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Religion
        T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS        T H U RS DAY, A P R I L 1 1 ,  20 1 9    B5

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

The challenge for America 
is to embrace an ethic that 
includes “respect for differ-

ent identities, relationships between diverse 
communities and a commitment to the com-
mon good.” 

This is the theme of Eboo Patel’s recent 
book, “Out of Many Faiths: Religious Diver-
sity and the American Promise.” In last 
week’s Interfaith Insight, we discussed his 
recounting of the origins of religious free-
dom in America’s founding. (Last week’s 
Insight can be found, along with an archive 
of previous Insights, at our website, Inter-
faithUnderstanding.org.) From the atti-
tudes and statements of our founders to the 
provisions in our Constitution, America 
was founded on principles that endorsed 
freedom of religion and prohibited reli-
gious tests for holding public offi  ce. 

The question is not only how does our 
nation carry forward these founding 
principles to make room for all religious 
expression, but also how does a partic-
ular religious community “embrace the 
nation’s common life while maintaining 
its diff erence”? Patel is clear that response 
is not the “melting pot” image, often used 
to describe how we come together. That 
assumes we are somehow absorbed into 
a common mix that obliterates our dif-
ferences. He prefers the image of a “pot-
luck,” where we bring our various dishes to 
share and where the variety enhances our 
experience with mutually diff erent expe-
riences. 

An important part of this manner of 
coming together is sharing our stories in 
ways that enable us to learn from each 
other as well as learn with each other. Patel 
shares some of his personal experiences as 
he learned to appreciate his own heritage 
while also learning from others.    

He tells of when he was in junior high 
and very self-conscious of his minority 
status. When his grandmother from India 
attended one of his junior high functions 
“at my largely white suburban school, 
dressed in her Indian clothes and speak-
ing with her Indian accent, I quaked with 
embarrassment.”  

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

He also recounts the story of how his 
father came from India to America. Patel 
explains, “I am in this country because 
an institution started by French priests 
in the Indiana countryside in the 1840s, 
committed to the faith formation and eco-
nomic uplift of poor Midwestern Catholic 
boys, somehow saw fi t to admit a wayward 

Ismaili Muslim student from Bombay into 
its MBA program, in the 1970s. That man 
was my father.” 

Patel continues to describe his father’s 
devotion to Notre Dame’s Fighting Irish 
football team, leading to the occasion 
of what he identifies as one of his earli-
est interfaith memories. Frequent trips 
on football Saturdays from Chicago to 
the campus always included a stop at the 
Grotto, a shrine to the Virgin Mary. On 
one occasion, Patel quizzed his father 
about why he as a Muslim would pray at a 
shrine dedicated to a Christian fi gure. His 
father pointed to the hundreds of can-
dles and quoted from the Qur’an that God 
should be seen as “Light upon Light.” He 
then said, “You have a choice whenever 
you encounter something from another 
tradition, Eboo. You can look for the dif-
ference, or you can find resonances. I 
advise you to fi nd the resonances.” 

Many years later, as Patel told of his 
experience, he was encouraged to share it 
with Father Theodore Hesburgh, who for 
over 50 years had served as president of 
Notre Dame and built the university into 
a major global institution “all the while 
maintaining its Catholic identity.” Patel 
and his Catholic friend Gabe later were 
invited to meet Father Hesburgh, then in 
his 90s, to hear the story. Patel noted the 
“growing number of Muslim, evangelical 
and Jewish faculty, staff , and board mem-
bers at the university,” and asked Hes-
burgh how he dealt with the “traditional-
ists” who might not have been happy with 
the growing diversity. 

He s bu r g h note d t he d i f ferenc e 
between Catholic with a large C, which 
stood for a particular institution, and 
catholic with the small c, which meant 
“universal.” He then explained, “We have 
to understand our Catholic tradition in a 
way that helps us accomplish our catho-
lic mission, which is to lift up the well-be-
ing of all.” 

As they were getting ready to leave, 
Patel’s Catholic friend Gabe asked for 
a blessing. Fat her Hesburg h “t hen 
motioned for me to kneel and close my 
eyes as well. It was, for my friend, a Cath-
olic ritual of great signifi cance. For me, it 
was an American sacrament.” 

Is it possible that as we learn more 
about, and with, those of diff erent faith 
traditions, that we too can “look for the 
resonances”? Can we even  participate in 
each other’s special practices in ways that 
bring us to further understanding rather 
than promoting ways to confront and 
divide? It may not be easy, but our iden-
tities might actually be enhanced and 
strengthened as we relate deeply to oth-
ers while working for the common good. 
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Maintaining one’s identity 
while learning from others

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

I received a question recently 
by email. Upon thanking the 
sender, I received an auto-

response that the owner of the email had 
died … five years ago! I wish the story had 
ended here, mystery unsolved, so I could 
imagine that this column has fans in the 
great beyond. However, the email response 
had an alternative email contact of the 
brother of the deceaased, and, after some 
investigation, the brother determined that 
a friend had unauthorized access to the 
account and had used the account to send 
the question anonymously. We at Ethics and 
Religion Talk appreciate your questions, 
even those that come from beyond the grave, 
and I assure you that we will always protect 
your anonymity. Please send questions to 
EthicsAndReligionTalk@gmail.com.

A question submitted to an interfaith 
panel on approaches to hospice care: What 
is your faith tradition’s perspective on the 
use of hospice services?

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

“Recently, my temple pastoral duties 
included walking with a devotee on his 
fi nal journey. He was a man of great faith 
and, more important, spiritual practice. He 
was a joy to be around until the very end. 
One of the ways he wanted me to contrib-
ute to his last months was to meet with him 
and his hospice caregivers. He knew that I 
could explain Hindu concepts of death and 
dying in a way they would understand.  The 
care they provided was exceptional. They 
were very respectful of our requests and 
seemed to serve with a great deal of love 
and sense of duty.

“I experienced the same when my 
mother was in hospice. 

“I have never encountered a Hindu who 
had anything but positive things to say 
about hospice, whether it was actual expe-
rience or simply the concept of it. As long as 
those providing it are respectful of the reli-
gion or worldview of the patient, it is a great 
blessing to have as we prepare for transition.”

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

“Hospice services are often referred 
to as palliative care. The Roman Catholic 
Church looks favorably on these services 
if they are not intended to end life before 
death occurs naturally. The palliative care 
given by hospice services respects the life 
cared for by providing the necessary med-
ication and comfort needed during the 
dying process. This has the positive benefi t 
of saving signifi cantly on the cost of health-
care per person in the United States.

“If anyone wishes further information, the 
United States Conferences of Catholic Bish-
ops (usccb.org) and the Catholic Health Asso-
ciation of the United States (cha.org) have a 
plethora of resources for anyone who wishes 
to research the ethics of palliative care as 
well as guidance in choosing this service.”

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

“The doctrinal standards of Presbyterian 
and Reformed churches make no mention of 
hospice care, because in former days, ‘heroic 
eff orts’ to prolong the days of the dying were 
not a part of their care. ‘Hospice care’ is not 
new, but something old that has been redis-
covered for the comfort and help of a new 
generation.

“The law of God forbids all human eff orts 
to shorten life, whether by homicide, sui-
cide or ‘assisted dying.’ But no law requires 
us to exhaust all possible remedies aff orded 
by modern medicine before yielding to the 
power of death. Hospice services provide a 
better way to care for the dying. Even better 
is for each Christian to come to terms with 
his or her own mortality. Charles Hodge 
wisely said, ‘It is important that when we 
come to die, we have nothing to do but die.’”

Dr. Sharif Sahibzada, the director of the 
Islamic Center and imam of the Mosque 
of Grand Rapids, responds:

“Life is a gift from Almighty God, and it 
must be protected and safeguarded with all 
means and sources available to humanity by 
God. Life of this world is for a certain time. It 
must end as commanded by God. Therefore, 
it must not be prolonged beyond possibility 
of hope.

“When human knowledge indicates life is 
ending, then hospice services are to be used 
without any delay and reservation. Whatever 
we do or try our best, God’s will has to pre-
vail ultimately.”

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

“Unitarian Universalists fully support and 
use hospice services when the time comes.”

My response:
Jewish ethics understands there to be an 

obligation to preserve life, but not to artifi -
cially draw out the process of dying; under-
stands that the patient has autonomy to 
make medical decisions in his or her own 
best interests; and understands that no one 
has an obligation to suffer pain at the end 
of life. Therefore, Jewish ethics and tradi-
tion understands that hospice care is typi-
cally the most appropriate and compassion-
ate care for relieving pain and allowing the 
patient to die in peace.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

What is your faith’s view 
regarding hospice care?

Emily Schmall   Associated Press

N EW DELHI — As she patrols for cow smug-
glers, Sadhvi Kamal, a Hindu holy woman 
in a saff ron robe, rides in a white SUV with a 
sticker on the rear window displaying a cow 
framed by swords and rifles. The words in 
the sticker’s logo say, “The cow is the mother 
of the world.”

Kamal leads a vigilante force of thousands 
of volunteers, mostly young Hindu men. Such 
vigilante forces have emerged after several 
Indian states banned the slaughter of cows, 
sacred to Hindus, in recent years. Mobs have 
lynched three dozen Muslims, who tradition-
ally run meat shops and slaughterhouses.

As India heads toward a general election 
that begins this week, taking up arms for 
“mother cow” is part of a broader campaign 
to impose Hindu religious values across a 
multicultural country.  Hindu nationalism, 
once fringe, now has taken a central place in 
India’s politics.

The movement is led by the party of Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi, who grew up chant-
ing slogans and practicing maneuvers at 
nationalist training camps. Modi and his 
Bharatiya Janata Party seek to retain power 
in the elections by promoting Hindutva — a 
Hindu way of life — instead of secular plu-
ralism. A fresh mandate for Modi could 
embolden eff orts to mold the world’s largest 
democracy of 1.3 billion people into a strin-
gently Hindu nation.

“I think what Modi has successfully done 
is just to normalize bigotry,” said writer and 
historian Mukul Kesavan. “What we have 
already seen is a shift of the common sense of 

the republic way to the right.”
Scenes of religious nationalism are now 

common in India.
In New Delhi and Ayodhya, a city in Uttar 

Pradesh state, tens of thousands of men in 
saff ron armed with swords and the name of 
the Hindu Lord Ram painted on their fore-
heads shouted anti-Muslim epithets. They 
demanded a temple to Ram at a site where 
Hindu hardliners tore down a 16th century 
mosque in 1992, sparking riots that left about 
2,000 people dead. Hindu groups say the 
mosque was only built after Muslim invaders 
destroyed a temple dedicated to Ram.

Elsewhere in Uttar Pradesh, the govern-
ment spent unprecedented sums on the 
Hindu Kumbh Mela festival that ended last 
month, with Modi and the chief minister, Yogi 
Adityanath, himself a Hindu monk, appear-
ing in countless posters. Three months ear-
lier, Adityanath’s state government replaced 
the Muslim name of the host city, Allahabad, 
with Prayagraj, a Sanskrit word from Hindu 
religious texts. The name change from Mus-
lim to Hindu is one of many in recent months. 

The cow has become a symbol of this grow-
ing nationalism.

About 280 people were injured in more 
than 100 attacks by vigilantes between May 
2015 and December 2018, Human Rights 
Watch said in a recent report. Kamal’s group 
has been involved in some of the most grue-
some assaults on suspected cow smugglers.

“Violence is wrong, but if the matter 
involves protecting a mother, all is fair,” 
Kamal said. 

India’s sacred cow a symbol 
of rising Hindu nationalism

Hindu hardlin-
ers, one holding 
a sword, chant 
slogans against 
Muslim commu-
nities in Novem-
ber during a rally 
demanding a 
Hindu temple be 
built on a site in 
northern India 
where hardlin-
ers in 1992 had 
attacked and 
demolished a 
16th century 
mosque .    AP fi les
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