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B2    T H U RS DAY, J U LY 1 2 , 20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

The Rev. Rowan Williams 
for 10 years served as the Arch-
bishop of Canterbury and 
head of the worldwide Angli-

can community. He now is the master of 
Magdalene College at Cambridge University 
and someone I look forward to hearing and 
speaking with each time I return.  His lat-
est book, “Being Human,” explores what it 
means to be human in terms of body, mind 
and personhood.  

In his chapter, “What is a person?” he 
makes the distinction between being an 
individual and being a person. Anything 
can be an individual instance of a certain 
category of things. My Model T is an exam-
ple of something called an antique car. I can 
list the characteristics that establish it as 
a car and as an antique. If I had a 1938 car, 
as I remember we had when I was a child, 
we could debate whether it qualifi es as an 
antique. There are distinctions between 
antique and vintage cars, or classic cars.  

But when it comes to being a person, is 
there a checklist that one can list to deter-
mine whether one is a person, or is there 
something irreducible about being a person?  
For Williams, description doesn’t work. We 
must go beyond the bundle of facts to defi ne 
what it means to be a person. He writes:

“We can never say, for example, that 
such and such a person has the full set of 
required characteristics for being a human 
person and therefore deserves our respect, 
and that such and such another individ-
ual doesn’t have the full set and therefore 
doesn’t deserve our respect.” There is some-
thing irreducible, not just a fact about me, 
but “something mysterious, something not 
open to third-person analysis.”    

The key is relationship, Williams argues. 
“We sense that our environment is created 
by a relation with other persons, we cre-
ate an environment for them, and in that 
exchange — that mutuality — we discover 
what ‘person’ means.” 

For Williams, this has a profound reli-
gious basis, the assumption that “before 
anything or anyone is in relation with any-
thing or anyone else, it’s in relation to God.” 
Thus, “when I look around, my neighbor is 
also always somebody who is already in a 
relation with God before they’re in relation 
with me.  That means that there’s a very 
serious limit on my freedom to make of my 
neighbor what I choose, because, to put it 
very bluntly, they don’t belong to me.”  

Williams warns about the individualist 
approach that looks to the self as the center, 
and not the relationships. In our world today 
he sees “an evolution of an ‘uncooperative 
self’ — a self that assumes that what comes 
fi rst is this isolated interior core which then 
negotiates its way around relations with 
others … away from a sense of belonging 
with each other and taking responsibility 
for each other.” Quoting the French writer 
Alexis de Tocqueville, he writes, “Each per-
son, withdrawn into himself, behaves as 
though he is a stranger to the destiny of all 
the others.”

If I take the individualist approach, I am 
tempted to see others not as persons in their 
own right, already in relationship, but as 
objects to be used or useful to my individual 
ambitions or desires. One is then inclined 
to respect others only when they share the 
same characteristics as oneself. Do they look 
like me, talk like me, come from the same 
racial and socioeconomic status, worship like 
me? Can I tick off  enough on my checklist to 
respect them as human, like me?    

Returning from Cambridge, I’m struck by 
the interest in Mr. Rogers and his neighbor-
hood. The documentary “Won’t You Be My 
Neighbor” playing in the theaters has gen-
erated multiple glowing reviews and essays. 
What is it about his story that draws our 
attention? I believe that in our individualistic, 
depersonalized climate, it is almost a revela-
tion that there is another way to live. Rogers 
treated everybody, especially the children he 
spoke to and loved, as persons. They were not 
just individuals to be analyzed and checked 
off  to determine if they merited respect. They 
were persons respected precisely because of 
their being — respected regardless of race, 
background or physical limitations.  

In a current essay, New York Times col-
umnist David Brooks tells of a time when 
Fred Rogers met a 14-year-old boy who had 
cerebral palsy and asked the boy to pray for 
him. The boy, who had himself been prayed 
for many times, was shocked that Mr. Rogers 
requested his prayers. Later, a reporter com-
plimented Rogers on his clever way to boost 
the boy’s spirit by requesting that the boy 
pray for him. Rogers’ response was immedi-
ate. 

“Oh, heavens no, I didn’t ask him for his 
prayers for him; I asked for me. I asked him 
because I think that anyone who has gone 
through challenges like that must be very 
close to God. I asked him because I wanted 
his intercession.”

Brooks continues, “And here is the radi-
calism that infused that show: that the child 
is closer to God than the adult; that the sick 
are closer than the healthy; that the poor are 
closer than the rich and the marginalized 
closer than the celebrated.”

Rogers treated every person, every child 
with whom he interacted, as persons with 
inestimable value. Each person loved first 
by God deserved his love and respect as well. 
Let us follow his example and treat each per-
son with the respect deserved, as one made in 
God’s image and loved fi rst by God. 
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A reader asks, “What steps 
must I take to fully atone for 
sin? Is it true that a blood sac-

rifi ce is required by the Bible?”

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

“Most Un it a r ia n Un iver sa list s do 
not believe in the concept of sin. The 
Universalist part of our name means uni-
versal salvation, and atonement and blood 
sacrifi ces are truly foreign concepts to our 
beliefs. I would imagine these ideas may 
be challenging to some readers to under-
stand.

“We are, however, justice-seeking peo-
ple. It is important to be in right relation-
ship with others, to seek forgiveness when 
we have acted wrongly, and to work toward 
full reconciliation, not so that we receive 
entrance into heaven but because it is truly 
the right thing to do.”

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

“The short Presbyterian answer is, there 
is no way to fully atone for sin. Human 
nature is so corrupted by sin and so bent 
toward evil that eff orts to atone for sin must 
fall short of the mark. Such eff orts are sin-
ful in themselves, if they do not conform to 
the requirements of God’s word.

“If you only want to patch up a quar-
rel or compensate for a wrong you have 
done, that’s the least part of your prob-
lem. Ultimately, all sin is sin against the 
infinite holiness and majesty of our Cre-
ator: ‘Against thee, thee only, have I sinned, 
and done this evil in thy sight’ (Psalm 51:4). 
King David knew he had sinned against 
many others, but God was fi rst on the list. 
As David also knew, ‘It is not possible that 
the blood of bulls and goats should take 
away sins’ (Hebrews 10:4; see Psalm 51:16).

“If we could fi nd our own way to atone 
for sin, there would be no need of the Bible, 
and Christ need not have come into the 
world. The sacrifi ce of Christ on the cross 
is the only full atonement for our sins. Our 
part is to trust in Christ and the infinite 
value of His death for sinners. ‘Being jus-
tified by faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ … by whom 
we have now received the atonement’ 
(Romans 5:1, 11).”

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

“In Hindu Dharma, there is no need to 
shed blood for atonement. There are many 
ancient rituals that are performed in an 

attempt to cleanse one’s conscience. A fi re 
ceremony where devotees cast seeds, but-
ter and rice into the flames, symbolizing 
the roasting of the seeds of karma (past 
sinful actions) is often done. As with other 
religions, water is used, as well. This could 
be anything from a sprinkling to a dip in a 
river.

“Once there were devotees debating the 
practice of sacred bathing. They asked their 
guru if dunking in a river really did remove 
sin. The guru replied that, yes, when one 
enters a sacred river all sins are gone; at 
least until you meet them again, as they are 
simply waiting for you with your clothes on 
the banks.

“So it’s important to understand that 
while these rites can be important if they 
cause us to introspect and take a physical 
action, the only ways to truly atone is for 
us to attempt to correct past bad behavior, 
right any wrongs we may have done to oth-
ers, and change our consciousness from the 
inside by prayer, meditation, selfless ser-
vice and devotion.”

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

“The Roman Catholic Church has the 
sacrament of reconciliation, often referred 
to as confession. Atonement for sins 
includes the confession of those sins to 
a priest, who gives a ‘penance,’ hears the 
individual’s sincere contrition, and then 
gives absolution. One must remember that 
the sacrament of reconciliation is a way of 
praying to God … it’s not simply an indi-
vidual act of telling someone his/her sins. 
Conversely, it is not simply the priest alone 
giving absolution, for the priest does so 
through the ministry of the Church and 
invoking Father, Son and Holy Spirit. I sug-
gest a further step is that once the individ-
ual has received God’s mercy then it is time 
for that person to forgive himself/herself. 
This last extremely important step is often 
omitted.

“For Catholics, blood sacrifice is today 
a sign of the atonement of sins. The great-
est blood sacrifice is that of Jesus Christ 
who lived, suff ered, died on the cross and 
rose again. When Catholics celebrate what 
is referred to as the ‘holy sacrifice of the 
mass,’ we join again in the life of Jesus 
Christ who suffered for all humankind 
when his life was sacrifi ced on the cross.”

My response:
The Hebrew Bible does not require 

a blood sacrifice for atonement. It does 
require taking responsibility for the sin, 
making restitution and resolving not to do 
it again.
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How do we make 
amends for sin?

The Hebrew Bible does not require a blood 
sacrifice for atonement. It does require 
taking responsibility for the sin, making 
restitution and resolving not to do it again.

IF YOU GO

Interfaith Cinema Discussion

What: “Won’t You Be My Neighbor”

Where: Celebration North, 2121 Celebration Dr. 
NE, Grand Rapids

When: 6:40 p.m. Tuesday

Federal Judge Brett Kava-
naugh looks on Monday as 
President Donald Trump 
introduces him as his nom-
inee to the United States 
Supreme Court. For many 
conservative Christians, 
nominating Supreme Court 
justices was a major reason 
they voted for Trump.   
Chip Somodevilla, Getty Images

Julie Zauzmer   Washington Post

For millions of evangelical Christians, Pres-
ident Donald Trump’s announcement Mon-
day night was the vision they held in their 
heads as they stepped into the polling booth 
almost two years ago: a Republican president, 
fi lling the Supreme Court with more conser-
vative justices who might drastically curtail 
access to legal abortion and advance other 
conservative Christian priorities.

As Trump announced Judge Brett Kavana-
ugh as his second nominee to the court in his 
18-month term, these conservative Christians 
saw much of their dream realized.

“It’s a generational decision,” exulted Jack 
Graham, a Texas pastor who is on Trump’s 
informal evangelical advisory board. “It’s a 
decision that impacts not only today, not only 
us, but our children — our grandchildren, 
potentially.”

Many evangelical pastors and activists said 
they would have been pleased with any of the 
names reported to be on Trump’s shortlist for 
the nomination. After all, that was the gambit 
that won Trump so many evangelical votes in 
2016: He made the unusual move of releasing, 
before he was even president, a list of judges 
he would consider for the Supreme Court if 
elected. And evangelicals liked what they saw.

“That gave them the energy to say I can 
support Trump, if these are the sort of judges 

he would appoint,” Jim Daly, president of 
Focus on the Family, recalled of that list. “It 
was more critical than any of the other issues 
that were surrounding the Trump campaign 
at that time. … That’s the main reason Chris-
tian conservatives voted for President Trump, 
was on the question of judges.”

Because of the Supreme Court — and 
because of the court’s power to restrict abor-
tion, the utmost issue to many evangelical and 
Catholic voters who view abortion as  murder 
— these evangelicals have put up with many 
aspects of Trump’s candidacy and adminis-
tration that they might otherwise have found 
distasteful, including his three marriages and 
his reported aff air with a porn star . 

Mulling the possible appointees on Mon-
day afternoon, evangelical leaders had mixed 
opinions about the likelihood of overturning 
Roe v. Wade, the 1973 decision in which the 
court ruled that there is a nationwide right to 
legal access to abortion, and most said they 
don’t think the court’s 2015 decision legaliz-
ing gay marriage would be reversed. Still, they 
believe anyone Trump appoints will rule in 
cases that will curtail access to abortion, and 
will agree with conservative interpretations 
of religious liberty — such as ruling in favor 
of wedding vendors who believe they have the 
right not to serve gay customers. 

SUPREME COURT

As Trump picks Kavanaugh, 
conservative Christians rejoice
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