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D2    T H U RS DAY, N OV E M B E R  1 ,  20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Last Sunday, following 
the terrible event in Pitts-
burgh, I attended, along 

with over 400 others, the presentation 
at the Catholic Information Center on 
the “Hidden Holocaust.” French priest 
and author Father Patrick Desbois gave a 
chilling talk about the more than 2,300 
graves that his team has identified and 
the more than 2 million Jews that were 
killed — not in the death camps, but by 
the bullets of German troops as they went 
through Eastern Europe killing and bury-
ing in unmarked graves Jews from the 
villages they encountered. 

It was hard to listen while also trying 
to process the deadliest attack on Jews 
in U.S. history at the Pittsburgh Tree of 
Life Synagogue. Why would someone who 
probably never knew a Jew be so obsessed 
with killing as many as he could? I 
thought back also to the white suprem-
acists in Charlottesville . Why were they 
chanting, “Jews will not replace us?”  

I really don’t have a good answer to 
these questions. I can only acknowledge 
the fact that when prejudice turns to hate 
for any group, it soon becomes anti-Se-
mitic. We live in an environment where 
Muslims are often considered terrorists; 
where African-Americans are disparaged 
and often deprived of voting; needy ref-
ugees are described as an invasion force; 
and women are demeaned and not taken 
seriously when they experience abuse. 
When such is the case, violence is too 
often the result, and anti-Semitic vio-
lence is usually next. 

The Anti-Defamation League reported 
that in 2017, anti-Semitic incidents 
increased by 57 percent over the previ-
ous year. The rabbi from Tree of Life Syn-
agogue  pleads, “Stop the words of hate.” 
Yes, we know hate often turns to violence. 

A post from the Faith Matters Network 
said, “Many of us are horrified but not 
surprised. The past week has seen white 
nationalism taken to its desired ends: the 
elimination of otherness by any means 
necessary.”

It is a basic problem of identity. Rather 
than being challenged to understand 
new ideas and be exposed to differing 
worldviews, we often listen and watch 
those outlets that reinforce our current 
beliefs and perception. We live in an echo 
chamber.

At stake is our own identity. We tend to 
reinforce our identity by affi  liation with 
those who are similar to us. We live in 
neighborhoods that bring together people 
of similar social and economic (and even 
racial) status. We join organizations and 
religious institutions where similarity is 
more obvious than diversity. 

It is natural to bond together with the 
“like-minded.” It says to us, usually in a 
subconscious way, that we are normal, we 
are like those around us. It reinforces our 
identity.

But identity also tends to exclude. 
If there is an “us,” then there must be a 
“them.” If we bond with those like us, we 
see threats from those not like us. Our 
challenge is not to deny our identity, but 
to affi  rm it by continually expanding our 
world through interacting with those who 
are diff erent.

But what can we do to change the 
atmosphere of hate?  What can we do to 
identify those whose hate drives them 
to violent acts of killing? It often seems 
that we can do so little in the face of these 
overwhelming problems. Irish statesman 
and philosopher Edmund Burke warns, 
“Nobody makes a greater mistake than he 
who does nothing because he can only do 
a little.”

Am I discouraged in the interfaith 
work in which we are engaged? No, I am 
only inspired to do more. I am inspired 
by the vigils that are being held and the 

words of support coming from all over the 
country and in our own community. The 
vast majority of our population wants none 
of this hate. We can vote, and we can seek 
to make friends with those who might be 
diff erent. 

MESSAGES OF SOLIDARITY
Our interfaith eff orts in West Michigan 

now involve Affinity Groups that bring 
together persons from various faith com-
munities around common interests, such 
as cooking together, reading books or 
scripture together, knitting together, or 
watching cinema and discussing. Partner-
ships among the different religious com-
munities have been formed. One such 
partnership includes the Jewish Tem-
ple Emanuel as well as the At-Tawheed 
Mosque and two Christian churches. It has 
led to Jewish, Christian and Muslim clergy 
traveling together to Israel and Jerusalem. 

Westminster Presbyterian Church is one 
such partner and issued the following mes-
sage to the area Jewish communities:

“Words are not adequate to express our 
horror at the shooting today in the Tree of 
Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh. We call on 
all members of our community to resist 
such hate and violence in whatever form it 
may be found. We express our concern for 
the members of the congregations and the 
larger Jewish community of Grand Rapids 
— and we express our support. We treasure 
our interfaith partnerships and the rela-
tionships that have been formed over these 
years of working and worshiping together 
in our community. We mourn with those 
whose friends and families have been 
aff ected. We commit to stand with you as 
you may fi nd necessary. From within our 
faith community, we hold you in the light 
of God’s love.”

Trinity Lutheran Church, the other 
Christian partner sent this:   

“My sisters and brothers, My heart 
breaks for you and the communities you 
serve after the tragic massacre today at 
Tree of Life Synagogue. The people of Trin-
ity Lutheran Church in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, will pray for the Jewish commu-
nity in its deep grief as we gather in worship 
tomorrow. We will join you in mourning, 
and we will gather with repentant hearts 
as we pray for the healing of our nation and 
world in a time of such hate-fi lled violence. 
May we know the promise of true shalom in 
our journeys of faith and hope.”

The Muslim par tner congregation 
with Temple Emanuel is the At-Tawheed 
Mosque, which issued the following: 

“Masjid At-Tawheed mourns the loss 
of our brothers and sisters of faith at the 
Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh. That 
a house of worship would be the place of 
such violence is horrifying; that believ-
ers could be murdered for their faith is the 
very antithesis of the religious freedom 
upon which our religion and this nation 
were founded. Our deepest sympathies 
extend to the entire Jewish community, 
and we hold the 11 people murdered yes-
terday, and their loved ones, in our hearts 
and prayers.” 

We must continue to work together with 
respect for all faith groups. We will come 
together across these identity lines to 
learn, serve, develop new friendships and 
support one another.  

interfaith@gvsu.edu 

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Seeking understanding 
when hate turns to violence

Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Ryan asks, “When making 
any decision, either on ethics, 

doctrine, theology, etc., what sources would 
you explore besides your sacred scriptures?”

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

“This may surprise many, but most Uni-
tarian Universalists do not rely on scripture 
to make our decisions. We draw upon many 
sources and resources to make our decisions. 
Our faith has our seven Principles, which we 
use as a guide or moral compass. We also rely 
heavily on logic, science, common sense, 
advice from professionals and often our 
inner voice.”

The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head pastor of 
Conklin Reformed Church, responds:

“When making a decision, I pay attention 
to Proverbs 3:5 ‘Trust in the Lord with all 
your heart and lean not on your own under-
standing.’ And, I don’t believe one source is 
enough to confi rm God’s direction. The Bible 
highlights the importance of two to three 
witnesses to confirm a matter. So, besides 
the Scriptures, I also believe that God speaks 
through the counsel of his people, so I look 
for their thoughts and insights about the 
matter. Finally, I seek to listen to the quiet 
voice of the Spirit in my heart. This usually 
involves an extended time of silence where 
all the noise in my head and the anxious 
thoughts circling my mind can leave me.”

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

“Eastern Orthodox Christianity has held 
Holy Scripture as the Canon — literally 
the ‘ruler’ (like the one in the desk drawer) 
— that measures the truthfulness of other 
teachings. These can be the things we state 
in our worship, the writings of Christians 
experienced and advanced in the spiri-
tual life, and even the lives of those whose 
actions exemplify and defi ne the truth of a 
lived faith.” 

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

“It is incumbent on every pious Hindu to 
explore a variety of sources when deciding 
on these matters. This would include secular 
sources such as science, along with reason, 
personal experience and intuition. Those who 
are constrained by scriptural guidance alone 
often claim that this sort of deduction can 
lead to chaos. Theoretically, it can — if one 

uses these tools purely for self-serving aims. 
But thousands of years of history proves that 
it need not be so.

“A case in point would be that in our foun-
dational scriptures, the Vedas, though there 
are plenty of verses that indicate an appre-
ciation for women, there is a heavy empha-
sis on the value of sons. There are several 
prayers either wishing for them or thank-
ing God for them. Understanding the era 
in which all this was written, one can make 
sense of this. But this kind of thinking has no 
place in our society today unless some sort of 
cosmic mutation of our species resulted in 
an overabundance of female off spring.

“It is also appropriate to study the scrip-
tures of other religions when pondering 
these life essentials. When Gandhi was for-
mulating his philosophy, he drew liberally 
from the wells of other religions while main-
taining his Hindu identity.”

My response:
People will call me and ask questions 

about the Hebrew Bible, assuming that 
Judaism is a biblical religion and therefore 
I must be an authority on the Hebrew Bible. 
I like the Hebrew Bible and consider the fi rst 
fi ve books to be especially important to Jew-
ish life. However, I explain that Judaism is 
not a Biblical religion — it is a religion based 
on the Hebrew Bible, read through the lens 
of the rabbis of the first century. Through 
their literature, they expanded the nature 
of Jewish practice into an all-encompass-
ing spiritual tradition that carried God’s 
voice and biblical traditions into a new mil-
lenium. So the fi rst non-scriptural sources I 
turn to are Talmud, the post-Talmud codi-
fi cations of Jewish practice and collections 
of questions and responses from the 19th, 
20th and 21st centuries. I also look at Bible 
commentaries that emphasize theology and 
spiritual development.

I also believe that it is important to take 
scientifi c, medical and sociological data into 
account, especially when researching ques-
tions that pre-modern or pre-21st century 
Jews would not have faced. Even age-old 
questions which every generation encoun-
ters should be examined under the light of 
that which we know about the world which 
our forbears were unaware. Contemporary 
scholarship sheds light on the historical 
context of biblical and rabbinic literature, 
and can be crucial to understand the devel-
opment of Jewish thought and practice.

Of course, making any decision or 
answering any question requires careful, 
logical reasoning, sensitivity and a sense of 
how the response will serve the greater good 
of the individual’s or the community’s spiri-
tual development.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

What resources do you rely 
on besides sacred scripture?

IF YOU GO

Jewish-Christian-Muslim Dialogue
“Religious Identity: Dividing or Uniting?”

When: Nov. 14 and 15

More information and free registration: 
interfaithunderstanding.org

Philip Issa and Hadi Mizban   Associated Press

Millions of Shiite Muslims 
from around the world are 
making their way this week 
to their sect’s holy shrines in 
the Iraqi city of Karbala, a pil-
grimage that is as much about 
community as it is about reli-
gion.

The shrines are of two 
revered Shiite imams: Hus-
sein, the grandson of the 
Prophet Muhammad, and 
his half-brother Abbas. The 
annual commemoration, 
called Arbaeen, draws more 
pilgrims each year — accord-
ing to Iraqi figures — than 
the hajj in Saudi Arabia, a pil-
grimage required once in a 
lifetime of every Muslim who 
can aff ord it and is physically 
able to make it.

Pilgrims stream toward 
Karbala on foot from the cit-
ies of Najaf, 45 miles away, 
Baghdad, 55 miles to the 
north, and other places far-
ther afi eld, resting along the 
way in tents lined with foam 
mattresses and fleece blan-
kets.

“Our fathers and our 
grandfathers walked to Kar-
bala, and God willing, our 
children will, too,” said Kar-
rad Karim, a 24-year-old pil-
grim journeying with four 
friends from Baghdad. They 
brought with them large fl ags 
bearing devotional sayings 
to the Shiite saints, but little 
in the way of supplies for the 
four-day journey.

That’s because along the 
roads, stalls set up by char-
ities, mosques, and devo-

tional groups see to it that 
no traveler goes hungry. 
Cooks prepare vast amounts 
of stewed lamb, grilled fish, 
fresh bread, and rice for the 
pilgrims, refusing payment 
for the meals.

The pilgrimage, known in 

Arabic as the Ziara, marks the 
40th day of mourning of the 
anniversary of Hussein’s 7th 
century death at the hands of 
the Muslim Umayyad forces 
in the Battle of Karbala, 
during the tumultuous first 
century of Islam’s history. 

ISLAM

Shiite pilgrims trek to Iraq’s Karbala

Shiite pilgrims march to Karbala, Iraq, for Arbaeen on 
Monday. The annual commemoration draws millions of 
Muslims.    Hadi Mizban, Associated Press
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