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D2    T H U RS DAY, O CTO B E R  2 5, 20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Doug Kindschi   
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Rabbi Jonat ha n Sacks 
pointed out that the 21st cen-

tury has led to a polarization driven by the 
politics of identity. This is in contrast, he 
argues, to the 20th century dominated by 
the politics of ideology, specifi cally the bat-
tle between two  ideologies: communism vs. 
capitalism. 

Political and religious identities have led 
to division and a tribalism that has frac-
tured our society, isolating us into separate 
echo chambers. Technology has allowed us 
to relate primarily with those with whom 
we identify, those who are like us and with 
whom we already agree. At the same time, at 
the personal level, our identities are becom-
ing more hyphenated. We are not just Amer-
ican, but we struggle with what it means to 
be Muslim-American or Jewish-American. It 
can no longer be assumed that being Ameri-
can means being Christian.

Will religious communities contribute to 
this division, or do we have the resources in 
our traditions and texts that can bring us 
together to fi nd a shared commitment to the 
common good? Can we be faithful to our reli-
gious identities and also be committed to an 
interfaith vision that builds bridges rather 
than barriers?  

This is the challenge we face: Will our reli-
gious identities lead to further division, or 
to a unity that respects and learns from our 
religious differences and commitments? 
These are the themes being discussed at 
the Jewish-Christian-Muslim Dialogue 
held every three years in our community. In 
many ways, it goes back to the very question 
of what it means to be an American. 

In the early migration to this continent, 
many came to more faithfully practice their 
religion, but our nation’s founders saw the 
importance of recognizing all religious com-
mitments as welcome. The Constitution pro-
hibits any religious test for holding national 
office, and the First Amendment clearly 
states, “Congress shall make no law respect-
ing an establishment of religion, or prohibit-
ing the free exercise thereof.”

Eboo Patel, founder and president of the 
Interfaith Youth Core, begins his latest book by 
referring to Michael Walzer, prominent politi-
cal philosopher and professor emeritus at the 
Institute of Advanced Study at Princeton. Patel 
writes, “In his book, ‘What It Means to Be an 
American,’ Michael Walzer observes that polit-
ical theorists since the time of the Greeks have 
generally assumed that diversity and democ-
racy do not mix well together. A state works 
best when it is made up of human beings who 
view themselves, as a consequence of certain 
bonds of identity, as a single people.” But Wal-
zer goes on to state that the United States is 
“the great exception to this rule.”

Patel continues by noting that, “The Amer-
ican Founders set for themselves the remark-
able task of building a religiously diverse 
democracy, an experiment never before tried 
at such a scale in human history.” The chal-
lenge today is how this great experiment will 
survive the nation’s current expanding diver-
sity and division. Patel asks, “Will the United 
States leverage the current diversity explosion 
to promote the common good, or will it blow 
up in our faces in forms such as open prejudice, 
rampant discrimination, deeper disunity, fur-
ther inequality, and identity confl ict?”

While the American experiment prohib-

ited a national or established religion, much 
of our nation’s story builds on religious sym-
bols and imagery. Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove 
notes that students of American history see 
the nation’s identity as founded on the sto-
ries of the Hebrew Bible. In one of his pub-
lished sermons, he writes: “Beginning in 
1630, when Puritans fl ed England in search 
of religious freedom, they compared their 
journey … to that of the ancient Israelites led 
out of Egypt, through the Red Sea and into 
the Promised Land. … The American Revolu-
tion co-opted scriptural themes to energize 
its mission.”  

When directed to design a seal for our new 
country, Cosgrove writes, Benjamin Frank-
lin “proposed a portrayal of Moses lifting his 
hand and the Red Sea dividing” and a motto 
“Rebellion to tyrants is obedience to God.” 
Thomas Jeff erson “suggested a representa-
tion of the children of Israel in the wilder-
ness led by a cloud by day and pillar of fi re 
by night.”

More recently, Martin Luther King Jr. 
described the civil rights movement as a 
journey to the “Promised Land.” Our coun-
try, while not establishing a state religion, 
does draw on religious themes as it tells its 
story and sets forth its hopes for the future.  
Furthermore, religious institutions have 
contributed much to our nation’s social cap-

ital through the establishment or sponsor-
ship of many important institutions, such as 
universities, hospitals and various social ser-
vice organizations.

Cosgrove describes his Jewish identity 
not in terms of either/or, but a both/and, “a 
creative dialectical interaction between the 
two.” It is, yes, a “hyphenated identity,” but 
one that affi  rms both his American and his 
Jewish identities. His faith does not exclude 
his commitment to the common good and 
recognizes that other faith commitments 
must not be excluded. His is “a faith that 
strives not for perfection, but for honesty, 
fi lled with both passion and integrity, with 
the ongoing desire to exist in the presence of 
God.”

This is the attitude that describes the 
premise of interfaith work. We each bring our 
faith commitments “fi lled with both passion 
and integrity” while recognizing that we are 
not perfect in our understanding, and that 
we honestly seek to understand and accept 
those whose faith commitments diff er from 
our own. 

We are pleased that both Eboo Patel and 
Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove will join Andover 
Newton professor Jennifer Howe Peace at 
next month’s Jewish-Christian-Muslim Dia-
logue at the Eberhard Center in Grand Rap-
ids on Nov. 15. A pre-conference the previous 
evening will be at the Allendale campus of 
Grand Valley State University.    

Will our religious identities lead to further 
division of our fractured society? Or, can 
we fi nd the resources and commitment for 
unity?  

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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If our soci-
ety keeps on 

accepting various forms of 
truth or personal versions of 
truth, what warranties do 
we have that we will not self 
destroy?

The Rev. Rachel J. Bahr, 
pastor of Plymouth UCC, 
responds:

“I don’t believe that the 
goal among Progressive 
Christians is that there are 
multiple truths or alter-
native facts. Rather, when 
a person says that they 
are going to speak their 
truth, it is not that they are 
claiming that they have 
their own unique universe 
or reality. Instead, they 
are off ering their particu-
lar perspective on the one 
shared reality. 

“In previous genera-
tions, the demographics 
of those describing and 
judging reality were fairly 
homogeneous, i.e., white, 
c i s ge nde r,  he t e r o s e x-
ual men of wealth. World 
history was written by 
white men, comprehen-
sive studies of sexuality 
were written exclusively 
by heterosexual men. The 
movement of marginal-
ized people speaking their 
truths, (i.e. women, people 
of color, people with dis-
abilities, LGBTQI folks), 
sought to give a more com-
plete perspective on his-
tory, art and philosophy. 

“ T he goa l  ha s ever 
been to make our under-
standing of truth fuller by 
including different per-
spectives. As progressive 
Christians, we condemn 
t he u net h ica l  ma n ip -
ulation of facts, which 
is tantamount to lying. 
There are some who may 
believe by including our 
voices that truth is being 
destroyed. Another way 
to see this is that the veil 
has been lifted, and fi nally 
folks are being welcomed 
and heard.”

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

“Ch r ist ia n it y is not 
unique among religions in 
that it teaches that which 
is considers the truth. It is 
unique in claiming that its 
founder is the truth. Jesus 
said, ‘I am the Way, the 
Truth, and the Life (John 
14:6).’ This is a growing 
scandal in a world where 
the growing acceptance 
of what is called ‘political 
correctness,’ which holds 
that all truth is relative. 
This sets at ease all groups 
who subscribe to this idea 

— everyone has their own 
truth and it only needs to 
be true for them. Before the 
advent of this relativism, 
there were, of course, times 
of intense conflict among 
religions, but they were in 
actuality very rare and even 
more rare as confl icts which 
were about teachings. Most 
often, political differences 
were merely exacerbated 
by distinct cultures within 
each group, and the reli-
gious/cultural difference 
was used to fuel the con-
fl ict.

“But now that relativism 
is being accepted as the new, 
universal orthodoxy, there 
is a growing intolerance for 
any who do not subscribe 
to relativism. According to 
this ideal, no one is allowed 
to postulate that a truth is 
superior or in confl ict with a 
truth held by another, even 
if the one holding it does not 
intend to impose it on any-
one else. This was shown 
recently in another confir-
mation hearing before the 
Senate judiciary commit-
tee (no, not that one). Sen. 
Dianne Feinstein, D-Calif., 
spoke about her concerns 
with appeals court nomi-
nee Amy Barrett during a 
hearing on Sept. 6 by stat-
ing, ‘The dogma lives loudly 
within you, and that’s a con-
cern.’ Whether or not this 
new intolerance of the idea 
of objective truth leads to 
self-destruction is unclear. 
What is clear is that it is 
beginning — ironically — to 
increase confl ict.” 

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

“Humanity has always 
expressed a wide variety 
of opinions in attempting 
to decipher ultimate truth. 
Sometimes it has led to bril-
liant leaps in civilization, 
and other times to mass 
destruction. We certainly 

can hold different views on 
some things without terri-
ble consequences. In Hindu-
ism, there exists the value of 
multiple schools of thought 
along with the tradition of 
honest debate. 

“The problem arises with 
both extremism and greed. 
For instance, those who 
continue to disbelieve in 
man-made climate change 
could very likely contribute 
to the demise of many pop-
ulations, though science 
indicates total extinction is 
highly unlikely.

“Ultimately, I believe 
we can all benefit when we 
are willing to allow new 
information to modify our 
actions. Sadly, when one 
embraces a fundamental-
ist worldview, there is a 
built-in bias against such a 
thought process. I’ve always 
said that I would die for my 
faith but solid reasoning and 
evidence could change my 
mind.”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, 
minister at All Souls Com-
munity Church of West 
Michigan, a Unitarian 
Universalist Congrega-
tion, responds:

“The question reads ‘our 
society keeps on accept-
ing various forms of truth.’ I 
think it is important to clar-
ify this by saying some of 
society is accepting these 
various forms of truth, and 
then there are others who 
view these comments as lies. 
Truth is often provable, and 
this is the beauty of truth. 
Habitual lying absolutely 
erodes trust and can lead 
to a general feeling of anx-
iety in our society. While 
some may enjoy these lies 
as entertainment, this is not 
the mark of a noble leader. At 
some point, regardless of our 
beliefs, we all know when the 
emperor is not wearing any 
clothes, and we are made 
foolish if we believe other-
wise.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Can there be more than 
one version of the truth?

“The American Founders set for themselves 
the remarkable task of building a religiously 
diverse democracy.”
Eboo Patel, founder and president of the Interfaith Youth Core

Do our faith traditions divide or unite us?

Jewish-Christian-Muslim Dialogue

When: Nov. 14 and 15
More information and free registration: 
InterfaithUnderstanding.org

“Truth is often provable, 
and this is the beauty of truth.”
The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All Souls 
Community Church of West Michigan

Self-Realization

www.grsrf.org

www.goodshepherdpres.com

www.grtumc.org

www.driveinchurch.org
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SPIRITUAL
CHRISTIANITY
THAT RESTORES HEALTH

The dependable healing power of Christ’s Christianity

A LECTURE BY Kari Mashos, C.S.B.

International speaker

Kari Mashos is a practioner and teacher 

of Christian Science healing  

and a member of the  

Christian Science Board of Lectureship.

Sunday, November 4th at 3:00 p.m.
First Church of Christ, Scientist
868 Fuller Ave. NE, Grand Rapids

Free child care will be provided for children age five and under.  

For additional information, call 616-774-9212

Website address www.grchristianscience.org


