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D2    T H U RS DAY, S E PT E M B E R  6, 20 1 8    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“Let gratitude be the pillow 
upon which you kneel to say 
your nightly prayer.

“And let faith be the bridge you build to over-
come evil and welcome good.”

These words from Maya Angelou open 
a recent book by church historian and 
author Diana Butler Bass, “Grateful: The 
Transformative Power of Giving Thanks.”  
She makes it clear that she is not talking 
about sending thank you notes, or that “pain-
ful Thanksgiving dinner exercise in which 
no one eats until everyone at the table says 
something they are thankful for. … It feels 
more like a turkey hostage situation than a 
spiritual exercise in grace.” She does admit, 
however, that she is thankful when it ends.   

She goes on to explain the Western tradi-
tion of making gratitude a kind of “commod-
ity of exchange — a transaction of debt and 
duty.” You receive something — a birthday, 
Christmas or Bar Mitzvah gift — but also 
receive the duty to respond with a thank-you 
note or some expression of gratitude to the 
benefactor.  

Instead, she off ers an alternate structure 
where we acknowledge the gifts all around us 
every day. She writes, “The universe is a gift. 
Air, light, soil and water are gifts.  Friend-
ship, love, sex and family are gifts.  We live on 
a gifted planet. Everything we need is here, 
with us. We freely respond to these gifts by 
choosing a life of mutual care.”

Gratitude is from the Greek word gratia, as 
is the word grace. It suggests indiscriminate 
generosity, “gifts given without being earned 
and with no expectation of return.”  She calls 
it a kind of defi ance in the face of evil. “Grati-
tude undoes evil by tunneling under its foun-
dations of anger, resentment and greed.”

Bass also cites results from science, sociol-
ogy and psychology. She sees gratitude 
as a way to integrate science and faith in 
new ways to “reveal healing dimensions of 
human experience.”

Science, especially the fi eld of psychology, 
has in recent decades turned to the study 
of the positive characteristics that lead to 
human fl ourishing and contribute to a well-
lived and fulfi lling life.  

The turn away from primarily studying 
maladaptive behavior is often attributed to 
a talk given by Martin Seligman in his pres-
idential address to the American Psycholog-
ical Association in 1998. The positive psy-
chology movement has resulted in scores 
of books and hundreds of scientific stud-
ies and articles. It seeks to understand and 
assess positive emotion and ways of human 
engagement that contribute to the sense of 
well-being. It studies the relationships with 
friends and family and other social connec-
tions that promote meaning, or the sense of 
being a part of something bigger than one-
self.   

Another recent book, “The Science of Vir-
tue” by Mark McMinn, looks at the numerous 

studies of such virtues as wisdom, forgive-
ness, humility and hope. Quoting the psy-
chologist Everett Worthington, he writes, 
“The essence of most virtues is that they 
self-limit the rights or privileges of the self 
on behalf of the welfare of others.” McMinn 
also invites us to see science and faith as 
good conversation partners rather than 
foes. 

The studies on forgiveness have grown 
to yield more than 100 scientific articles 
each year. They show positive connections 
between forgiveness and such health ben-
efi ts as lower blood pressure, heart rate and 
muscle tension. Forgiveness also reduces 
levels of pain, anger and psychological dis-
tress as well as decreased relapse rates for 
persons with problems of substance abuse.  
The decision to forgive releases the emo-
tions of bitterness and anger that contrib-
ute to these unhealthy conditions. It is also 
a component in moving from being a victim 
of past hurts and taking action to promote a 
more positive future outcome. 

Huston Smith is a well-known author and 
expert on philosophy and world religions. 
Smith’s book “The World’s Religions” sold 
millions of copies, is used widely as a col-
lege textbook, and has been translated into 
12 languages. In his fi nal book, “And Live 
Rejoicing,” Smith identifi es gratitude and 
empathy as the “two categorical, uncondi-
tional virtues.”   

McMinn also writes of gratitude and the 

scientifi c studies that point to its benefi ts.  
He sees gratitude as calling us to a humility 
that recognizes “that we cannot and need 
not be self-suffi  cient.” The studies of grati-
tude show its relationship to sleeping better, 
exercising more and even visiting the doc-
tor less often. Dozens of studies have made 
this connection between gratitude and 
mental as well as physical health. It is asso-
ciated with life satisfaction and decreased 
risk of depression and anxiety disorders. 
Gratitude journaling is a recommended 
practice that contributes to many of these 
positive results.

In all of the world’s religions, gratitude 
is emphasized and even an obligation.  
The Jewish Morning Prayer gives thanks 
for being alive another day. Christians are 
entreated to “give thanks in all circum-
stances.” The Qur’an reminds us that our 
very life is a gift, and the month of fasting 
and prayer during Ramadan is to remind 
one to be thankful in all things. For Hin-
dus, Buddhists and other Eastern religions, 
gratitude is emphasized not as an obliga-
tion but as a response to the many gifts we 
all receive each day. 

Whether we understand it through the 
science that studies the virtues, or realize 
it as a part of our religious beliefs, gratitude 
and forgiveness are fundamental to living a 
life with meaning.    
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Ethan P. writes, “While 
all religious institutions are 
spiritual and charitable in 

nature, in order to survive and serve their 
mission they do need to balance their income 
and expenses. Which generally means that 
members must help support the congrega-
tion with membership dues. What of mem-
bers who say they can’t aff ord more than a 
nominal level of dues, yet they live in large 
houses or drive nice cars?”

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

“Orthodox Christian Churches have 
always seen one’s tithes and offerings as 
a part of one’s larger spiritual efforts of 
prayer, fasting and almsgiving. These are 
the main themes of Jesus’ ‘Sermon on the 
Mount.’ As such, there can be no mini-
mum required amount of what one gives 
to the church, but this must be at the dis-
cretion of the member/donor, just as much 
as their prayer, fasting and other works of 
mercy are done freely and voluntarily. The 
church community models trust in God for 
its members by freely committing to both 
corporate charity (what the congregation 
as a whole gives from church funds) and 
the temporal maintenance of the church’s 
property and staff .”

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

“The nature of this question necessar-
ily implies the making of a judgment, with 
which I am extremely uncomfortable. What 
individuals are capable of giving is up to 
them, and it is not my place to be speculat-
ing on their ability.

“To refl ect on this question, please go to 
the Book of Ecclesiastes, 5:10. The English 
Standard Version states, those ‘who love 
money will not be satisfied with money.’ 
What this scripture verse is teaching us, 
which is also referenced in the Catechism 
of the Catholic Church, is that those who 
are focused on ‘things’ will never have 
enough. Individuals who are focused on 
their homes, cars, boats, recreational vehi-
cles, etc. and not on a life of faith and mem-
bership in a church, will never be satisfi ed 
with what they have.

“Likewise, the one who is focused on the 
home, car, etc. of others is also not satisfi ed 
with his or her own life. Charitable organi-
zations, churches, have the burden of ask-
ing others for support. What people can 
give is their responsibility and is up to their 
own consciences.”

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

“There is no such thing as ‘member-
ship dues’ in a Presbyterian or Reformed 
church. ‘Dues’ are debts or obligations 
which must be paid as a condition of mem-
bership in an association or organization. 
The Old Testament church had power 
to levy taxes (tithes) to support its minis-
tries; the New Testament church does not. 

No Presbyterian can be compelled to give 
more to his church than he is willing to give. 
‘Every man according as he purposeth in his 
heart, so let him give; not grudgingly, or of 
necessity, for God loveth a cheerful giver’ (II 
Corinthians 9:7).

“Those whose lifestyle attests that they 
have ample means should not plead poverty 
when it comes to supporting the church and 
its ministries. ‘Will a man rob God?’ (Mal-
achi 3:8). But such people have their own 
reward, in terms of the blessings of God they 
forfeit by their stinginess. ‘He that soweth 
sparingly shall also reap sparingly’ (II Corin-
thians 9:6). A church member who feels little 
or no gratitude to God for the gift of His Son 
to be our Savior must be very grace-deprived  
and short-sighted.”

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

“In the Unitarian Universalist tradition, 
each individual church is financially sup-
ported by the members of the congregation. 
We provide guidelines based on a percent-
age of income to give people an idea of what 
would be a fair share contribution. Some 
contribute that amount, others give more, 
some give less and some do not contribute 
at all. It is not for us to pass judgment on any 
contribution, including those who contrib-
ute below their means. Honestly, we will 
never know the full fi nancial story based on 
someone’s home size or automobile brand. 
Personally, I would rather focus on the con-
tributions that inspire me, and the people 
who truly understand what building beloved 
community is all about.”

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

“Hindu temples in the U.S., by and large, 
exist with the hope that those of means will 
share their treasure with the greater com-
munity. It is widely held that what one gives 
is a personal decision. While it may be frus-
trating to see a family living a rather osten-
tatious lifestyle while behaving niggardly 
towards the temple, we can only off er sym-
pathy for them, as they may never know the 
joy of full generosity.

“That said, there are many worthy causes 
that require donations. Perhaps a wealthy 
family uses our temple services on rare occa-
sions and doesn’t feel the need to share its 
resources with us; but is inspired to help oth-
ers in the community through various non-
profi t organizations.”

My response:
The Hebrew Bible may have had a system 

of mandatory tithes, but the contemporary 
Jewish community does not; or at the least, 
has no way to enforce them effectively. 
Theoretically, a person who doesn’t pay 
his or her fair share can be excluded from 
the institution. However, I would argue 
that the marginal loss of potential income 
by accepting less than such a person can 
aff ord, pales in comparison to the hit taken 
by gaining the reputation of an institution 
that is concerned fi rst and foremost about 
money.
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Should giving be required 
for church members?

Gratitude and forgiveness are fundamental 
to living a life with meaning.

Vickie Aldous   Tribune News Service

In Judaism, it’s not enough to ask God for 
forgiveness of sins.

Instead, people who have wronged oth-
ers are encouraged to analyze their hurtful 
behavior, adopt a repentant attitude and ask 
those they’ve harmed to forgive them.

“If I’ve hurt someone’s feelings, I must 
go to that person and say to them, ‘I ask for 
your forgiveness,’” said Rabbi David Zaslow, 
of Ashland, Oregon. “I can’t come to the syn-
agogue and say, ‘Dear Lord, I really blew it 
with so-and-so. Please forgive me.’ God says, 
‘Fine, but go to that person, not to me.’ So I 
think it’s a profound, beautiful thing in terms 
of Jewish religion that there is no forgiveness 
for a sin against another human being unless 
you obtain that forgiveness from that other 
person.”

As they prepare for the upcoming High 
Holy Days — which include Rosh Hashanah 
and Yom Kippur in September — Jewish peo-
ple will contemplate the wrongs they’ve com-
mitted and make plans to seek forgiveness.

“The High Holidays are a cleansing agent. 
Another metaphor is that it’s a reset button,” 
Zaslow explained.

Saying sorry is difficult for most people, 
but Zaslow said that’s natural.

“The Hebrew word asham gives us our 
word shame. If I feel guilty, I biologically 
want to run. I want to hide myself. In Juda-
ism, we believe that God has planted within 
us the ability to overcome that shame. It is 

hard to say you’re sorry. It’s supposed to be 
hard. That’s what makes it worthwhile,” he 
said.

Facing and overcoming those instincts to 
hide gives us the opportunity to become bet-
ter people, Zaslow said.

“There’s nothing wrong with saying, ‘I’m 
sorry.’ It makes you a better person to be able 
to say, ‘I’m sorry.’ That’s why John McCain, 
not to make this political, is getting so much 
respect, because he knew how to say he was 
sorry. He made mistakes along the way in his 
life. For a politician to be able to say you’re 
sorry is courageous, but the reality is it’s cou-
rageous for all of us,” Zaslow said.

A wide variety of religions, including 
Judaism, Christianity, Islam and Hinduism, 
have traditions in which people are asked to 
face up to their sins, repent and seek forgive-
ness, he noted. 

Although no one is encouraging people to 
be rude or commit a crime, sin can actually 
have a purpose.

The opportunity to sin shows people have 
free will. Resisting temptation or overcom-
ing shortcomings when we do make mis-
takes makes us stronger and gives us insight, 
Zaslow said. 

Repenting and seeking forgiveness helps 
people feel better, freeing them to become 
better human beings, Zaslow said.

On the fl ip side, forgiving others can also 
be benefi cial, he says.

“In Judaism, you have no obligation to for-
give somebody who’s harmed you who hasn’t 
asked for forgiveness. On the other hand, if 
you’re carrying a grudge year after year, it’s 
hurting you. So there has to be some way of 

releasing yourself from the prison of your 
own grudge,” Zaslow says.

Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, 
begins this Sunday at sundown. Yom Kippur 
begins at sundown Sept. 18.
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