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D2    T H U RS DAY, AUGUST 3 0, 20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Last week we discussed 
t he i mp or t a nce of  not 
defining yourself as a vic-

tim because you cannot change the past. 
Instead, we can make the choice to live 
to the future and take action that can 
change the future. 

In the news, we are reading about the 
extraordinary life of Sen. John McCain. 
No matter what one’s political position, 
we can admire him for not seeing himself 
as a victim following his more than fi ve 
years as a prisoner of war in North Viet-
nam.  

As a Navy pilot, McCain was shot down 
while on his 23rd bombing mission over 
Hanoi; he was badly injured and taken 
prisoner. He was tortured and spent two 
years in solitary confinement. He was 
given the opportunity to be released early 
but refused because the other prisoners 
who had been there longer were not given 
freedom. Following his eventual release 
and major medical procedures and oper-
ations, he continued his military service 
for many years until fi nally retiring with 
a disability pension. 

He chose not, as he put it, to be a “pro-
fessional POW” but began to build his 
second career, not in military service but 
in public service as an elected member 
of Congress. Following two terms in the 
House of Representatives, he was elected 
to the U.S. Senate, where he was serving 
his sixth term.   

A year ago, he was diagnosed with glio-
blastoma, a very aggressive brain tumor. 
He had previously survived three mel-
anoma cancers. He once again did not 
consider himself a victim, but entered 
radiation and chemotherapy to treat the 
disease. In an interview last fall, McCain 

admitted to a feeling of fear of what may 
happen but countered with a statement 
of gratitude for having “had a great life.” 
In that same interview, he mentioned 
gratitude at least fi ve times. Repeatedly, 
McCain made the choice not to be a vic-
tim but to live for the future. He chose to 
see his life with an attitude of gratitude.    

Gratitude is one of the most import-
ant attitudes that one can take, especially 
when temped to fall into victimhood. All 
of the religious traditions teach it. Before 
the Christian era, the Roman statesman 
and philosopher Cicero said, “Gratitude 
is not only the greatest of the virtues, but 
the parent of all of the others.” 

In the Bible, gratitude and thanksgiv-
ing are common themes, with more than 
140 references, and are especially appar-
ent in the Psalms.

“O Lord my God, I will give thanks to 
you forever.” (Psalm 30:12) 

“I will give thanks to the Lord with my 
whole heart.” (Psalm 9:1)

The phrase, “O give thanks to the 
Lord, for he is good; for his steadfast 
love endures forever,” appears 16 times 
throughout both testaments.

The Apostle Paul writes, “Be anxious 
for nothing, but in everything by prayer 
and supplication with thanksgiving let 
your requests be made known to God.” 
(Philippians 4:6) A central event in the 
Christian worship service is known as 
the Eucharist, a term that comes from 
the Greek word “Eucharistia” meaning 

gratitude or thankfulness. The great 13th 
century Catholic mystic Meister Eckhart 
wrote, “If the only prayer you ever say 
in your entire life is thank you, it will be 
enough.” 

One of the pillars of Islam calls for prayer 
fi ve times a day as a way to give thanks to 
God for his goodness. During Ramadan, 
the Islamic pillar of fasting has a goal of 
encouraging the believer to remember 
in gratitude the blessings received. The 
Qur’an frequently warns against ingrati-
tude but states, “God always rewards grati-
tude and He knows everything.” (4:146)

An article in the magazine Hindu-
ism Today, titled “Two Powers: Gratitude 
and Appreciation,” discussed gratitude in 
terms of the diff erent kinds of conscious-
ness. It states, “Gratitude is a quality of 
the soul. It does not depend on how much 
we possess. Its opposite, ingratitude, is a 
quality of the external ego. When we abide 
in soul consciousness, we give thanks for 
whatever we have, no matter how little or 
how much. When in ego consciousness, we 
are never grateful or satisfied, no matter 
how much we have.”  

Recent scientific studies have also 
shown the relationship between gratitude 
and physical as well as mental health.  It 
is correlated with self-esteem, sense of 
well-being and life satisfaction. It also con-
tributes to decreased risk of depression, 
eating disorders and drug abuse.    

Abdu’l-Baha, son of and successor to the 
founder of the Baha’i faith, tells the story 
of Buddha speaking to his disciples as he 
was planning to send them out to teach.  
He wanted to be sure that they were pre-
pared for the hardship ahead. He asked 
them: 

“When you go to the East and to the West 
and the people shut their doors to you and 
refuse to speak to you, what will you do?”— 
The disciples answered: “We shall be very 
thankful that they do us no harm.” — 
“Then if they do you harm and mock, what 
will you do?” — “We shall be very thankful 
that they do not give us worse treatment.” 
— “If they throw you into prison?” — “We 
shall still be grateful that they do not kill 
us.” 

“What if they were to kill you?” the Mas-
ter asked for the last time. “Still,” answered 
the disciples, “we will be thankful, for they 
cause us to be martyrs. What more glorious 
fate is there than this, to die for the glory 
of God?” The Buddha then responded and 
said, “Well done!” 

We are not all called to become mar-
tyrs, but in whatever life brings, we have 
the choice to be thankful or to become a 
victim. Science has recently affi  rmed what 
our religious traditions have taught: that 
gratitude and thankfulness can bring life 
fulfi llment so important to fi nding mean-
ing in all that we do and experience. 

As a Hindu guru once said, “Some peo-
ple complain because God put thorns on 
roses. Others praise Him for putting roses 
among thorns.”  
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Let us remember to live life 
with purpose and gratitude
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Somet imes t he Et hics 
and Religion Talk panel gets 
questions from people whose 

objective is to point out the fallacy of treat-
ing the Bible as sacred literature or the ridic-
ulousness of religion in general. Elisa’s ques-
tion appears to be in that category: “Did the 
supposed serpent in the supposed Garden 
of Eden have fangs? If so, why? If not, why 
not?” Most of the time I delete such ques-
tions. However, in this case, I decided to take 
up the implicit challenge and pose a more 
general question to the panel: What criteria 
do you use to decide whether to take a par-
ticular Biblical story literally or not? What 
kinds of stories are you reluctant to take lit-
erally?

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

“Many decades of Bible study as a lifelong 
Presbyterian have persuaded me that Scrip-
ture is the best interpreter of Scripture. ‘The 
infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture 
is the Scripture itself’ (Westminster Confes-
sion, Ch. I, Sec. IX). That is to say, the text 
and context of any particular verse or pas-
sage of Scripture, read in the light of the 
general teaching of Scripture, supply all the 
needed cues or clues for a right understand-
ing of the text in hand. 

“For example, Christ intentionally cast 
much of his teaching and preaching in para-
bles or analogies drawn from human experi-
ence. To read them literally is a mistake. For 
example, the parable of Dives and Lazarus 
(Luke 16:19-31) is not intended to teach that 
souls in hell can communicate with saints 
in heaven. But to reduce the teaching of Gen-
esis 3 to a debate over the serpent’s fangs is 
childish nonsense, demeaning to the intel-
ligence and spiritual vision of Moses. ‘The 
natural man receiveth not the things of the 
Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto 
him: neither can he know them, because 
they are spiritually discerned’ (I Corinthi-
ans 2:14). We are not obliged to suff er fools 
gladly.”

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

“When one reads the story of Adam and 
Eve’s fall from grace in Genesis Chapter 3 of 
the English Standard Version of the Bible, 
one notes that prior to God’s discovery that 
Adam and Eve had eaten the forbidden fruit, 
the serpent is described as like the other live-
stock. This means the serpent had legs. Only 
after the serpent convinced Eve to eat of the 
fruit and give it to Adam was serpent ban-

ished to slither on its belly.
“Let us not forget the Bible was writ-

ten down after years of being transmitted 
through verbal stories. Although there may 
be religious traditions that disagree with 
the following, what is important is not the 
literal words but the meaning.

“Here are Adam and Eve in an idyllic 
paradise, living together with God. God 
created Adam and Eve with free will. God 
also allowed evil to be present in this most 
serene and happy place. God had given 
Adam and Eve the ability to make their 
own choices and placed boundaries. When 
the boundaries were violated, there was 
banishment from the Garden of Eden.

“Human beings today have the same free 
will as Adam and Eve. Evil is still present. 
What is the Holy Spirit continuing to teach 
us with the paradox of the choice between 
good and evil?”

The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head pastor of 
Conklin Reformed Church, responds:

“The consensus on the criteria used to 
decide what biblical stories are to be taken 
literally is not as important as the absorp-
tion of the lesson being taught. ‘For the 
word of God is alive and active. Sharper 
than any double-edged sword, it penetrates 
even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and 
marrow; it judges the thoughts and atti-
tudes of the heart.’ (Hebrews 4:12) The 
word of God is active and living. It contains 
power that penetrates the deepest parts of 
our being to transform, heal and separate 
us from the confusion and dysfunction of 
this age. That’s the power of the word!”

My response:
As you read a great work of literature, 

when you are inside the story and truly 
engaged by the work, you treat it as if it 
were really happening. At the end of the 
story, you take a step back and think criti-
cally about what you read. You might use 
historical and literary scholarship to ana-
lyze the meaning of the story. Our under-
standing of the story ought to be shaped 
by its intended purpose, so an intelli-
gent reader doesn’t approach Jules Verne, 
Shakespeare, Grimm’s Fairy Tales and the 
Bible the same way.

Every word of the Hebrew Bible is abso-
lute historical and scientifi c truth. At the 
same time, every word is fiction. Proper 
reading requires an awareness of the type 
of narrative. Some material is legal, some is 
instructional, some describes mythic his-
tory, some lays out possible positive or neg-
ative futures. By careful reading, an intel-
ligent reader can discern the meaning or 
meanings of a biblical text. 
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What parts of the Bible 
should we take literally?

As a Hindu guru once said, “Some people 
complain because God put thorns on roses. 
Others praise Him for putting roses among 
thorns.”

Sen. John McCain, who died 
Saturday, lived his life with 
an attitude of gratitude 
despite being injured and 
tortured as a prisoner of war 
in Vietnam.

Omar Akour   Associated Press

Some 2 million Muslim pilgrims gathered 
last week in the valley of Mount Arafat in 
Saudi Arabia for a day of prayer that marks 
the pinnacle of the annual hajj.

Pilgrims stood shoulder to shoulder for an 
emotional day of repentance and supplica-
tion at the site Muslims believe the Prophet 
Muhammad delivered his fi nal sermon, call-
ing for equality and for Muslims to unite. 

Muslims believe prayer on this day at 
Mount Arafat, about 12 miles east of the holy 
city of Mecca, is their best chance to erase 
past sins and start anew.

About sunset, pilgrims head to an area 

called Muzdalifa. Many walk, while others 
use buses. They spend the night there and 
pick up pebbles along the way for a symbolic 
stoning of the devil back in the city of Mina, 
where Muslims believe the devil tried to talk 
Ibrahim out of submitting to God’s will.

The five-day hajj pilgrimage represents 
one of the world’s biggest gatherings every 
year, and is required of all able-bodied Mus-
lims once in their life.

At the hajj’s end, male pilgrims shave 
their hair and women cut a lock of hair in a 
sign of renewal for completing the pilgrim-
age. 

MOUNT ARAFAT, SAUDI ARABIA

2 million Muslim pilgrims 
gather for annual hajj

Muslim pilgrims arrive in Mount Arafat, Saudi Arabia, for the annual hajj pilgrimage.     
Dar Yasin, Associated Press
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