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

Doug Kindschi   
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Jennifer Howe Peace, pro-
fessor at Andover Newton 

Seminary, wrote an article titled “The Value 
of Interreligious Education for Religious 
Leaders.” She tells the story of Basma, a Mus-
lim from Egypt, in one of her classes where 
they were sharing sacred texts from the vari-
ous traditions. Peace writes:

“Soft-spoken by nature, Basma tended 
to listen more than speak. But one day she 
raised her hand and began describing how 
limited her encounters with non-Muslims 
had been before coming to the United States 
and how varied and rich her experiences 
had been since arriving. She ended by say-
ing: ‘Our experiences change who we are.’ … 
The next day, Basma raised her hand again, 
and said, a bit more slowly, ‘Our experiences 
change who we are.’”

Peace explains how this simple assertion 
contains three valuable ideas important to 
all interreligious experience: the power of 
encounters, emphasis on transformative 
learning and the impact of identity forma-
tion.  

When we encounter a person of a diff er-
ent faith, she writes, we “move beyond an 
exclusively intellectual focus on the basic 
tenets of the world religions to a broader rela-
tional awareness of how individuals enact 
their beliefs and values in particular times 
and places. Interfaith encounters enable 
us to learn with and not simply about one 
another.” 

The second insight from “Our experi-
ences change who we are” is transforma-
tional. We change. The encounter leads us 
not only to knowledge of who others are 
and about what others believe, but leads us 
to a deeper understanding of our own faith 
commitment. Peace writes that our aware-
ness “is not characterized by a weakening 
of religious commitment, but rather a more 
nuanced understanding of the complex rela-
tionship among religious people, ideas and 
practices.” She tells about a Baptist student 
in the class who was inspired to study more 
deeply into his own tradition, in order to be 
“better equipped to articulate the distinct 
contributions he had to off er out of a deeper 
understanding of his own religious roots.”

Finally, “Our experiences change who we 
are.” Basma’s comment, Peace writes, “sug-
gests that she was no longer the same person 
as when she arrived from Egypt.” Our reli-
gious identity is enriched and broadened as 
we encounter others in our communities. 
The encounters with those who are differ-
ent bring new insight and learning, not only 
about others but also about ourselves. Reli-
gious identity can bring people together who 
think alike, but there is also the danger of not 
growing or developing a deeper understand-
ing of our own beliefs.  

Peace is one of our speakers at the Jew-
ish-Christian-Muslim Dialogue coming on 
Nov. 15. Another one of the speakers at our 
dialogue on “Religious Diversity: Dividing 
or Uniting,” is Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove, chief 
rabbi at Park Avenue Synagogue in New York 
City. In one of his sermons, “What We Don’t 
Know,” he points to this human tendency “to 
see every argument, every confl ict and every 
fi ght from our own perspective — always we 
are right and the other person is wrong.” This 
is certainly obvious in the current polariza-
tion dominating our political discourse.   

Quoting the words of Atticus Finch in 
the novel “To Kill a Mockingbird,” Cosgrove 
writes, “… one can never really understand a 
person until you climb into his skin and walk 
around in it.” We can never really climb into 
another’s skin, but we can listen and be open 
to the other’s ideas, beliefs, concerns and 
even their hurts. 

Cosgrove urges humility not only regard-
ing another’s beliefs but also regarding their 
needs. Ethical behavior requires an aware-
ness and an empathy of someone else’s feel-
ings and “circumstances diff erent than one’s 
own.” On the other hand, “unethical behav-
ior, cruelty and thoughtlessness … can usu-

ally be traced back to the presumption of 
believing that we know another’s condition 
better than we (actually) do.” Thus, he contin-
ues, “Gaps in empathy are inevitable when we 
presume to know that which only God knows.”

Humility, in not claiming to know all that 
God knows, is thus fundamental to ethi-
cal behavior as well as living together in 
peace when we come with different tradi-
tions, beliefs and commitments. One of the 
misperceptions about interfaith efforts is 
that all religions are alike. This is not true, 
and it would be presumptuous to make such 
a claim, because we cannot see all religions 
from a God’s eye perspective. I am on a path 
that refl ects my understanding from my lim-
ited perspective. I can know what God has 
revealed to me, but I cannot claim to have all 
knowledge regarding how God might be work-
ing and revealing to others.  

Another misconception is that interfaith 
eff orts are based on some kind of relativism. 
This is also not the case. The response to both 
issues is that our interfaith eff orts are based 
on a humility that affi  rms that we are not God 
and do not have God’s complete knowledge. It 
is the realization that I am a limited and fi nite 
human, while God is infinite and beyond 
complete human comprehension. 

Eboo Patel, founder and president of the 
Interfaith Youth Core and our third speaker 
in the Religious Identity dialogue event, calls 
for an ethic that includes “respect for diff er-
ent identities, relationships between diverse 
communities and a commitment to the com-
mon good.” In his just-published book, “Out 
of Many Faiths: Religious Diversity and 
the American Promise,” he tells the story of 
when he was in junior high and very self-con-
scious of his minority status. When his grand-
mother from India attended one of his junior 
high functions “at my largely white subur-
ban school, dressed in her Indian clothes and 
speaking with her Indian accent, I quaked 
with embarrassment.”  

One of his teachers, sensing his situation, 
told him that his grandmother reminded her 
of her Italian grandmother.  She continued, 
“Outside of native peoples, we all come from 
somewhere, and we should take pride in our 
heritage and customs of our family.” Patel 
recounts how this made him feel more fully 
American.  

We all bring different stories and experi-
ences, and they change us. Our identities are 
enhanced and strengthened when we relate 
deeply to others and accept each other as we 
work for the common good. 

interfaith@gvsu.edu 
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Our identities are enhanced 
when we relate to others 

Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

In a previous column, one 
of the panelists claimed that 

“God hate divorce.” Is that really the case? 
Does your tradition believe that there is no 
scriptural support for ending a bad marriage?

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

“To begin with, God doesn’t ‘hate’ any-
thing. In Chapter IX of the Bhagavad Gita 
it states, ‘I know not hate, I know not favor.’ 
While there are plenty of verses in our scrip-
tures that tend to anthropomorphize God, 
giving ‘him/her’ human characteristics, it’s 
important to note that this is done solely to 
allow us to feel a relationship with Spirit in 
its many guises.

“That said, we know that marriage is a 
noble and potentially spiritual institution. 
Much good comes to those who sacrifice 
momentary pleasure or convenience for the 
sake of maintaining relationship with one 
to whom vows of lifelong fi delity have been 
made. To the best of my understanding, 
sociological science indicates that marriage 
is better than divorce for most. That said, 
I would not hesitate one moment to advise 
someone to leave a union where a true, sup-
portive, loving relationship has been proven 
impossible to achieve. Also, there is no pro-
hibition in Hinduism that would disallow 
the possibility of remarriage.”

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

“Orthodox Christianity mourns the 
loss of a marriage when it ends, but holds 
that because of our sinfulness, sometimes 
the ending of the marriage is the lesser of 
two evils. Divorce is regretfully acknowl-
edged, and the divorcee is encouraged to 
see the process as one of healing, and to 
the extent appropriate, one of repentance.”

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

“In Roman Catholic Church, there is no 
such thing as divorce, so for me to speak 
of this issue as proposed in the question is 
disingenuous. The Roman Catholic Church 
teaches that marriages between two bap-
tized Christians (not limited to Catholics) is a 
sacrament, and given by God. Humans may 
never break a bond God has created.

“The church does have a process whereby 
a marriage may be determined to have never 
existed because of force, fear, mental illness, 

lack of discretion or the withholding of an 
essential sacramental element of marriage 
… to name a few of the reasons a marriage 
may never have existed.

“The only way to receive what is called a 
declaration of nullity (often referred to by 
individuals as ‘annulment’), which judges 
the marriage to never have occurred, is for 
the church to thoroughly examine the mind-
sets of the couple who attempted to enter the 
marriage. And, yes, it is possible to do this.”

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

“Unitarian Universalists understand 
that humans evolve and change over time. 
We view marriage as a covenant or agree-
ment between two consenting adults. For 
us, a covenant holds a deeper meaning than 
a legal contract. Inherent in a covenant is 
the understanding that we are human and 
fallible and imperfect. We anticipate there 
will be struggles over the years, and a cov-
enant serves as a reminder of our original 
commitment and it asks us to stay in rela-
tionship to resolve the confl ict.

“We strongly hope couples seriously 
consider the strength of their relation-
ship before entering into marriage. We 
hope when challenges arise, the couple 
does its best to stay committed to work-
ing things out and that they continue to 
grow together. And we also realize there are 
times in a marriage when it is best to end 
the covenant and end the marriage. This is 
not easy and often diffi  cult on both adults. 
It is not our place to pass judgment, but to 
offer them support as they work out the 
details of separating their lives. We view 
divorce as a diffi  cult path, but at times it is 
a necessary rite of passage for some of us.”

My response:
Normally, those who get married do not 

intend for the marriage to end in divorce. 
But sometimes the marriage goes bad and 
cannot be saved. If that happens, my scrip-
tural support for divorce comes from Deu-
teronomy 24. I’m not saying God loves 
divorce. But when the couple cannot sus-
tain the marriage, God has given them a 
way to end it.

The passage from Deuteronomy illus-
trates that the Bible allows for divorce. I 
consider the ability to end bad marriages 
to be a positive. However, the non-egalitar-
ian language of the Bible and its one-sided 
method of ending a marriage (that only 
the man may initiate and write the divorce 
document) is a problem that contemporary 
Judaism is still struggling with.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Is there scriptural support 
for ending a bad marriage?

Jennifer Howe Peace is a pro-
fessor at Andover Newton 
Seminary .

Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove is chief 
rabbi at Park Avenue Syna-
gogue in New York City.

Eboo Patel is founder and 
president of the Interfaith 
Youth Core.

IF YOU GO

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

When: Nov. 14 and 15

More information and free registration: 
interfaithunderstanding.org

Deanna Paul   Washington Post

Judaism traditionally has been of two 
minds about capital punishment. It exists in 
Jewish law, but has rarely been used and is 
strongly discouraged.

The Torah and other texts of rabbinical 
Judaism say it’s okay, but under only limited 
circumstances. In the wake of the Oct. 27 
shooting at the Tree of Life synagogue in 
Pittsburgh, both state and federal prosecu-
tors plan to move forward with capital mur-
der charges against suspect Robert Bowers.

Federal death sentences are relatively 
rare, and most death-penalty activity is car-
ried out at the state  level. There have been 
only three executions since the federal death 
penalty was reinstated in 1988.

Many would say that Bowers, 46, who 
police say left 11 dead and many others 
wounded, undoubtedly deserves the death 
penalty. But not all rabbis from the three 
major Jewish movements agree.

The Torah has capital crimes, from mur-
der to profaning the sabbath; there’s a 
section where a man was put to death for 
gathering wood on Shabbat.

But Jewish law doesn’t start and stop with 
the Torah’s text.

Like the American criminal justice sys-
tem, the Torah draws a distinction between 
intentional homicide and non-intentional 
homicide, instructing that capital punish-
ment is appropriate only in the former.

The text creates a set of Jewish eviden-
tiary standards to prove that the accused 
truly intended to commit murder.

Capital cases once were heard by a Jewish 
court known as the Sanhedrin, made up of 
either 23 or 70 rabbis. Unanimous verdicts 
were forbidden, for someone always needed 
to speak on behalf of the accused. Although 
the tribunal typically rendered a verdict 
when there was a margin of one vote, capital 
cases required a majority of plus-two.

The tribunal could not impose a death 
sentence unless and until they heard from 
two eyewitnesses. Both needed to see each 
other at the time of the offense and have 
warned the assailant of the consequences 
of his action. Both also needed to hear the 
perpetrator’s verbal assent.

Officially, all prominent Jewish move-
ments oppose capital punishment , accord-
ing to Pew Research Center.

Although many rabbis soft-pedal those 
positions when an individual commits a 
horrifi c act, the proper religious response, 
they say, is neither to take another person’s 
life nor decide for the state to do so. Even 
the synagogue gunman, according to them, 
does not deserve the death penalty.

Barbara Weinstein, associate director 
of the Religious Action Center, the lobby-
ing arm of Reform Judaism, said the move-
ment opposes the state’s use of the death 
penalty as a matter of principle. 

“It’s hard to find words to capture the 
pain felt across the Jewish community, but 
as broken as our hearts are, we continue to 
believe there are no crimes where the tak-
ing of a human life is justifi ed,” she said.

Yet, she added, the gunman should still 
be held accountable.

According to Shmuly Yanklowitz, a 
modern Orthodox rabbi and founder of a 
progressive-minded Orthodox rabbinical 
association, the Orthodox movement “is 
certainly in opposition toward capital pun-
ishment, with exception.”

But, he said, “when dealing with a gen-
tile society and government, we’re no lon-
ger dealing formally with the Jewish legal 
system and largely move from law to eth-
ics. There, they become somewhat inter-
twined with our personal politics. It breaks 
down more on party lines than denomina-
tion lines.” 

JUDAISM

Why rabbis oppose the death 
penalty for Robert Bowers
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