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Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove, left, stands with Pope Francis, center, and Iman Kha-
lid Latif, executive director of the Islamic Center and chaplain to students at 
New York University, in September 2015 at a multireligious gathering during 
a visit to the 9/11 Memorial Museum in New York.   Getty Images

Doug Kindschi   
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“It is by way of devotional 
prayer, study and mitzvot 

that I am provided with the tools to address 
the spiritual yearnings lodged in my soul.”

So wrote Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove in his 
essay “A Quest-Driven Faith.” Mitzvot is the 
Jewish term for the commandments, and so 
he is saying that prayer, study and following 
the commandments are the tools he uses in 
his faith quest. 

Cosgrove is the chief rabbi at Park Ave-
nue Synagogue in New York City and a 
highly respected rabbi in the Conserva-
tive tradition. He appeared with Pope Fran-
cis and Imam Khalid Latif, from New York 
University, at the special interfaith ser-
vice for peace at the 9/11 Memorial in 2015. 
A brief video from that event is at bit.ly/
CosgroveAtMemorial.

 Cosgrove makes the distinction between 
those who feel they possess the truth from 
those who are seeking the truth while rec-
ognizing the profoundly limited ability of 
humans to fully understand an infi nite God. 
His stance is humility. 

He refers to the Christian theologian Karl 
Barth, who many consider to be the great-
est theologian of the 20th century. Barth’s 
14-volume “Church Dogmatics,” in addition 
to another dozen books, certainly puts him 
in a special place for both the output and 
infl uence of his work. When Barth was asked 
about his prolifi c writings, he commented, 
“The angels will laugh when they read my 
theology.” Cosgrove uses this as an example 
of how “a complete understanding of God is 
forever beyond human comprehension.” 

He sees the person of faith as one who 
“has made the willed choice to seek to 
understand and stand in relation to the 
mystery of our existence.” Cosgrove com-
pares it to love, where it does not require 
one to have total knowledge of the other per-
son for that relationship to be significant, 
“even all-encompassing.” He writes that his 
starting point for his faith as a Jew “does not 

seek to defi ne God, but rather encompasses 
a lifetime of approximations and affirma-
tions, collectively refl ecting a desire to draw 
close to my creator.” 

When he discusses the “mitzvot” or fol-
lowing the commandments, he does not see 
it as “a list of do’s and don’ts,” but as “oppor-
tunities to bind myself to God’s will.” The 
quest is always in dialogue with traditional 
texts, scripture and the Jewish literature, in 
“an eff ort to respond to the questions of the 
age.” He recognizes that others come from 
different traditions and have made differ-
ent choices, and he respects the integrity of 
those choices. 

He writes, “Faced with the awe of cre-
ation, the wonders of existence, and the 
mysteries lurking in my soul, I consciously 
choose to find the vocabulary, rituals and 
spiritual demeanor that serve as the spiri-
tual scaffolding to my existence. I opt to 
actively ponder the imponderable.”  

For Cosgrove, this choice does not rule 
out others who by tradition or by choice 
have taken a diff erent route. He writes, “The 
great strength of a quest-driven faith is that 
it permits me to affi  rm my own beliefs, even 
as they develop, all the while respecting the 
integrity of another person’s path.”

I am reminded of a recent talk by Don 
Lubbers, former Grand Valley State Univer-
sity president. He told of his own upbring-
ing in the Reformed Church of Amer-
ica, and a discussion as a questioning 

adolescent with his father who had served 
as president of two Reformed Church col-
leges. After being honorably discharged 
from military service in World War I, his 
father went to India, where he taught at 
a Reformed Church mission high school. 
There, he met and became friends with a 
devout Hindu. 

As Don Lubbers told it, “During one of 
our father-son times together, when I was 
seeking his view on the truth of our fam-
ily’s religious traditions, he related the 
story about his talk and his Hindu friend. 
He concluded that he and his friend were 
born to walk diff erent paths toward truth 
and both should be considered valid. I 
watched my father live his life committed 
to where he came from, but without claim-
ing exclusivity. His story about his accep-
tance of his Hindu friend set the course for 
me.” 

In last week’s Insight, we discussed 
Eboo Patel’s dissatisfaction with the image 
of a “melting pot.” He instead proposed the 
“potluck dinner,” where each of us brings 
to the table our distinctive identity and 
commitments. In a similar way, Rabbi 
Cosgrove describes an alternate image of 
the “symphony, in which the distinctive 
sounds of each instrument are not lost if 
the right harmonies are achieved.” In his 
book “Go Forth,” Cosgrove shares a Rosh 
Hashanah sermon on “Why I Am a Jew.” 
While recognizing that his reasons might 
not be enough to satisfy another person, he 
includes the following: 
    › “I am a Jew because Judaism is a faith 

that provides me with the tools … to 
make every day sacred.”

    › “I am a Jew because it gives me … the 
language to fill my life and the life of 
those around me with meaning, inquiry 
and the presence of God.”    

    › “I am a Jew because Judaism sees no 
confl ict between being a Jew and being 
a member of a shared humanity.”

    › “I am a Jew because Judaism gives me 
the tools to give voice to my faith in God 
… to answer the existential questions 
lurking in the depth of my soul.”
Cosgrove affirms his Jewish identity 

without disparaging the religious identities 
of others. It is the key to seeing our commu-
nity not as a melting pot, but as a symphony 
or a potluck dinner. It is seeing with humil-
ity that our faith is on a particular path and 
that God is beyond our limited understand-
ing.  

The topic of “Religious Identity” is also 
the theme of the triennial Jewish-Chris-
tian-Muslim Dialogue coming to West Mich-
igan on Nov. 14 and 15. Eboo Patel and Rabbi 
Cosgrove, along with Christian seminary 
professor Jennifer Howe Peace, will be our 
speakers. Join us as we examine the role of 
religious identity and whether it is bring-
ing us together or dividing us into separate 
camps.  

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Quest-driven faith embraces 
validity of others’ paths

A boy reads inside a sukkah. The  temporary hut structures are built next to 
homes or synagogues to celebrate the Jewish holiday of Sukkot. A sukkah 
represents the temporary dwellings used by Israelites following their exo-
dus from Egypt.   Advance Local fi les

Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

What is your favorite hol-
iday on your tradition’s cal-

endar, and why, or what is your least favor-
ite holiday on your tradition’s calendar, and 
why?

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

“Once a year, we celebrate Homecom-
ing Sunday. It is normally held the first 
Sunday after Labor Day. During the sum-
mer months, many of us travel and are 
away from church for brief periods of time; 
Homecoming is a service that is calling 
us back to our church community. It is an 
ingathering celebration and is quite mean-
ingful to many of us.”

R. Scot Miller, who writes from an Ana-
baptist and Quaker Christian perspec-
tive, responds: 

“Traditionally, the Religious Society of 
Friends fi nd that each day is holy; thus no 
set-aside day called Christmas or Easter is 
necessary. As for national holidays, we do 
not honor fl ags or offi  cials, courtrooms or 
the courts of kings, and we do not honor 
nations or individuals, though we pray for 
and serve every nation and all people. To 
honor any entity with a holiday or special 
recognition, whether Fourth of July or the 
wonderful MLK holiday is to, as Augustine 
may have said, turn our gaze away from the 
divine, even just for a moment, which leads 
us away from faithfulness.”

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

“Presbyterians of the strictest kind have 
no special days on their church calendar 
but one, the weekly Christian Sabbath. But 
many Presbyterians and most Reformed 
churches retain the ancient feast days of 
Christmas, Easter and Pentecost.

“Christmas is my least favorite. Our 
modern Christmas has become a month-
long, stress-filled frenzy of social events, 
perceived obligations and unrealistic 
expectations. We come to Christmas Day 
 in a state of exhaustion, if not disappoint-
ment. Thankfully, the church I attend 
insists that all the trappings of the season 
be left outside the door; our services pro-
vide an oasis of peace, where we can feed 
on God’s Word and be refreshed.

“But my most favorite day is Pentecost, 
oddly the one most  neglected by Chris-
tians nowadays. This annual commemora-
tion of the outpouring the Holy Ghost upon 
the Christian church (Acts 2) reminds us 
of how abundantly Christ has empowered 
and equipped us for life and service in this 
world, while He prepares us for the glory of 

the world to come.”

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

“I would suspect that most Hindus would 
choose Diwali, the Festival of Lights. This 
holiday celebrates the return of Lord Rama, 
his wife, Sita, and brother Laxman from liv-
ing in exile to claim his kingdom. Upon clos-
ing in on the city of Ayodhya, they could see 
the mountainside afl ame with thousands of 
tiny oil lamps, lit in honor of their homecom-
ing. The story, while having some historical 
basis, is allegorical; symbolizing our return 
to a pure state of consciousness. Besides the 
message, I do love what most everyone appre-
ciates about all joyous occasions: the food, 
religious ceremonies, a feeling of renewal 
and wonderful fellowship. Fireworks are 
often a part of the celebrations as well.”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Domini-
can priest who serves as adjutant judi-
cial vicar, Diocese of Grand Rapids, 
responds:

“My favorite holiday on the liturgical 
calendar of the Roman Catholic Church is 
Christmas and the Christmas season. This 
is so for several reasons. First, I like the 
Christmas decorations that center around 
the Christmas crib (Nativity scene). I always 
looked forward to seeing the Nativity scene 
from my home parish church, now lost for-
ever due to a devastating fire. Still, it will 
always be present in my mind.

“Second, I like the entire Christmas sea-
son, which begins on Christmas and ends 
with evening prayer of the Baptism of the 
Lord, which occurs in early January after the 
Feast of the Epiphany. For many, Christmas 
is over on Dec. 26, but for me, Christmas has 
just begun.

“The spirit of the Christmas season, 
despite the losses of my maternal grand-
mother and parents, still fi lls my heart and 
mind with joy. This joy is not due to simply 
celebrating the anniversary of the birth of 
Jesus, but also is facilitated by my invitation 
to Jesus to be reborn within me again each 
year.

“My least favorite religious holiday or sea-
son is Lent. Even though I always enter the 
penitential nature of this season in prepara-
tion for Easter and the resurrection of Christ, 
I do not like spending this time refl ecting on 
my own faults and failings.”

My response:
My favorite holiday is Sukkot (the Festival 

of Booths), the Biblical harvest festival after 
which Thanksgiving is modeled. I love eat-
ing in the Sukkah, a temporary hut I build 
each year as a reminder of both the harvest 
and of the Israelites’ dependence on God in 
the wilderness.
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Many fi nd meaning, joy 
in their religion’s traditions

“I am a Jew because Judaism gives me 
the tools to give voice to my faith in God … 
to answer the existential questions lurking 
in the depth of my soul.”
Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove

IF YOU GO

Jewish-Christian-Muslim Dialogue

When: Nov. 14 and 15

More information and free registration: 
InterfaithUnderstanding.org
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