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B2    T H U RS DAY, AUGUST 9, 20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

The desire for certainty is 
natural but likely beyond our 
limited human capability. In 
earlier Interfaith Insight col-

umns, we explored its limits in science, the 
dangers in the political arena and the poten-
tial challenges in religion. 

It can be seen as idolatry when we make it 
absolute. As we discussed last week, seminary 
professor Peter Enns even calls it “The Sin of 
Certainty” and wrote a book with that title. 

Enns sees trust as the goal even — or espe-
cially — when doubt emerges. He writes, 
“Trust is not marked by unflappable dog-
matic certainty, but by embracing as a normal 
part of faith the steady line of mysteries and 
uncertainties that parade before our lives and 
seeing them as opportunities to trust more 
deeply.” 

He discusses the challenges to his own 
faith when family and professional circum-
stances made him re-evaluate his confi dence.  
He could identify with the prayer of Thomas 
Merton, a theologian and Trappist monk who 
wrote more than 70 books on spirituality and 
social justice. Merton prayed: 

“My Lord God, I have no idea where I am 
going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I can-
not know for certain where it will end. … But 
I believe that the desire to please you does in 
fact please you. And I hope I have that desire 
in all that I am doing. … And I know that if I do 
this you will lead me by the right road, though 
I may know nothing about it. Therefore, I will 
trust you always, though I may seem to be lost 
and in the shadow of death. I will not fear, for 
you are ever with me, and you will never leave 
me to face my perils alone.”

As a student at Harvard Divinity School, 
Enns noted that the most spiritually chal-
lenging experience was not some of the lib-
eral professors who challenged his ideas, but 
the non-Christians who were some of the nic-
est people he ever met. The question to his 
own certainty was “the simple act of living 
and working with people outside of my famil-
iar tribe.” In discussing the Bible with some 
of the Jewish students, he found that his own 
parochial ideas he brought to the text were 
exposed. He “came to appreciate fi rsthand the 
richness and depth of that tradition. I also felt 
some shame for never really being exposed to 
it before, even in seminary.” 

He shares a conversation with a Jewish stu-
dent from Israel about the story of Adam and 
Eve. Enns mentions the fall of humanity and 
the original sin passed from parent to child 
that was caused by the sin. The Jewish stu-
dent said he never heard of it, because original 
sin is not in the text. But then Enns asks, what 
about Satan tempting Eve, to which the other 
student responds, “Satan isn’t in the story. We 
see a serpent, and he is clearly identifi ed as the 
craftiest creature made by God — not a super-
natural foe of some sort.” Enns concludes: 
“What I ‘knew’ the story of Adam and Eve to 
be about wasn’t what the story actually said, 
but something I had brought to the story from 

my own Christian tradition.”  
Enns realized that his preconceptions, 

even about the Bible text, are not necessar-
ily absolute truth. He concludes: “Maybe 
my purpose on earth isn’t to be the thought 
police first and love others after all their 
ideas line up as they should. Maybe my fi rst 
order of business is to risk my own sense of 
certainty about God and love others where 
and how they are, no matter how they do on 
my theology exam.” He realized that love 
often means letting go of something that 
might seem clear and even dear to him. It’s 
not about being right or winning an argu-
ment.

He also notes that the Jewish Scripture 
(or Old Testament) was written over a span 
of several hundred years and recounts the 
many ups and downs of the faith journey. 

“One of the great comforts of Israel’s epic 
is that it contains raw expressions of fi erce 
doubt and lack of trust in God embraced by 
the ancient Israelites as part of their faith. I 
am thankful to God for this Bible rather than 
a sanitized one where spiritual struggles of 
the darkest kind are brushed aside as a prob-
lem to be fi xed rather than accepted as part 
of the journey of faith.”

He writes of the Jesuit philosopher John 
Kavanaugh, who went to work for three 
months with Mother Teresa at the Home for 
the Dying in Calcutta, India. The fi rst morn-
ing when he met her, she asked, “What can 
I do for you?” He responded that she could 
pray for him. “What do you want me to pray 
for?” she asked. He responded with what he 
thought was perfectly reasonable, “Pray that 
I have clarity.”

Mother Teresa declared: “I will not do 
that.” But Kavanaugh wanted to know why, 
in light of the fact that he had travelled thou-
sands of miles for this purpose. Mother 
Teresa responded, “Clarity is the last thing 
you are clinging to and must let go of.”

He replied that she always seemed to have 
clarity. Mother Teresa laughed. “I have never 
had clarity. What I have always had is trust. 
So I will pray that you trust God.”

Kavanaugh was clinging to clarity; he 
wanted it diagnosed so he could fix it and 
move on. Mother Teresa challenged him to 
trust in God, rather than his own certainty 
or clarity.   

“Rather than defi ning our faithfulness as 
absolute conformity to authority and tribal 
identity, a trust-centered faith will value in 
others the search for true human authentic-
ity that may take them away from the famil-
iar borders of their faith, while trusting God 
to be part of that process in ourselves and 
others.”

We are all called to a much bigger God, not 
the God of our own clarity or certainty, but 
a God who is more interesting, more caring 
and more trustworthy. Let this be our chal-
lenge.
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Going beyond the need for 
certainty, to simply trust

A crowd rallies outside Bethany Christian Services in Grand Rapids on June 
27 to protest the separation of immigrant children from their families at the 
southern border. Clergy sometimes face diffi  cult decision about whether to 
speak out about government policies.   MLive.com fi les

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmailc.om

Bob F. asks, “I see some 
clergy publicly criticizing 
the government’s separat-

ing families at the border. Other clergy have 
remained silent on this issue. On this issue, 
how do you as a member of the clergy decide 
whether to take a public stand or remain 
silent?”

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

“I am always proud to join my fellow 
clergy when there is an opportunity to 
speak out if we can come to a consensus 
on matters of social justice. I am fortunate 
that in my position with the West Michi-
gan Hindu temple I am given a great deal of 
freedom to express myself in these matters. 
I know that I cannot pretend to speak for 
our entire congregation when I do so; but 
I feel confi dent that there is always strong 
support behind me. 

“Besides my affiliation with the tem-
ple, I have the privilege of serving on the 
National Leadership Council of the Hindu 
American Foundation. It is there that I 
am often introduced to important issues 
that require advocacy which refl ects Hin-
duism’s value of family, nonviolence, rule 
of law and compassion. There, my voice is 
amplifi ed a thousandfold.”

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

“Although it is philosophically fallacious 
to answer a question with a question, I am 
going to violate this intellectual principle 
here to make a point. Instead of framing 
this question around clergy who have pub-
licly criticized the president on this issue, 
maybe we need to look at the question more 
in terms of: What is the Holy Spirit trying to 
teach us through these individuals?

“I suspect people who profess to be 
Christian are being challenged to not sim-
ply look at immigration as a violation of 
law. To this end, there is a meme going 
around on Facebook (older people, ask 
your children and grandchildren what 
this means) that states, ‘the people who 
shielded Anne Frank were violating the 
law. The people who killed Anne Frank 
were following the law.’

“There are many challenges in the world 
today. Individuals are illegally entering the 
United States to seek the American dream 
(life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness). 
The threats the individuals experience in 
their home countries are still far less severe 
than what is occurring at the border of the 

United States. Do we, who profess to believe 
in one God, have the courage to seek a solu-
tion for all, or do we simply wish to treat indi-
viduals in ways that are selfi sh, ideological, 
commercial or totalitarian ?”

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

“I do not know of any faith where it is 
acceptable to separate a toddler from their 
parent or family. I think any clergy that has 
chosen to remain silent on this issue has cho-
sen incorrectly. This issue is not about being 
anti-government, it is about standing up for 
the least able to stand up for themselves. 

“Any suffering that a child is made to 
endure at the hands of our government 
should be unequivocally condemned. I 
feel as a minister I am morally and eth-
ically compelled to speak up when my 
government has implemented a horri-
ble and heartbreaking policy or action.”

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

“Every Presbyterian minister must speak 
and act with a conscience captive to the 
written word of God. That means that every 
preacher must be able to show in any sermon 
that (1) he has rightly understood the teach-
ing of Scripture, and (2) faithfully and justly 
applied it to the needs of his hearers. We are 
not free to express our own opinions or pri-
vate judgments when we speak in the name 
of the Lord Jesus Christ.

“Just as some doctors treat only symp-
toms and not the root causes of disease, so 
some preachers take aim at the evils of the 
times and do not strike at the root causes 
of those evils. It is a waste of precious time 
merely to rail against the evils of the day. It 
is much more important to ground our hear-
ers in the mind of Christ as revealed in Scrip-
ture, and let that mind guide those hearers 
in doing their duty to their fellow human 
beings. Men and women armed with ‘the 
sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God’ 
(Ephesians 6:17) have changed the course of 
history many times.”

My response:
I ask myself, can I live with myself know-

ing that I did not speak up and share my 
understanding of Torah on this issue? In this 
case, the violation of our principles was so 
egregious that I could not keep silent, so I 
shared a position paper, supported by nearly 
every major Jewish organization, condemn-
ing the policy of family separation.
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When should clergy speak 
out on government policies?

Julie Zauzmer   Washington Post

Taking on positions as clergy in a tradition 
where women have never been clergy before, 
they have adopted a variety of titles. Some call 
themselves rosh kehilah, meaning “head of 
the community.” Some go by maharat. Rab-
banit. Rabba. And even rabbi.

That’s right. There are female rabbis now in 
Orthodox Judaism.

Not many, to be sure. Since Rabbi Avi Weiss 
privately ordained Rabba Sara Hurwitz in 
2009 and declared her the fi rst female Ortho-
dox clergywoman — then founded a school, 
Yeshivat Maharat, to train more — his school 
has ordained 21 women, and others have been 
ordained privately. That’s tiny compared with 
the 1,000 Orthodox rabbis in the global Rab-
binical Council of America, which refuses 
admission to women.

But this small group of women is becoming 
far more signifi cant in Orthodox Jewish life. 
Women lead synagogues now in New York and 
in Massachusetts.

On Saturday, Rabbanit Hadas “Dasi” Fruch-
ter, who has been an assistant clergy member 
on the staff  of Beth Sholom Congregation in 
Potomac, Maryland, announced she would 
move to Philadelphia to found her own Ortho-
dox synagogue there.  

“I am blessed and so excited to be able to 
do what I was made to do. It used to be not an 
option for me,” Fruchter said this week. Once 
she dreamed as a teenager of marrying a rabbi, 
because she didn’t think she could ever be one. 
Now, in her offi  ce, she has two certifi cates of 
rabbinic ordination, hanging across from each 
other: her own, and her grandfather’s . “I think 
about this amazing thing, that I am able to do 
what he did.”

The Orthodox movement, which preaches 
strict adherence to age-old Jewish laws such 
as kosher food, Sabbath observance and sepa-

ration between genders, is a small but signif-
icant denomination, representing about 10 
percent of American Jews. The far larger and 
more liberal denominations have ordained 
women as clergy for decades.

Orthodoxy is divided into various move-
ments with diff erent levels of tolerance for 
female leadership; these female clergy tend 
to belong to those such as Modern Ortho-
doxy and Open Orthodoxy.

The Orthodox Union, a major umbrella 
organization for U.S. synagogues, has taken 
a strong stance against female clergy. A com-
mittee of seven male rabbis appointed to 
consider the subject concluded this year, in 
a densely footnoted 17-page argument, that 
women should not hold any clergy roles. 

But Judaism has no hierarchical leader, 
such as a pope or an archbishop, so despite 
the organization’s opinion, female-led syna-
gogues are springing up. And Orthodox Jews 
are attending them. 

A 28-year-old Washington-area native, 
Fruchter said she chose Philadelphia 
because the local Orthodox community is 
growing. She plans to open her new syna-
gogue, for which she’s still fi nding a location, 
in time for the fall holidays in 2019.

As she has started pitching the idea, pro-
spective congregants have asked how she 
will lead services without breaking Ortho-
dox prohibitions. As a woman, she will 
give her sermon from the female side of 
the gender-divided sanctuary.  She won’t 
lead most prayers, though in Orthodox ser-
vices, congregants, not rabbis, typically lead 
prayers anyway. 

“I assure them it’s going to be traditional, 
halachic: fully in line with Jewish law in 
terms of Modern Orthodox understanding,” 
Fruchter said. 

Despite tradition, women
lead Orthodox synagogues
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