed, tech-
no-centric society, elders are often margin-
alized. If the elder is a stranger, a greeting 
or a smile — and not getting exasperated if 
it takes them longer in the checkout line — 
shows respect. 

“Some things, especially technical things, 
can take some elders longer. (Remember, 
electronic devices are a ‘second language’ to 
that generation.) Or maybe they sometimes 
take longer because they have learned that 
life is more than rushing through it, and ‘the 
faster you go, the behinder you get.’ 

“If it is an elder you know, engage them in 
conversation. Tell them about what you are 
doing. If you do not engage them, they may 
not realize that younger people, especially 
adults with children still at home, always 
need the attention  and affi  rmation of elders.” 

Fred Stella, the Pracharak (Outreach 
Minister) for the West Michigan Hindu 
Temple, responds:

“One of the things that always impresses 
me about South Asian culture is the way in 
which elders are honored. While the bulk of 
my experience with this has been in observ-
ing Hindus, I do know that this mindset is 
expressed in other religions as well. I would 
expect that American culture has relaxed 
its standards a bit too much to ever be com-
fortable adopting these same practices. But 
any attempt in this direction would be a 
good step. When greeting elders, children 
will often kneel in front, touch their hands 
to feet of the honored ones, and then touch 
their own forehead. This is called ‘taking 
the dust of the feet.’ I so appreciated seeing 
young contestants on TV doing this as they 
approached the judges of India’s version of 
American Idol.

“There is also a lack of  formality with 
adults here in the West that is not known in 
most of Asia. I am amazed when children 
assume that it is alright to call me by my fi rst 
name.

“But there are ways that elders can be 
shown respect that are more in line with 
current social standards. Besides the exam-
ples given, things like off ering help in any 
situation where one may notice an older per-
son looking confused, aiding someone try-
ing to negotiate crossing a busy thorough-
fare. Naturally, one should off er to help in 
gentle manner. Some elders are hesitant to 
accept help right off  the bat, holding on to 
their independence for as long as they can.”

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

“Presbyterianism teaches that the young 
should honor their elders as ‘superiors in age 
and gifts’ (Larger Catechism Q. 124). Con-
trary to the way of the world, we put a pre-
mium on age, not youth. We value wisdom 
that comes from life experience. Seniors 
should strive to be worthy of such honor, 
walking in faith, love and wisdom. ‘Be ye 
therefore followers of God, as dear children’ 
(Ephesians 5:1).

“These elders should be included in your 
life, not excluded. They should be consulted, 
not ignored. They should be welcomed and 
honored in your church, not sidelined and 
alienated. Why should anyone be made to 
feel a stranger in the church he or she has 
attended for many years? It is good to honor 
them on birthdays or at Christmas; but that’s 
just two days in a year that is often haunted 
by loss, loneliness and feeling useless.

“The Heidelberg Catechism explains 
what God requires in the Fifth Command-
ment (‘Honor thy father and thy mother,’ 
Exodus 20:12): ‘That I show all honor, love 
and fi delity, to my father and mother and all 
in authority over me, and submit myself to 
their good instruction and correction, with 
due obedience; and also patiently bear with 
their weaknesses and infirmities, since it 
pleases God to govern us by their hand. ’ Ran-
dom acts of kindness may not be enough.”
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