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Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Based on an NPR report, 
Should Self-Driving Cars Have 

Ethics?, we ask the panel: Should self-driv-
ing cars be programmed with a moral deci-
sion-making capability? For example, to 
avoid a head-on collision, should the car 
swerve  into the crosswalk, possibly killing 
pedestrians? Who’s life is more important — 
the passengers or the pedestrians?

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

“This is one of the most dangerous types 
of discussion we as human beings can enter 
into. The answer needs to be all life is equal. 
There is no calculation or fl ow chart that can 
accurately determine which person’s life is 
more worthy to live. Maybe we should park 
the self-driving cars until we can understand 
the limitations of the human mind. The fact 
that these manufacturers are asking the gen-
eral public their opinions to these questions 
tells me they are beyond understanding the 
magnitude of the consequences.”

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

“It’s easy to say that if we could program 
cars to recognize the difference between 
things and people or people and animals, it’s 
likely that injuries to people could be min-
imized. But in terms of grading the lives of 
all the humans who might be involved in an 
accident, I would hope the car would have no 
bias built in. We already live in a world where 
we accept the risk that all of us — pedes-
trians and car passengers alike — could be 
struck by a wayward vehicle anytime. Once 
we have reliable, solidly tested autonomous 
autos, it is projected that we will be much 
safer than now as we navigate the road with 
drinkers, texters and others who have little 
regard for the welfare of others.”

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

“What a fascinating possibility of pro-
gramming a device to make moral deci-
sions for us! It should be pointed out that the 
‘moral decisions’ contemplated are all exam-
ples of the ‘tragic choice’ between the lesser 
of two evils. That kind of moral reasoning is 
an accommodation to the fallen nature of 
mankind, and the world we have made for 
ourselves. It is more animal than human in 
its content and process.

“Whether or not the self-driving auto-
mobile will be safer remains to be seen. The 
optimism of inventors and engineers knows 
no bounds. The fact is, these machines will 

be designed and built by fallible men and 
women. Inevitably, there will be many 
design flaws, manufacturing faults and 
electro-mechanical failures or malfunc-
tions. Not to mention tragic unforeseen 
consequences! ‘Our best works in this life 
are all imperfect and defi led with sin’ (Hei-
delberg Catechism, Q. 62); that statement 
is as true of our material products as it is of 
our moral reckoning and  decisions.”

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

“ The problemat ic quest ion w it h 
attempting to program an ethical response 
for machines — and self-driving cars will 
always be a machine, even if artifi cial intel-
ligence is employed — is whose ethical 
structure will be used to determine what 
morality the machine will have?

“I do not believe self-driving cars ought 
to be introduced to the traveling pub-
lic unless it is on a closed system of trans-
portation. I do not see the possibility of an 
objective ethical system of programming 
to be used in the operation of these types 
of cars. I would not ride in such a vehicle.”

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

“While I will leave it to others to address 
this specifi c case, it highlights the new sit-
uation we fi nd ourselves in.  As more and 
more machines are programmed to ‘think,’ 
we begin to see the defi ciency in thought 
that is devoid of the moral reasoning that 
only humans are capable of. Ironically, it is 
the transfer of more thinking from humans 
to machines that may — hopefully — bring 
a renewal in the awareness of the need for 
moral and ethical thinking by the pro-
grammers, and not just the programmed.”

My response:
First of all, by removing the distrac-

tions inherent to a human brain and 
body, a well-programmed self-driving car 
will eliminate a large percentage of acci-
dents. To the point of the question, if you 
think that human beings are able to make 
a well-reasoned moral choice in the split 
second available as an accident begins to 
occur, you are fooling yourself. And if you 
argue that self-driving cars should not 
make choices, you are doubly fooling your-
self. Not making a choice is itself a choice. 
Any reasoning built into an artifi cial intel-
ligence engine will be no worse than a 
human reaction, and has great potential to 
be better.
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How should self-driving 
cars make moral decisions?

Douglas Kindschi   
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

There can be no doubt 
that we are in the holiday 

season. It is all around us, in television pro-
grams, store advertisements, shopping for 
presents and holiday lights throughout the 
city and frequently on homes. Even those 
who do not send out Christmas cards often 
send out “Happy Holiday” cards. The dom-
inant holiday in December is obviously 
Christmas, but it is not the only religious 
holiday being celebrated this time of the 
year.  

Earlier this month, from the evening of 
Dec. 2 through Dec. 10, our Jewish neigh-
bors celebrated Hanukkah, often called the 
Festival of Lights. The festival celebrates 
the rededication of the temple following 
the defeat of the Syrian occupation in the 
second century B.C.E. The menorah was lit 
again, but there was only enough oil for one 
day, and yet the fl ame continued for eight 
days. This miracle led to Hanukkah being 
called the Festival of Lights.  

Buddhists celebrate Bodhi Day. Often, 
Buddhist homes will have a ficus tree 
they decorate with beads, ornaments and 
multi-colored lights similar to the way 
Christians decorate Christmas trees. In 
November this year, Muslims celebrated 
the birthday of Muhammad, and Hindus 
celebrated Diwali, which is also known as 
the Festival of Lights. 

Many of these traditions use a lunar cal-
endar for religious events that diff ers from 
the standard Gregorian calendar. Hence 
the celebrations are not always on the same 
day from year to year. Christmas also is not 
the same for those in the Eastern Ortho-
dox tradition, which celebrates the holiday 
Jan. 7. Actually, Christmas was not a part 
of the early church calendar, since there 
was no mention in the Bible of the time of 
Jesus’ birth. Some theologians have sug-
gested the time probably was in the spring, 
as suggested by references to shepherds 
and sheep in the Nativity story.

Picking the date in December is likely 
related to the winter solstice as well as the 
Roman holiday of Saturnalia, which was 
very popular in ancient times. Candles and 
torches represented the fading sun, whose 
return would begin to bring new light.  
Evergreen plants and wreaths reminded 
people of the coming spring, when green 
would again predominate. Gift giving was 
a part of the festivities.  

But by the fourth century C.E., Western 
Christian churches settled on celebrating 
Christmas on Dec. 25, with the declaration 

of Pope Julius I. This allowed them to incor-
porate the holiday with Saturnalia and other 
popular pagan midwinter traditions. Pagans 
and Christians co-existed (not always hap-
pily) during this period, and this likely rep-
resented an eff ort to convince the remain-
ing pagan Romans to accept Christianity as 
Rome’s offi  cial religion.

Before the end of the fourth century, 
many of the traditions of Saturnalia — 
including giving gifts, singing, lighting 
candles, feasting and merrymaking — had 
become absorbed by the traditions of Christ-
mas as many of us know them today. Many 
Christians also mark the season by lighting 
candles each of the four Sundays of Advent.  

These festivals of light have diff erent tra-
ditions and meaning in our culture.  The vic-
tory of light over darkness also represents 
the victory of knowledge over ignorance and 
understanding over prejudice. The darkest 
day of the year can also be a time of renewal, 
expectation and celebration.    

Christians joined the festival spirit in 
celebrating Jesus’ Nativity. After all, Jesus 
said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever 
follows me will never walk in darkness but 
will have the light of life.” (John 8:12) In the 
Sermon on the Mount, he even said to his 
followers, “You are the light of the world.” 
(Matthew 5:14) On this, the darkest period of 
the year, a celebration of light is most appro-
priate. Christians give gifts to each other 
representing God’s gift of the Christ child to 
the world. 

Christians are sometimes critical that 
Christmas time has become too commercial 
and has lost the “true spirit of Christmas.” 
But maybe our increasingly secular society 
is just returning to the pagan style of trying 
to bring light and hope to the shortest day of 
the year.      

Christians continue to celebrate the sea-
son of light along with their religious neigh-
bors. At this time of seeming darkness in the 
world and in our nation where fear, confl ict 
and even violence are too prevalent, let us 
come together seeking understanding and 
peace. Knowledge of other traditions and 
getting to know others who celebrate diff er-
ently helps us come together as community. 
Interfaith understanding does not mean 
that all religions are the same or that the dif-
ferences do not matter, but it does mean that 
we recognize our common humanity and 
pursue “peace on earth and goodwill to all.” 
Let this be our commitment.

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Celebrate Christmas, other 
traditions as festivals of light

Although the main holiday Americans celebrate in December is Christmas, other religions 
also have holidays this time of year, including Hanukkah, often called the Festival of Lights, 
in Judaism. It celebrates the rededication of the temple following the defeat of the Syrian 
occupation in the second century B.C.E. Other holidays include Buddhism’s Bodhi Day, the 
birthday of Muhammad in Islam and the Hindu Diwali.   The Cleveland Plain Dealer

Colin Dodds   Washington Post

My wife is Jewish, and I was raised Catho-
lic. When we married, we agreed to raise our 
children in the Jewish tradition, with all the 
holidays, rituals and so forth. And because I 
still have a sentimental, though passive, con-
nection to Catholicism, we also agreed to a 
tree at Christmas. But we never discussed 
Santa Claus until our daughter was born.

I love Santa Claus. I’ve played the jolly old 
chap at family events and elsewhere. I like 
his story and I like his character: benevolent 
and hard-working but impish and mysteri-
ous. 

But my wife  was raised without Santa 
Claus. Last year, when my daughter was 2 — 
her fi rst verbal-and-vertical Christmas — we 
started talking to her about Santa. At least I 
did. My wife said she’d rather we opted out of 
Saint Nick as a family.

“We’re giving her the presents. I want 
credit,” was her first objection. With Kris 
Kringle in the equation, she argued, we 
wouldn’t get proper appreciation from our 
daughter for the gifts we gave. I rebutted that, 
as a toddler, our daughter isn’t keeping per-
sonal ledgers like that just yet.

What’s more, Saint Nick is a kind of shield 
that protects parents from the sheer avarice 
of a toddler in a toy store. He lets parents pass 
the buck. “I’ll tell Santa, and we’ll see what 
he says.”

“We’re Jews. We don’t celebrate Christ-
mas,” she said. I made the point that Santa 
is not an object of worship, and only a tan-
gentially Christian fi gure — that not talking 
about Santa to our daughter because he’s 
technically a saint is the equivalent of never 
going to San Diego because it’s named after 
a saint. Admittedly, my wife would not con-
cede that particular point.

But seriously, Santa carries about as much 
of a theological punch as Donald Duck in 
American culture; after all, you don’t hear 
anyone demanding his removal from any-

one’s lawn. And although people will pick a 
fi ght about anything, it’s hard to argue that 
“‘Twas the Night Before Christmas” and 
hanging stockings are a gateway drug for 
the Nicene Creed and rosary beads.

“Won’t she be confused?” was my wife’s 
fi nal objection. This is almost a good argu-
ment, because I remember being a kid, and 
Santa was confusing. He was at the mall. He 
was on TV. He was at the North Pole. How 
did he do that? Why did all the Santas look 
a little different? How did he read all the 
letters, make all the toys, while making all 
these appearances everywhere? And how 
did he deliver all the toys in one night?

At 3, my daughter has started asking 
some of these same questions. But it’s easy 
to make up the answers, because she wants 
to believe. People have a lot of questions 
when you take something away. But they’re 
not so picky about the details when you’re 
giving them things. So as a parent, I tell my 
wife, you don’t need very clever answers to 
skate by. 

Eventually, my daughter will fi gure out 
Santa, like she’ll fi gure out so many things. 
I don’t imagine that day will be the happiest 
of her life. But it will be a new step in under-
standing the world and its many layers.

I don’t lie to my daughter just because it’s 
fun. I do it to open up the world, to create 
possibilities in how she might see and inter-
pret what she does see. I think when you 
make room for magic, that space doesn’t 
go away just because the story doesn’t hold 
water. The space stays open for new ideas, 
and the wide-open hopefulness of the story 
remains, and fi nds its way into the people, 
places and activities of everyday life. This, 
to me, is the magic of Christmas that’s truly 
non-denominational.

I hope I remember that last bit for when 
my wife and I get into an argument about 
Santa Claus next year.

We’re raising our daughter 
Jewish, but I love Santa 
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