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Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Should individuals and families seek ther-
apy from their religious leaders; and con-
versely, should religious leaders provide ther-
apy?

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

“If by therapy you mean a course of treatment intended 
to cure disorders of the mind administered by a skilled 
and accredited practitioner, the answer is no. Presbyte-
rian and Reformed ministers receive only a modicum of 
training as counselors. Some ministers seek additional 
training after seminary in order to enhance their skills 
and qualify as therapists, but they are relatively few in 
number.

“Presbyterian ministers are trained to interpret and 
apply the teaching of Holy Scripture to the lives and needs 
of their people. Individuals and families should seek that 
kind of help from their pastors. Knowing how to apply God’s 
Word to your life can be therapeutic and transformative 
(see Psalm 119). But expecting your pastor to do the work of 
a psychologist, psychiatrist or psycho-therapist is unrea-
sonable and unwise.”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Dominican priest who 
serves as adjutant judicial vicar, Diocese of Grand 
Rapids, responds:

“This depends on several factors. According to the 
American Psychology Association, successful therapy 
depends, in part, on the relationship that is built between 
the person seeking therapy and the therapist. Another con-
sideration is the qualifi cation of the religious leader — does 
he/she have a degree and/or is he/she a licensed psycholo-
gist? Another point to consider is the area needed for ther-
apy — does the religious leader have expertise in the neces-
sary area of analysis?

“Religious leaders do provide spiritual counseling. Some 
are qualifi ed to provide more in-depth psychological coun-
seling. Should religious leaders provide therapy depends on 
the credentials held. Should individuals and families seek 
therapy from their religious leaders depends on the rela-
tionship and comfortability, especially trust.

“I know religious leaders who are excellent therapists. I 
am not a therapist. When someone comes to me with a con-
cern, I listen to him/her; but, if I cannot provide counseling 
beyond the spiritual, then I recommend the person seek 
professional help.”

R. Scot Miller, who writes from an Anabaptist and 
Quaker Christian perspective, responds: 

“Mainstream or evangelical, liberal or conservative, pas-
tors who are not academically trained and licensed as ther-
apy or mental health providers should not off er therapy, 
marriage counseling or counseling for families and chil-
dren. I would recommend that religious leaders of any faith 
community in the West, especially in the United States, 
refrain from trying to perform professional duties that they 
are not prepared or trained to provide. 

One reason is the relationships between the spiritual 
and the emotional are often separated by Americans, and 
not only can the combining of the two as a form of therapy 
often be confusing, religious discourse often prevents the 
discussion from focusing on underlying issues that a pastor 
may not be able to respond to as a religious leader. Also, the 
pastor often knows others involved, and is caught between 
her relationship with one family member and the expecta-
tions of others. Pastors are perfect for an empathetic and 
listening ear, but for professional therapeutic services, they 
should refer individuals to licensed professionals, commu-
nity mental health or self-help groups.

“Another reason that non-credentialed clergy should 
not provide therapy has to do with the personality types 
of individuals who become clergy. Such people are often 
very invested in being liked, avoiding confl ict and being 
affi  rming or uplifting to those experiencing brokenness. 
These qualities are often detriments to therapeutic rela-
tionships, and can lead to manipulation, poor boundaries 
and a failure to be honest in therapeutic refl ection. This 
comes out primarily in prayers that are often spoken aloud 
before, during or after a therapeutic-like session; reduc-
ing the issue to one of supernatural realms and outcomes 
rather than the hard work necessary to make healthy indi-
vidually accounted-for choices about life.”

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

“Unless the clergy is also a licensed therapist, the answer 
should be no. In my denomination, the general rule is to 
off er three pastoral care visits on a given topic, making it 
clear that a referral to a licensed therapist would be the next 
move. I often fi nd it a great relief to learn when a member of 
my congregation has built a solid support network of qual-
ifi ed professionals.”

Note from Rabbi Krishef: The panel is in agreement 
that clergy may off er spiritual or pastoral counseling, but 
should not off er psychological therapy unless they are spe-
cifi cally trained and licensed. Watch for a future column on 
the diff erence between spiritual and psychological coun-
seling.

Ethics and Religion Talk needs your questions. Please send 
questions about ethical issues you have encountered in the 
course of your day, or biblical or theological questions that 
a panel of religious experts can answer from a multi-faith 
perspective.
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Sarah, Hagar and Mary 
were women of grace, 
women of great suffering, 
women of beauty, women 
of varying skin tones and 
women of obedience to God 
and not man. 

Each of them is a gift, 
and each of them sacred. 
Their lives weave into one 
another, and as they do, 
we are transformed by 
their lives and really have 
no other choice but to be 
woven into their interfaith 
tapestry. Understanding 
each of them in this greater 
context gives us the full 
picture of our own faith 
story.

I invite you to listen to a 
story, the story of my own 
mother. Felisa Carrion 
Solis is one of 14 children.  
She was born in Puerto 
Rico and immigrated to 
the United States when 
she was 12 years old. She 
met my father, Andres, an 
immigrant from Mexico, 
who arrived in this country 
when he was 18. But I tell 
the story of my mother’s 
presence as she is today, 
because it is through her I 
fully understand the inter-
faith experience. 

You see, my mother has 
Alzheimer’s disease, an ill-
ness that slowly strips one 
of memory and of life’s 
stories. She is in her last 
stages, but it seems I have 
been saying she has been 
in her last stage for the past 
couple of years.  It is rare to 
hear a recognizable word 
from her, except for occa-
sionally I will hear “que 
linda,” which means “how 

cute” in Spanish, when I lift 
a doll with a warm facial 
expression in her line of 
vision. She is dependent on 
others for all her daily living 
activities, weighs a little over 
90 pounds, and her life is a 
mystery of how she holds on 
from day to day.  

My mother today contin-
ues to teach me life lessons 
and is presently showing me 
the intersection between the 
human condition and the 
holy surrender. She resides 
in an assisted living facil-
ity in Ann Arbor, and I do 
my best to see her every 
weekend. Our visits are still 
fi lled with connection as she 
maintains a strong grip as I 
hold her hand. At times, I 
believe our souls connect as I 
fi nd that visual space where 
she sees me and smiles for a 
second or two until she fades 
out again; these are brief 
moments that last a lifetime 
for me. 

Daily she surrenders to 
her physical condition, and 
daily her peace is strength-
ened. She has taught me 
about the holy surrender 
and has inspired me more to 
search for the understand-
ing of holy surrender, a sur-
render that Mary, Sarah and 
Hagar knew of wholeheart-
edly and embraced with a 
resounding yes.

I rely on my faith and spir-
itual life to make sense of the 
day-to-day life of my mother, 
and I find myself on a jour-
ney to find the relationship 
with the divine that allows 

holy surrender to be even 
possible. 

I often enter Mary’s story 
to understand holy surren-
der. Mary was a young girl 
when she was visited by the 
angel Gabriel, who spoke 
to her saying: “do not be 
afraid; you have won God’s 
favor. Look! You are to con-
ceive in your womb and bear 
a son, and you must name 
him Yeshua/Jesus,” which 
conveys the meaning God 
delivers or saves. And at the 
moment of Mary’s holy sur-
render, her suff ering begins.   

My own faith tradition 
helps me enter into Mary’s 
story, I know she:  
    › Experienced the life of a 

pregnant teen who prob-
ably lost favor with her 
community because of 
her out-of-wedlock preg-
nancy.

    › That she lived a life in 
poverty, and lived on min-
imal means.

    › That she lived a life of a 
refugee and immigrant 
as she and her family 
were forced to leave their 
homeland for fear of per-
secution.

    › And she lived life as a 
mother who never aban-
doned her son and bore 
witness to his great suff er-
ing and gruesome death 
on a cross, loving him 
each step in his holy sur-
render. 
But in my entering into 

the life of Mary to under-
stand her holy surrender, I 
cannot stop at the boundar-
ies of my own faith tradition. 
To understand Mary, then, 
I look to the context of her 
world during the time of her 
earthly existence. She was 
born into Judaism; her faith 
was formed by listening to or 

perhaps reading the Torah 
and listening to the stories 
of the prophets in the syna-
gogue. This is the faith tra-
dition she followed, and it is 
this faith that played a role 
in her love for the divine. 

I can only imagine she 
sought refuge in the sto-
ries of Sarah and Hagar and 
found commonality. They all 
share powerful birthing sto-
ries that ask of any mother in 
the role of birthing to under-
stand holy surrender. These 
women played significant 
roles in giving birth to the 
faith traditions many of us 
follow today.  

Leaning in, understand-
ing and respecting the faith 
of others does not mean that 
I need to give up my own 
traditions, but by moving 
closer to the other, my own 
faith formation develops.  
The story of my relationship 
with my mother has influ-
enced my own approach to 
interfaith experiences. The 
search for holy surrender is 
a surrender to love — love 
of self, love of neighbor and 
love of God.

While there are days I 
leave my mother’s bedside 
wondering if it would be the 
last day that I touch and see 
her, and at times pray that 
God with infinite wisdom 
would take her to rest eter-
nally, most days I leave with 
such a holy appreciation for 
how her spirit continues to 
transform mine. 

Shortly after the Abra-
hamic Dinner where I shared 
these insights, I received a 
call from Hospice that she 
was declining.  I am at peace 
because she finally rests in 
peace.  

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Transforming interfaith 
stories of holy surrender

“I am not a therapist. … If I cannot 
provide counseling beyond the 
spiritual, then I recommend the 
person seek professional help.”

Margarita 
Solis-Deal, 
director of 
the Domini-
can Center at 
Marywood

Bassem Mroue   
Associated Press

B E I R U T  —  Jewish arti-
facts, including ancient 
parchment Torahs from one 
of the world’s oldest syna-
gogues, have gone missing 
from the Syrian capital 
amid the tumult of ongoing 
civil war, with some pre-
cious items reportedly sur-
facing abroad.

Activists say the arti-
facts, moved from the 
now-destroyed Jobar Syn-
agogue in Damascus’ east-
ern Ghouta suburb when it 
was taken by rebels, were 
allegedly put into safe keep-
ing to avoid theft and dam-
age in 2013, but twice since 
then local offi  cials have dis-
covered some are missing.

The main missing cache, 
they say, contained Torahs 
written on gazelle leather as 
well as tapestries and chan-
deliers, and was given to 
a militia by a local council 
for safekeeping when reb-
els surrendered the neigh-
borhood to government 
forces earlier this year. That 
group, the Islamist-inspired 
Failaq al-Rahman brigade, 
later said it was not in pos-
session of the items after 
the council arrived at a new 
rebel base in Syria’s north 
after evacuating earlier this 
year.

Another set of objects 
appears to have been sto-
len by a Syrian guardian 
entrusted by the local coun-
cil to hide the items in his 
home. The man, who offi-
cials involved declined to 
name, disappeared with 
the artifacts in 2014 before 
some allegedly resurfaced 
in Turkey.

Activists say antiqui-
ties theft is rife in Syria, 
and some even cast doubt 
over whether the missing 

items, including the valuable 
Torahs, were even original 
works.

“Some of the items that 
went missing in 2014 and this 

year have started surfacing 
now in Turkey,” said an activ-
ist who lived near the syn-
agogue his whole life until 
fleeing the area in March 

after a crushing government 
off ensive. The man, who goes 
by the name of Hassan al-Di-
mashqi, said the ensuing gov-
ernment airstrikes and bom-
bardment destroyed most of 
the synagogue and the sur-
rounding neighborhood .

T he sy na gog ue, a lso 
known as Eliyahu Hanavi, is 
one of the few Jewish places 
of worship in Syria that was 
functioning until shortly 
before conf lict began in 
March 2011. Residents of the 
neighborhood remember 
how less than a dozen Jews, 
most of them over 50, came 
quietly once a week to pray. 

Syria has accused Israel, 
with whom it has been in a 
state of war for 70 years, of 
stealing the artifacts with the 
help of Turkey .

Israel denies involvement 
and accuses Syria of trying to 
distract world attention away 
from the bloody civil war .

SYRIA

Jewish artifacts disappear 
from Damascus in fog of war

Youssef Jajati, a Jewish community leader in Syria, shows 
a Torah in 2000 in the Jobar Synagogue. Artifacts removed 
from the synagogue have gone missing from the Syrian capi-
tal after local offi  cials said they entrusted them to command-
ers of a rebel group who never returned them.   AP fi les
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