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        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 8, 20 1 9    B5

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Spring marks the beginning 
of a series of religious holi-
days, or holy days. For Chris-

tians, the week began with Palm Sunday 
on April 14, followed by Maundy Thursday 
commemorating Jesus’ celebrating the Pass-
over meal with his disciples, also known as 
the Last Supper. The Jewish eight-day cele-
bration of Pesach, or Passover, begins Friday 
evening  with the traditional Seder meal.   

An Interfaith Seder was sponsored last 
week by Temple Emanuel in Grand Rapids. 
It was led by Rabbi Michael Schadick, and 
also by two Protestant pastors, a Catholic 
priest and a Muslim imam. It is appropriate 
that we come together from our various reli-
gious traditions to commemorate this story 
of freedom.  The recitation of the Haggadah 
is a liturgy passing on to each generation an 
account of deliverance. The core narrative 
of Passover and the Seder meal is the story 
of the Hebrew people escaping from slavery 
in Egypt. 

For this year’s Interfaith Seder, a recently 
written, more inclusive Haggadah was used.  
It built on the story of the Exodus but added 
quotes from contemporary sources as well 
as from Christian, Muslim and Hindu texts. 
The Torah refers to welcoming the stranger 
36 times, and, as participants, we certainly 
were welcomed into this traditional Jewish 
celebration. 

The welcome began with a warning from 
President John F. Kennedy: “This nation … 
will not be fully free until all its citizens are 
free.” The introduction continued, “While 
we rejoice over the liberation of the ancient 
Israelites, we remember that many others 
are still not free. … We give voice to those 
around the world and within our community 
who are excluded, oppressed or enslaved.  
We are all part of one human family, all con-
nected, and all responsible for one another.” 

The next order of the Seder was the light-
ing of the candles with a quote from Martin 
Luther King Jr., “Darkness cannot drive out 
darkness, only light can do that. Hate cannot 
drive out hate, only love can do that.” 

With the rehearsing of the Exodus story, 
we were reminded of Nelson Mandela’s 
efforts to maintain hope during years of 
imprisonment. He said, “Part of being opti-
mistic is keeping one’s heart pointed toward 
the sun, one’s feet moving forward. There 
were many dark moments when my faith in 
humanity was sorely tested, but I would not 
and could not give myself up to despair.” 

The importance of the Exodus story also 
had a profound impact on the African-
American experience in maintaining hope 
during the long period of slavery. At one 
point in the evening, we joined together 
singing the spiritual, “Go Down, Moses.” 

The blessing for the meal was given by the 
imam, who quoted from the Qur’an words in 
Arabic often used by Muslims before a meal, 
which he translated, “In the name of God, the 
most gracious, the most merciful do we eat.”

At the end of the meal we read a further 
challenge in the words of Archbishop Des-
mond Tutu, “Even after the Lord had deliv-
ered the Israelites from Egypt, they had to 
travel through the desert. We must be ready. 
… Let us be united, let us be fi lled with hope, 
let us be those who respect one another.”

This new version of the Haggadah was an 
inspiration to all who attended as we joined 
with our Jewish brothers and sisters in this 
celebration of freedom. We felt included in 
the ancient story of moving from slavery to 
freedom, and we remind ourselves of the 
many common elements of our own stories 
of God’s faithfulness. 

The next day, I attended an event at the 
Muslim Unity Center in Bloomfield Hills, 
just outside Detroit. It was a gathering of 
Jews, Christians and Muslims around the 
topic “Faith Over Fear.” The training pro-
gram brought faith leaders together to 
work on eff ective strategies for advocating 
against anti-Muslim bigotry. The signifi cant 
increase in anti-Semitic and Islamophobic 
violence in the past two years is alarming. It 
is directed against other religious groups as 
well, including Sikhs and African-American 
Christians.    

While at the Muslim Unity Center, the 
imam invited us to observe their prayers at 
the appointed time. Again, I was struck by 
their discipline of prayer fi ve times each day 
and the ritual of prostrating in prayers as an 
act of submitting to God. While not partici-
pating in the prayers directly, I could partici-
pate in my own way and learn from the devo-
tion expressed in this tradition. 

For Christians, this week also tells the 
important story of moving from death to life 
that culminates in the celebration of Eas-
ter. For those of the Baha’i faith, the com-
ing week begins the Festival of Ridvan, cele-
brating the announcement of their founder, 
Baha’u’llah.

As our various religious traditions enter 
this period of “Holy Days,” we can choose to 
ignore those who are diff erent, or even fi nd 
ways to argue about the diff erences.  But we 
also have the choice of seeking ways to relate 
with one another, learn from one another 
and affi  rm the basic messages of hope and 
peace. 

Another common theme in our various 
religious traditions is the command to love 
God and love our neighbor. The first rabbi 
I met when coming to Grand Rapids more 
than 40 years ago was Rabbi Phillip Sigal, 
who served Congregation Ahavas Israel.  He 
was committed to his Jewish faith and also 
conversant with Christian Scriptures, hav-
ing received his doctorate in New Testament 
from Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. 
Prior to Rabbi Sigal’s untimely death, he was 
quoted as saying, “When this world has love, 
then we finally will indeed have Passover 
and Easter. There will be redemption!”
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INTERFAITH INSIGHT

We can celebrate and learn 
from each other’s holidays

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

David asks, “Twice in three 
months, my car was hit in a 
parking lot. The fi rst time, I 

was in the car. Little bump, $600 damage, 
but I got the insurance info of the driver. Sec-
ond time, I wasn’t in the car. Came out and 
found a dent. No note. So that time, I had 
to pay the deductible myself. I think my car 
is cursed. … Is it possible for objects to be 
cursed?”

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

“If you were to ask my wife of 25 years to 
recall instances where my temper got the 
better of me, I think she’d come up with 
less than a handful of times. The reason 
is that I don’t allow people to control me 
in that way. My challenge is that it seems 
that I have given that power to inanimate 
objects; and my wife is never around when 
they decide to rebel, leaving me a fum-
ing cinder. Whenever I must fi x anything 
around the house, I make sure I do so 
when I am alone — as this is often when 
the conspiracy begins. This is because 
I prefer that no one witness my spiritual 
meltdown when it happens. As an adult, I 
never believed in the devil. I’m rethinking 
that now. But if he exists, he doesn’t live 
in hell. He resides in our vacuum, garbage 
disposal, computer, plumbing, light fix-
tures and, of course, the car.”

Ty Silzer, a former pastor in the 
Presbyterian Church in America, 
responds:

“When I was growing up, my friends of 
one particular Christian denomination 
introduced a new concept to me: whenever 
something would go wrong, they would 
curse the demon of that ailment. So, when 
stubbing their toe? ‘I curse you, demon-of-
toe-stubbing.’ I think they just stubbed their 
toe.

“So, who cursed your car? Was it God? 
Jesus? Someone at the car factory? Why 
did they curse your car? Was it something 
you did? Or is it possible that you, like my 
friends, are looking for supernatural expla-
nations for the clumsiness of man?”

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

“There are times in life when we all feel 
like things are working against us. We tend 
to make greater note of negative events. 

Some of us may recall the expression ‘bad 
news comes in threes.’ Something bad hap-
pens and then we wait for two other bad things 
to happen to prove the saying is correct.

“Our own mindset or perspective matters a 
great deal regarding how we view the string of 
events in our lives as good or bad or blessed or 
cursed. As a Unitarian Universalist, I would 
draw upon the Taoist teachings — there is no 
such belief in purely all good or purely all bad, 
each event has a bit of both good and bad. A 
common Taoist story is the tale of the farmer 
and his horse: fi rst he loses his most valuable 
possession, and then the horse returns bring-
ing a dozen new horses with it. Then his son 
breaks his leg while taming one of the new 
horses. And then the son is not drafted into 
the army because of the broken leg. And the 
parable keeps going on like that. …  

“While you may ask about your car being 
cursed, I would off er that you were blessed to 
have car insurance and good luck to be in the 
car during the fi rst hit in the parking lot. It is a 
matter of perspective.”

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

“Presbyterians believe that the whole 
world, and the whole human race, lies 
under God’s curse. That’s why if things can 
go wrong, they will. As for material objects, 
think of ‘Nehushtan,’ the brazen serpent 
lifted up by Moses in the wilderness to heal 
those whom God had plagued for their sins 
(Numbers 21:8, 9; John 3:14, 15). Preserved as 
a religious relic, later generations of Israelites 
began to venerate it. They burned incense to 
it, as an act of prayer and supplication. 

“In righteous indignation, King Hezekiah 
broke it in pieces and gave it the contemp-
tuous name of Nehushtan, a mere ‘piece of 
brass’ (II Kings 18:4); that is, just another ‘god’ 
that is no god at all. A sign of God’s grace and 
blessing became the object of God’s wrath 
and curse because of the sin of those who 
perverted it for their own purposes. So the 
curse may lie not in the material object but in 
the use that is made of it.

“Automobiles are a curse to Michigan 
in many ways, but chiefl y because we have 
ordered our way of life so as to be dependent 
on them. So we must purchase them at great 
cost, register and insure them, refuel them, 
maintain, repair or replace them when dam-
aged. Each day that we own them, they are 
worth less and less, and in the end they are 
hauled to a junkyard. ‘Vanity of vanities, 
saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is 
vanity!’ (Ecclesiastes 1:2).”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Could my car trouble 
be the result of a curse?

Tracey Lindeman   Associated Press

M O N T R E A L  —  A proposal to ban many 
public employees from wearing religious 
clothing is creating a fiery debate in the 
Canadian province of Quebec, where people 
are fi ghting to freely practice their religion 
— or to be free of it.

The measure introduced late last month 
would prohibit civil servants, teachers, 
nurses, bus drivers, lawyers and other peo-
ple who interact with the public from wear-
ing symbols of religion while at work.

It would apply to Sikh turbans, Christian 
jewelry and Jewish yarmulkes, but the focus 
of the controversy has been over hijabs worn 
by many Muslim women in Quebec.

“The proposed legislation will aff ect Mus-
lims more than other groups as they are the 
fastest growing religious group,” said Nel-
son Wiseman, a political science professor 
at the University of Toronto. Muslims rep-
resent about 3% of Quebec’s 8.3 million peo-
ple.

Thousands of demonstrators attended 
a recent march in Montreal to protest the 
measure, with some holding signs saying, 
“No one tells women what they can wear” 
and “It’s what’s in my head, not on my head, 
that matters.”

Even Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, who 
is from Montreal, has spoken ill of Bill 21: 
“It’s unthinkable to me that in a free society 
we would legitimize discrimination against 
citizens based on their religion,” he said.

Christian, Jewish, Muslim and even 
secular groups across the province have 
denounced the measure, as have school 
boards, political parties and some munici-
pal leaders.

However, on Friday Montreal Mayor Val-
erie Plante said that while she personally 
opposes the bill, Montreal would not dis-

obey it if it is passed.  
Quebec Premier Francois Legault told 

reporters that the bill would reinforce gen-
der equality in the province. The new mea-
sure also would help him make good on an 
electoral promise.

“I think at this point in Quebec in 2019, 
people who are in an authority position, 
which includes teachers (shouldn’t wear 
religious symbols), I think it’s reasonable. 
It’s fair,” he said. “We have to think about 
what’s best for our children.”

SECULARISM VS. SECULARISM
The history behind the measure is rooted 

in Quebec’s “Quiet Revolution” of the 1960s, 
a movement that weaned the province away 
from political and cultural domination by 
the Catholic Church. But critics also say it 
is motivated by more recent growing anti-
Muslim sentiment.

The debate also pits two ideas of secular-
ism against one another: A stricter Euro-
pean interpretation and a North American 
version that embraces the idea of religious 
freedom.

Quebec is torn because it shares a long 
history and language with France — which, 
along with Denmark, Belgium and Austria, 
has banned face-covering garments — 
but it’s also heavily influenced by North 
American culture, said Bertrand Lavoie, a 
researcher at the University of Sherbrooke 
who in 2018 published a book on the rela-
tionship between Islam, religious freedom 
and public institutions in Quebec.

“What’s unique to Quebec is that these 
two concepts of secularism are facing off  in 
the public sphere, among politicians, aca-
demics, lawyers and even judges,” Lavoie 
told The Associated Press. 

Quebec proposes ban on religious 
clothing for public workers
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