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Trees are refl ected in a pond where the ashes of thousands of Holocaust 
victims were scattered at the Auschwitz II-Birkenau extermination camp  in 
Oswiecim, Poland.    Christopher Furlong, Getty Images

Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“The Drama of Living,” 
the title of David Ford’s latest 
book (and discussed in last 

week’s Interfaith Insight), includes a chapter 
titled “Face-to-Face.” 

Through fi lm, plays and literature, we see 
that “stories are the heart of the matter, and 
the most important meanings are conveyed 
through characters and their interactions, 
not through general statements.” It is in 
the face-to-face encounters that we are pre-
sented with a basic ethical reality. “The face 
of the other is not just another element in my 
world,” Ford writes. “It interrupts my world 
with an appeal for justice and compassion.”

As a graduate student at Yale University, 
Ford was introduced to the writings of the 
Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Levinas.  
Levinas was born in Lithuania, educated 
and lived in France, and was eventually 
captured by the Germans and imprisoned 
during World War II. As a prisoner of war 
from France, he was spared being sent to 
the death camps but did lose many family 
members during the Shoah, or Holocaust. In 
his philosophy, it is the face of the other that 
“cries out to me to be responsible … in facing 
another we are summoned to welcome him 
or her and above all to welcome the stranger, 
the outsider, the one in most need.”     

“We rely on each other interacting — 
speaking, gesturing, or acting. Even less 
does a third person have a privileged van-
tage point; on the contrary, what happens 
between you and me, as we look into each 
other’s eyes, is unique, a dynamic of sum-
mons and response that cannot be fi tted into 
any system or … grasped through a third 
party’s gaze.”

For Levinas, ethics is the basis of all phi-
losophy, and ethics is derived from the 
encounter with the other. Only then does 
one’s own subjectivity emerge, and only 
then can one pursue philosophy as the pur-
suit of knowledge. 

Reading Ford’s chapter and his introduc-
tion to the ideas of Levinas brought to mind 
a video segment that I still consider the 
most moving hour of television that I have 
ever seen.  It was an episode in the 1973 BBC 
series of Jacob Bronowski’s “The Ascent of 
Man.” Bronowski was born in Poland and 
moved to Germany with his family. Later, he 
studied mathematics at Cambridge Univer-
sity where he received his doctorate in that 
fi eld. He was also a poet, scientist and liter-
ary scholar, having published in all these 
areas.

The episode that moved me was “Knowl-
edge or Certainty,” dealing with the limits 
of knowledge. The opening scene is a blind 
woman feeling the face of an elderly man 
and describing it: “I would say that he is 
elderly. I think, obviously, he is not English 
… probably Continental, if not Eastern-Con-
tinental. The lines in his face would be lines 
of possible agony. … It is not a happy face.”  

Bronowski identifi es the man as Stephan 
Borgrajewicz, also from Poland and a death-
camp survivor. In the video, he then exam-
ines the face using scientific equipment, 
noting that what one views is dependent on 
what part of the spectrum of electromag-
netic wavelength is used (for example, radio, 
ultraviolet, x-ray ). There is no absolute “sci-
entifi c” view of the face, or for that matter, 
anything else that one studies. 

The point was to demonstrate that all per-
ception, including that provided by scien-
tifi c investigation, is necessarily imperfect 

and limited. Some aspects of our knowl-
edge of this man cannot be conveyed by 
scientifi c instruments, but might rather be 
seen by an artist, or a poem, or by a blind 
woman actually touching the man’s face.

In the video, Bronowski says, “There 
is no absolute knowledge. And those who 
claim it, whether they are scientists or 
dogmatists, open the door to tragedy. All 
information is imperfect. We have to treat 
it with humility.” 

He goes on to discuss how this was given 
scientifi c precision even at the atomic level 
by the German physicist Werner Heisen-
berg in his Principle of Uncertainty. 
Bronowski prefers to call it the Principle 
of Tolerance — no knowledge can be abso-
lutely certain; there is always a range of 
precision that even theoretically cannot be 
eliminated. 

He continues:  “All knowledge, all infor-
mation between human beings, can be 
exchanged only within a play of tolerance.  
And that is true whether the exchange is 
in science, or in literature, or in religion, or 
in politics, or even in any form of thought 
that aspires to dogma.”

Bronowski explains that while this sci-
entifi c principle was being formulated, in 
the same country the Nazis were pursu-
ing their own “absolute certainty” of who 

would be considered worthy of life. “It is a 
major tragedy that … scientists were refi n-
ing to the most exquisite precision the 
Principle of Tolerance and turning their 
backs on the fact that all around them tol-
erance was crashing to the ground beyond 
repair.”  

He calls it an “irony of history that at the 
very time when this was being worked out 
there should rise, under Hitler in Germany 
and other tyrants elsewhere, a counter 
conception: a principle of monstrous cer-
tainty … the despots’ belief that they had 
absolute certainty.”

 “Consider the concentration camp and 
crematorium at Auschwitz, where people 
were turned into numbers. Into its pond 
were flushed the ashes of some four mil-
lion people. And that was not done by gas. 
It was done by arrogance. … When people 
believe that they have absolute knowledge 
… this is how they behave.”   

The episode concludes with Bronowski 
wading out into the ash pond at Auschwitz, 
and, as he scoops out the ashes with his 
hand, he says: “I owe it as a human being to 
the many members of my family who died 
at Auschwitz, to stand by the pond as a sur-
vivor and a witness. We have to cure our-
selves of the itch for absolute knowledge 
and power. … We have to touch people.”

As we address the “other,” face-to-face, 
let it be with humility. Science can discover 
much, but so can the artist and even the 
blind person who discovers through touch. 
The desire for absolute knowledge can lead 
to disastrous results and ignore the basic 
ethics that should be fundamental in all of 
our human endeavors.       
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other, face-to-face
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Kay writes: “I work at a 
facility that serves seniors. A 
client left a fancy insulated 

travel coffee mug by accident. The client 
was upset that he lost it and asked if we had 
found it. I had seen it on the lost and found 
shelf, but when I went to get it, it was not 
there. Later, I saw one of our physical ther-
apists using it. I mentioned it to our supervi-
sor, whose response was, ‘He has money, he’ll 
just buy a new one.’ I suggested to the thera-
pist that she return it, and now she is no lon-
ger speaking to me. What do I do now?”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister 
at All Souls Community Church of West 
Michigan, a Unitarian Universalist 
Congregation, responds:

“While your response was appropri-
ate, your co-workers’ responses were mis-
guided. One saw the mug’s value in dol-
lars, but what if the real value of the mug 
was purely a sentimental attachment. The 
second co-worker was called to do the right 
thing, but instead they responded with the 
cold shoulder. My sense there is the pres-
ence of shame, a very limiting response. 

“Personally, I would consider buying the 
elder man a new mug. We cannot make oth-
ers raise to their best selves, but when we 
are challenged as you have been I believe 
our best response is to rise. In the end, 
you will have restored your own faith in 
humanity.”

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

“Commendably, you are aware that what 
happened is wrong. You did your faith-
filled duty to call attention to the situa-
tion to the supervisor in an attempting to 
correct a wrong. To me, this demonstrates 
your attempt to follow proper chains of 
command. I must admit I fi nd your super-
visor’s response appalling, but I wish to tell 
you that you did not fail … you were sim-
ply not heard. The fact that the therapist 
you spoke with is no longer talking to you 
is indicative of the quality of his/her char-
acter, not yours! Maybe it’s time to simply 
let it go because you never had control over 
this situation, and therefore there is no rea-
son for it to be on your conscience.”

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

“Your supervisor’s call was quite foolish, 
in Biblical terms. A therapist who steals 
from clients will steal from her employer 
and anyone else. Our Lord says, ‘He that is 
faithful in that which is least is faithful also 
in much: and he that is unjust in the least is 
unjust also in much’ (Luke 16:10). 

“It was good to give your co-worker 
the chance to put things right. Sadly, 
in our world, there is a price to pay for 
speaking and acting with integrity. It is 
small comfort, but I’d say you are bet-
ter off if such a person keeps her dis-
tance. If conscience brings her to see the 
wrong of what she did, she will come to 
you and say so. Until then, you can only 
pray for her and keep a watchful eye, 
lest others become victims of her self-
centered ethics.”

Doug Van Doren, the pastor of Plym-
outh United Church of Christ, 
responds:

“There are several things that disturb 
me about this whole scenario, because they 
seem rather petty for professional people in 
the profession of serving others! Whatever 
happened to ‘Do unto others as you would 
have them do unto you.’ 

“In retrospect, it probably would have 
been better to have gone to the physical 

therapist and simply said something like,
‘Sorry, “Joe” has come for his travel mug that
was in the lost and found.’ 

“Involving the supervisor puts her or him
in the situation where they may feel like they
have to settle a squabble among employees
that should have been worked out among
themselves. (Though given the information,
the supervisor should have acted. At this
point, it is petty theft and it needs to be made
clear that that kind of behavior is unaccept-
able in the agency.) 

“What do you do now? Treat the physi-
cal therapist the way you would any fellow
employee — as you did before the incident,
whether he/she responds or not. Don’t let her
or him determine how you will act. (Some-
one has to be an adult in this situation.) After
all, ‘Do unto others as you would have them
do unto you.’” 

Ty Silzer, a former pastor in the Presby-
terian Church in America, responds:

“First, I’m really sorry. You’re trying to do
right by all parties, and are stuck in the mid-
dle of conflict. Next, it sounds like you’ve
taken the right steps to correct this matter.
You know well now you cannot make anyone
do anything, even the right thing.

“Your options, as I see them:
“Nothing. ‘If it is possible, as far as it

depends on you, live at peace with everyone.’
(Romans 12:18). You’ve take the right steps.
To do more, where you don’t have authority,
is only going to shatter what’s already been
diminished. This is not your fault — it’s a
recognition of the state of things.

“Replace. I don’t recommend this. You
didn’t lose it. You didn’t steal it. But if it’s
really disturbing you, you could purchase
one to replace either the therapist’s ‘need’ or
the client’s actual loss.

“Wisdom. You can try to Solomon the sit-
uation (1 Kings 3:16-28) and be as wise as a
serpent, as gentle as a dove (Matthew 10:16).
Obviously, we ‘Ethics and Religion Talk’ con-
tributors don’t know the context’s specifi cs,
but, what if you fi nd a situation for the three
of you to be in, therapist with said mug? You
could lean over to the client, ‘Hey, didn’t you
lose a mug just like that one?’ Thus, reunit-
ing the client with their mug and reuniting
the therapist with the confrontation of their
heist.

“Faith. Finally, pray. Ask God what you
should do.”

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

“Before anything else, please accept my
sympathy for having to work at a place where
there is such a dearth of basic morality.
Clearly, if a small issue such as a found mug
can cause such a lapse, then I’d be afraid to
see just what happens when more serious
ethical questions are placed in front of them.
Ultimately, you may be happier in another
clinic.

“There may be a few options to consider.
One is that you have done what you were
supposed to do. You confronted the thief and
the thief enabler. If you did nothing other
than this you have acted honorably. 

“But the fact that you wrote us means you
are not satisfi ed. One other thing you can do
is to contact the owner and tell him that you
did see it on the lost and found shelf. Then
encourage him to contact management to
fi nd out what happened to it from there. 

“As far as the physical therapist not speak-
ing to you, I would consider it a blessing. But
if this interferes with your job, then it’s time
to revisit the supervisor. 

“Finally, I assume there are people in
higher positions than your supervisor.
Knowing that there could be repercussions,
you might consider going above his or her
head. I would hope that at some level exists
a person of integrity.”
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How to respond 
to others’ misdeeds

“We have to cure ourselves of the itch for 
absolute knowledge and power. … We have 
to touch people.”
Jacob Bronowski

See it

“Knowledge or Certainty,” 
an episode of “The Ascent 
of Man,” is available at  
bit.ly/Certainty-video

Self-Realization

www.grsrf.org

www.goodshepherdpres.com

www.grtumc.org

www.driveinchurch.org

84
67

12
1-
01


