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Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

What does 
it mean to be 
moral? What 

are the virtues we should 
cultivate and what are the 
vices we should avoid? What 
are the characteristics of 
true character?  Does religion 
help us to live a moral life?

Philosophers as well as 
religious thinkers have 
asked these questions for 
millennia. Aristotle identi-
fi ed virtues that lead to good 
character such as courage, 
self-control, civility, mod-
esty, generosity and justice. 
Nearly all religions have 
their lists of virtues that lead 
to good character. 

The Apostle Paul listed the 
fruits of the spirit as “love, 
joy, peace, patience, kind-
ness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness and self-control.” 

Some Muslim commen-
tators have identifi ed 16 vir-
tues that constitute good 
character. 

Jewish writers have iden-
tified central virtues from 
the biblical prophets to 
include benevolence, com-
passion, humility and peace 
loving. 

Ma ny rel ig ion s have 
o n e - s e n t e n c e  s u m m a -
ries often identified as the 
“golden rule.” Rabbi Hillel 
famously said, “What is hate-
ful to you, do not do to oth-
ers.” 

Recently, the sciences, 
from psychology to neu-
robiolog y, have entered 
the discussion with stud-
ies designed to understand 
how the brain makes moral 
decisions and how we in fact 
act in crises. The results are 
often counterintuitive and 
challenge how we like to 
think about ourselves.  

Philosopher Christian 
Miller has been engaged in 
a major study looking at the 
issue of character and asks, 
“How good are we?” In his 
recent book “The Character 
Gap,” he describes how most 
of us “tend to think of our-
selves, our friends and our 
families as good people. We 
may not be saints, but we are 
not morally corrupt either. 
We are honest, kind, trust-
worthy and reasonably vir-
tuous people.”  

Miller, however, begs to 
differ, and relates recent 
studies t hat show t his 
self-image to be mistaken. In 
carefully controlled exper-
iments as well as in real-life 
situations, the results are 
often quite different from 
what we think our basic 
response would be. We have 
some serious character fl aws 
that “we do not even recog-
nize … as they often fl y below 
our conscious radar screen.”

He is not suggesting that 
we are evil, but a mixed 
bag, and in certain situa-
tions we do not respond in 
fact the way we imagine we 
would. “Our hearts are not 
morally pure, but they are 
not morally corrupt either,” 
he writes. “Rather, they are 
a messy blend of good and 

evil.” Miller also suggests 
that we do have the capac-
ity to do tremendous good 
and that there are ways to 
develop the virtues and even 
“bridge the character gap.”

Recent scientific stud-
ies have shed light on some 
of these issues. Since the 
positive psychology move-
ment began to study char-
acteristics like gratitude, 
hope and integrity, we have 
learned much about the pos-
itive results of these virtues.  
Studies report that these 
characteristics lead to bet-
ter health, higher work sat-
isfaction and performance, 
as well as decreased anxi-
ety. This, of course, raises 
the complication of whether 
pursuing these virtues pri-
marily for the benefits is 
just another form of selfi sh-
ness; or, are these auxiliary 
byproducts but not necessar-
ily the primary motivation?

Some fascinating con-
trolled psychological exper-
iments have shown that peo-
ple are less responsive to 
situations where someone is 
in need when there are oth-
ers around, than when one 
is the only person available 
to help. 

Miller describes “one of 
the most famous experi-
ments in the history of psy-
chology” called the “Lady 
in Distress” study. In what 
was purported to be a mar-
keting survey, the subject 
is in a small room with a 
woman who is administer-
ing the survey. She leaves to 
get something in the next 
room when the subject hears 
a loud crash and the woman 
crying, “Oh my God, my 
foot. … I can’t move!” and 
then moans and cries for 
another minute.” The fas-
cinating part of the study 
is that some of the subjects 
were in the room alone while 
for another group of sub-
jects there was another per-
son in the room, an actor 
who is part of the study and 
instructed to ignore the cry 
for help.  

T h e  d i f f e r e n c e  w a s 
remarkable. For the subjects 
who were alone, 70 percent 
responded to the cry for help, 
while in the case where the 
actor who didn’t react was 
in the room, only 7 percent 
of the subjects responded. 

This embarrassment-fac-
tor experiment has been 
repeated in many differ-
ent scenarios with similar 
results. 

Potential embarrass-
ment tends to lessen the 
inclination to respond. It 
could help explain the real-
life situation a few years 
ago where on the day after 
Thanksgiving, “Black Fri-
day,” in a Target store one 
of the shoppers with a heart 
condition collapsed on the 
fl oor. Many people walked 
around him and some actu-
ally stepped over him with-
out attempting to help.  
Later, some nurses admin-
istered CPR, but it was too 
late and he died that night 
in the hospital. We might 
think that this is unusual 
— and certainly we would 
not have acted that way — 
but these studies suggest 
this might be more typical 
than we would expect. 

Miller would argue that 
we are learning that the 
mixture of good and bad in 
most people is more com-
plicated and calls for a bet-
ter understanding of how 
in fact people behave in 
certain situations. It’s not 
that we are completely bad, 
but not completely good 
either.  But there are things 
we can do to work at devel-
oping the moral character 
that we like to assume is 
who we are. 

M i l le r  w i l l  b e  o u r 
speaker here in Grand Rap-
ids next March at the Grand 
Dialogue conference. A 
book study group will be 
reading his book on “The 
Character Gap” on alter-
nate Thursday evenings, 
beginning Jan. 10.  You are 
welcome to join in by sign-
ing up at bit.ly/Grand-Dia-
logue.

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Continued from last week: 
In recent months we have 

seen reports from Philadelphia of wide 
spread clergy sexual abuse of children fol-
lowed by widespread cover-up also com-
mitted by clergy. As a member of the clergy, 
what do you think of your profession weigh-
ing in on ethical issues [when it seems unable 
to police itself? 

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

“The Roman Catholic Church is pay-
ing a heavy price for committing a very 
human sin in the form of eff orts at institu-
tional self-protection. The urge to ‘deep six’ 
the failings of the clergy is common to all 
denominations. Ever since Adam and Eve 
set about sewing fig-leaf aprons, human 
beings have been trying to hide the evi-
dence of their sins from public view.

“Presbyterian and Reformed churches 
do not let the clergy police themselves, 
however. Supervision of the faith and life 
of Presbyterian ministers is lodged with 
the presbytery or regional court of the 
church; in Reformed churches, with the 
local consistory. The minister is account-
able to his fellow office-bearers. In my 
experience, this system doesn’t work very 
well. Too many members of consistory or 
presbytery lack the knowledge and experi-
ence needed to make the system work any 
better than it does. Good intentions can-
not compensate for ignorance of church 
order and proper procedure; to say noth-
ing of the wisdom needed to adjudicate a 
diffi  cult case.

“But your question seems to assume that 
the clergy must have their own house in 
perfect order before they ‘weigh in’ on eth-
ical questions. If that were the standard, 
we’d have no preachers at all. A wise and 
faithful preacher sees himself and presents 
himself to others as a sinner saved by grace. 
With humility and compassion, he offers 
his hearers the help he has found helpful in 
his own case fi rst of all. ‘We preach not our-
selves, but Christ Jesus the Lord; and our-
selves your servants for Jesus’ sake’ (II Cor-
inthians 4:5).”

Father Michael Nasser, who writes from 
an Eastern Christian perspective and is 
pastor of St. Nicholas Orthodox Chris-
tian Church, responds:

“One cannot and should not minimize 
the horrors revealed in the latest revela-
tions of sexual abuse committed by cer-
tain members of the clergy, and the equally 
horrid systematic cover-up which ensued. 
But to properly fi nd justice, we must limit 
blame to the guilty and not paint the inno-

cent with the same charges.
“Some members of each and every group 

do not live by the values of the group. While 
we wish this were not the case — and hope 
and pray that they are few — there will 
always be some: some politicians are cor-
rupt, some airline pilots fly drunk, some 
police are brutal. But these reprehensible 
actions by a few do not remove the virtue 
done by the rest. We add to the harm done 
by the guilty when we paint with such broad 
strokes as to accuse the innocent of guilt by 
association, and remove the moral authority 
we need from them in their respective fi eld.

“Those guilty of clergy sexual abuse have 
removed their own moral authority. Clergy 
didn’t do that; abusers who abused their 
position as clergy did.

“In a world with declining appreciation for 
morality, we need to preserve moral author-
ity wherever we can.”

My response:
The abuse of one child by one priest is too 

many. Every member of the clergy should be 
held responsible if he or she engages in abu-
sive behavior toward children. There should 
be no hiding behind religious shields. Reli-
gious institutions don’t prosecute and pun-
ish individuals for crimes against God or 
crimes against human beings. Because we 
enjoy the privilege of living under the pro-
tection of our government, we cede the 
authority to bring people to justice to the 
state, which is, of course, an extension of 
ourselves (“of the people, by the people, for 
the people”).

The abuse of one is too many, of one thou-
sand is too many. But is one thousand over a 
period of about 70 years “widespread?” Hun-
dreds of priests were implicated. Out of tens 
of thousands. Is that widespread? It is clear 
that in those decades, the church did a hor-
rible job policing itself, which it should not 
have been doing in the fi rst place. But this 
does not mean that adherents of a religious 
tradition, both clergy and lay-persons, can-
not legitimately use sacred texts and tradi-
tions to weigh in on ethical issues. That is, 
after all, the fundamental premise of this 
column.

The Bible and rabbinic literature give 
numerous descriptions of the qualifi cation 
to be a judge. I submit that these are essen-
tial qualities in order to be qualifi ed to act 
as clergy. The seven fundamental qualities 
are “wisdom, humility, fear of God, disdain 
of gain, love of truth, love of people, and a 
good reputation.” In addition, one should 
be familiar not only with Jewish law and 
tradition, but also with math and science. 
One should be gentle in speech, and able to 
express one’s views in clear and well-chosen 
words.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Do clergy still have moral 
authority on ethical issues?

Scientifi c studies reveal some challenging results

IF YOU GO

What: Book discussion group 
on Christian Miller’s “The 
Character Gap”

When: Meeting alternate 
Thursday evenings

More information: Sign-up 
at www.bit.ly/Grand-Dia-
logue   

Joe Heim   Washington Post

Parents engaged in battle with a West 
Virginia school system that for decades 
allowed Bible classes in elementary and 
middle schools won a round in a federal 
appeals court this week, setting the stage 
for a renewed legal tussle.

The ruling means that the case will be 
sent back to a district court and that the 
fate of the suspended Bible in the Schools 
program in the public system of Mercer 
County could be resolved. 

In a unanimous decision, a three-judge 
panel said Senior Judge David Faber of the 
federal Southern District of West Virginia 
had erred in dismissing the challenge to 
the Bible in the Schools program brought 
by two parents and their children. In their 

suit against the school system, the parents 
argued that the classes violated the estab-
lishment clause of the Constitution, which 
restricts the government from favoring any 
religion.

Faber ruled in November 2017 that 
because the school district had suspended 
the Bible class while it re-evaluated the pro-
gram, the lawsuit was no longer “ripe,” or 
ready to be litigated. 

He also ruled that one of the parents 
and her child did not have standing to sue 
because the child was no longer enrolled in 
county schools.

In its 16-page ruling Monday, the U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the 4th Circuit rejected 
those positions.  

WEST VIRGINIA

Battle over Bible classes continues
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Sunday, December 23
8:15 and 10:45 am — Worship

Christmas Eve: Monday, December 24
5:00 pm — Interactive family service
7:00 pm — Candlelight and communion
9:00 pm — Meditative service

First United Methodist Church
227 Fulton St E    Grand Rapids, MI  49503

www.grfumc.org/advent
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