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D2    T H U RS DAY, S E PT E M B E R  13, 20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Doug Kindschi   
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“Hayom harat olam — 
today is the birthday of the 

world.”
This is part of the Rosh Hashanah prayer 

that marks the new year in the Jewish cal-
endar. 

Both Jewish and Muslim communities 
celebrate this week the beginning of a new 
year. The Jewish New Year, Rosh Hasha-
nah, began at sundown Sunday and ended 
at sundown Tuesday. It is the first day of 
the month of Tishrei, and Rosh Hasha-
nah literally means “beginning or head of 
the year.”  According to tradition, it is also 
the anniversary of the creation of Adam 
and Eve and thus marks the beginning of 
humanity.  Custom calls for the sounding 
of the shofar, a hollowed-out ram’s horn, 
attending special services at the syna-
gogue or temple and eating apples dipped 
in honey in hopes of a “sweet year.” 

This week is also the beginning of the 
month of Muharram and marks a new 
year for Muslims, which began at sun-
down Tuesday, just as the Jewish New Year 
concluded. The coincidence is not usual, 
because — while both traditions use a lunar 
calendar — the Jewish calendar adds a leap 
month every few years to keep the months 
and the seasons approximately coordi-
nated. The Muslim monthly calendar does 
not add extra months, so the holidays and 
the months move through the year as mea-
sured by the Georgian calendar. The dates 
of special days in the Muslim calendar dif-
fer each year by 10 or 11 days.  

For Jews, Rosh Hashanah is also the 
beginning of a 10-day period of introspec-
tion and repentance culminating on Yom 
Kippur, also known as the Day of Atone-
ment. A few years ago, Krista Tippett, host 
of the public radio program “On Being,” 
interviewed Sharon Brous, the passionate 
senior rabbi of a growing congregation in 
Los Angles. They discussed these 10 days 
called the Jewish High Holy Days and also 
known as Days of Awe.  

Brous described these days as a time to 
focus hearts and minds “to bring people to 
one momentary understanding of the fra-
gility of life. But to take that and to leave 
with a commitment to live a life in which 
they’re able to transform themselves and 
their relationships and the world, know-
ing that every day they have might be their 
last.”

She described the saying in the prayers: 
“Hayom harat olam” — “Today is the birth-
day of the world.” She sees it as not just a 
commemoration of something in the past, 
but a reminder of “the fact that each one of 
us participates in creation every single day, 
when we make a choice about how we want 
to live in the world.” 

Brous describes the “shofar, which blasts 
in our ears. And it’s not supposed to be 
beautiful and melodious. It’s supposed to 
really wake you up and say, ‘Look at your-
self. Are you the mother you want to be? 
Are you the friend you want to be? Are you 
the American you want to be? Are you the 
human being that you want to be in the 
world?’”

She also spoke of Abraham as not just 
the father of the Jewish people, but the 
father of both Isaac and Ishmael. It takes 
us back to “the creation of our faith, the 
origin story of our faith, where we realize 
that we are in this story with other human 
beings in the world.”

Also appearing closely together this 
year are the Jewish Yom Kippur (Sept. 19) 
and the Muslim holiday of Ashura (Sept. 
21). My Muslim friend Aslam Modak is 
active in the Burton Islamic Center and 
on the board of the Interfaith Dialogue 
Association. He has written the following 
about Ashura.

“According to Muslim traditions, after 
the Prophet Muhammad first arrived in 
Medina, he found Jews in Medina fast-
ing on this day. They told him that ‘This 
is a great day when God saved Moses and 
his people, and drowned Pharaoh and his 
people.’ Because of the connection of this 
day to Moses, the Prophet Muhammad 
asked Muslims to also fast on this day in 
the Islamic month of Muharram.   

“Muslims consider A shura as a n 
important day in the life of every Prophet, 
and commemorate it by fasting to recog-
nize and celebrate them all. On this day, 
Adam was created, he was forgiven on 
this day, Noah’s ark came to land, Jonah 
was released from the belly of the whale, 
Abraham was born, the sea was parted 
for Moses and Jesus Christ was raised to 
heaven. Peace be upon them all!   

“A tragic event also took place on this 
day that greatly affected the course of 
Islam. The Prophet’s heroic and pious 
grandson, Imam Husain, and his loyal 
family members, fought against a tyrant 
called Yazid, and attained the honor of 
martyrdom. Their unf linching stand 
against the lust for power has created 
for all time a benchmark for the victory 
of self lessness over selfishness, truth 
over falsehood, justice over injustice and 
morality over wickedness.

“About Imam Husain, the Prophet 
Mohammed said, ‘Husain is of me, and I 
am of Husain.’ The martyrdom of Imam 
Husain and his family, therefore, is con-
sidered a great manifestation of spiritual 
steadfastness. Their sacrifi ce shook up all 
Muslims, and their courageous resistance 
for a sacred cause triggered great awak-
ening and self-reflection; it is remem-
bered with intensity, sorrow and prayer by 
Sunni Muslims and Shia Muslims. All of 
them spend the fi rst 10 days of Muharram 
in remembrance of Imam Husain’s noble 
precedent. Shia Muslims consider Ashura 
as the most important day of the year and 
spend it in public mourning. The sacrifi ce 
of the family of the Prophet Muhammad 
is honored almost everywhere in the Mus-
lim world.”   

Let each of us, no matter what tradition 
we claim, join in this time of self-refl ec-
tion and commit ourselves to live in peace 
with all with whom we share our human-
ity.
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A recent BBC article sug-
gested that modifying human 

DNA by editing human embryos ought to be 
permitted by UK law. What does the Ethics 
and Religion Talk Panel think?

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

“The Baltimore Catechism taught us 
to respond to the question, ‘why did God 
make us?’ with the response, ‘to know and 
love God in this life and to be with Him in 
the next.’ Pope Francis told the cardinals 
in March of 2013, ‘when the Church is self-
referential, inadvertently she believes she  
has her own light.’ Likewise, when humanity 
is self-referential, then humanity believes it 
is an end in itself.

“Although profoundly unqualifi ed to be 
writing on medical ethics, I fi nd the nature of 
this question disturbing. The Roman Catho-
lic Church remains constant in its teaching 
that human life is created by God. The pre-
sumption that science may assist human 
beings in the creation of designer children 
is, in my humble opinion, profoundly fl awed 
because it is a manifestation of narcissism.”

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

“At this stage of development, scien-
tists acknowledge that we are not able to 
edit DNA safely and effectively. There are 
too many risks right now to think that this 
is a possibility tomorrow. If this is ever an 
option, it looks like we are about 20 years 
away from it. Let’s assume that the process 
is fully developed and very low risk. I sus-
pect that if it is found safe and reasonably 
aff ordable, people will start to demand its 
availability. So it is wise to begin our inquiry 
into the appropriate ethics now.

“I can easily see a couple of diff erent view-
points coming from Hindu scholars. One 
would be that the bodies and brains that we 
have now are the results of the karma of past 
lives. So we are put into the circumstances 
that are the most appropriate for further 
spiritual growth. To modify that in any way 
would be to disrupt the course of our des-
tiny. Yet this line of thinking could be taken 
to the extreme, not allowing therapies to be 
off ered to those who are in need once born. 
I’ve never heard of treatments being with-
held for this reason.

“And I can easily see the other view being 
voiced. That is, while the soul is permanent, 
unmovable and unchangeable, the fact that 
we can modify future generations is evi-
dence that our mundane identities are mal-
leable, as the scriptures indicate.”

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

“While Unitarian Universalists are often 
strong supporters in the advancement of 
science, there are huge moral and ethical 
concerns to be considered. If the modifi ca-

tion is due to health or survival issues, then 
this could be considered, although with cau-
tion. If the modification is to create what 
has been called a ‘designer baby,’ this seems 
both morally and ethically lacking. As in all 
medical decisions, it is best left to the patient 
in consultation with her physician.”

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

“Since ‘human embryos’ are, as the Con-
cise Oxford Dictionary says, human ‘off spring 
before birth’ or ‘a thing in rudimentary stage,’ 
as yet ‘undeveloped,’ then there is every war-
rant for the authorities of the state to take 
measures to protect them and to regulate 
what modifications may be made to them. 
Without such regulation, the way lies open for 
anything and everything, good or bad.  

“The state, and every citizen of the state, 
has a duty of care to protect human life in 
all stages of its development, ‘from womb to 
tomb.’ Reformed Christians believe that they 
have a duty of love to their neighbors to pro-
tect them from hurt, and that ‘whatsoever 
tends to the destruction of the life of any’ is 
a sin forbidden by the Sixth Commandment 
(‘Thou shalt not kill,’ Exodus 20:1; see also 
Heidelberg Catechism Q. 107 and Larger Cat-
echism Q. 136).”

My response:
There are two categories of genetic modifi -

cation which ought to be treated, as much as 
possible, separately: repair of genetic defects 
and enhancement of human ability. In addi-
tion, modifications might affect the child 
alone or they might aff ect the germline, that 
is, the child would have the ability to pass 
the modifi cations to his or her descendants. 
Because germline modifi cations would have 
consequences to the human genome for gen-
erations, there is widespread international 
agreement that such editing should not be 
done at this time.

“From an ethical and religious point of view, 
there is no diff erence between treating an indi-
vidual patient on a genetic level for diseases 
such as Huntington’s disease or cystic fi bro-
sis or treating the disease after it manifests 
in a child or adult. In either case, the goal is to 
cure the disease, or at least to treat or lessen 
the symptoms. The genetic treatment, how-
ever, is at a rudimentary stage and the conse-
quences of genetic alteration on other aspects 
of the DNA are not yet known. We are at a stage 
equivalent to performing an organ transplant 
knowing that it is likely that complications will 
kill the patient, but each time we do it, we learn 
how to manage the complications better. The 
research, under closely watched conditions, is 
likely to produce life-enhancing results.

“Genetic enhancements to human beings 
to increase brain size, strength or size, or to 
choose hair or eye color or other physical fea-
tures, are not ethical. The unknown dangers of 
the procedure as well as the history of the early 
20th century eugenics movement, which led 
to forced sterilizations in this country and the 
Nazi holocaust in Europe, far outweighed any 
possible benefi ts to the human genome from 
experimenting with enhancing the genome.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Could it be ethical to alter 
the DNA of human embryos?

Christopher Bodeen   Associated Press

BEI J I NG — Two U.S. lawmakers are urging 
the extension of tougher American export 
restrictions to prevent sales of equipment 
that could be used in China’s massive secu-
rity clampdown targeting the Xinjiang 
region’s native Muslim population.

Sen. Marco Rubio and Rep. Chris Smith 
want foreign entities, including businesses, 
research institutions, government and pri-
vate organizations, and individuals seen as 
profiting from the clampdown added to a 
watch list, the two Republicans, among the 
staunchest critics of China in the U.S. Con-
gress, said in a letter Wednesday to Com-
merce Secretary Wilbur Ross.

“U.S. companies should not be assisting in 
the expansion of China’s systems for surveil-
lance, detection and detention, or be com-
plicit in what are gross violations of interna-
tionally recognized human rights occurring 
daily” in Xinjiang, the letter said.

Dozens of Chinese companies already are 
on the “Entity List,” though none with an 
explicit, direct link to the oppression in Xin-
jiang. The U.S. has long maintained restric-
tions on the export of crime control and 
detection equipment to China.

Listing would place the entities under 
export administration regulations requiring 
American companies wishing to sell to them 
to be subject to “specific license require-
ments for the export, re-export and/or trans-
fer (in-country) of specifi ed items,” accord-

ing to the Commerce Department’s Bureau of 
Industry and Security. 

No specifi c entities were named in the let-
ter, which is the latest sign that the deten-
tions are raising concerns among foreign 
leaders, governments, activist groups, media 
outlets and private citizens.

Over recent years, Xinjiang has been 
transformed into a vast security state, packed 
with police stations, street cameras and secu-
rity checkpoints at which electronic identity 
cards are scanned. Travel restrictions pre-
vent free movement or even the opportunity 
to visit friends and relatives in nearby towns.

The measures target members of the 
Uighur, Kazakh and other Muslim minority 
groups, with the region’s ethnically Chinese 
residents largely exempted.

In addition, monitoring groups say as 
many as 1 million Muslims have been sent to 
a system of internment camps , also known 
as “re-education centers,” where they are 
locked up for months without trial and forced 
to undergo political indoctrination and 
renounce Islam and traditional culture.

China has denied operating the system 
of camps, despite extensive documentation 
from those interned and relatives, and other 
evidence such as satellite photos and govern-
ment documents.

Beijing says it is taking necessary mea-
sures to fi ght terrorism, religious extremism 
and separatism in the restive region . 

CHINA

U.S. lawmakers urge export controls 
over crackdown on Muslims

In this 
November 
2017 photo, 
residents 
pass through 
one of the 
many secu-
rity check 
points in 
Kashgar in 
western Chi-
na’s largely 
Muslim Xin-
jiang region.    
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