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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“Happy is the man loyal to 
God, who greatly delights in 
the Eternal One’s command-

ments!” His descendants will be honored in 
the land; the generation of the upright will 
be blessed. His household prospers, and his 
righteousness endures forever. Light dawns 
in the darkness for the upright, for the man 
who is gracious, merciful and just. His 
mind is fi rm, trusting in the Eternal One. 
His heart is steady, he is not afraid. He has 
been generous, has given freely to the poor. 
His righteousness endures forever; his life is 
exalted in honor.” 

These words from Psalm 112 describe 
Richard Kaufman who, along with his wife, 
Sylvia, founded the Kaufman Interfaith 
Institute at Grand Valley State University. 
While at age 91, physically and intellectu-
ally most vigorous, an injury from a fall 
brought his sudden death in late November 
of last year. 

Having completed his master’s degree 
at age 86 from the University of Chicago 
Divinity School, at the time of his death he 
was just a couple months from defending 
his dissertation for a doctorate at the Uni-
versity of Aberdeen in Scotland.  

Dick Kaufman’s dissertation is titled, 
“Human Dignity, Conversion and Converts: 
Theory and Practice in American Reform 
Judaism and in the Jewish Tradition.” It is 
thus appropriate that the Kaufman Inter-
faith Institute is sponsoring a symposium 
May 16 in his honor on the theme, “Conver-
sion: Jewish and Christian Perspectives.” 

Conversion to Judaism has been contro-
versial in history as well as in current dis-
cussion within the various Jewish com-
munities. Some discourage proselytizing 
or seeking converts. Some rabbis will turn 
down a potential convert three times before 
beginning a yearlong study, and with assur-

ance that they will keep all of the Jewish law
should they convert. 

In Christianity conversion is strongly
encouraged and often connected to the Great
Commission given by Jesus following his res-
urrection. As recorded in the Gospel of Mat-
thew, he spoke to the disciples saying, “All
authority in heaven and on earth has been
given to me. Go therefore and make disciples
of all nations, baptizing them in the name
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything
that I have commanded you. And remember,
I am with you always, to the end of the age.”
(Matthew 28: 18-20)

Helping us sort out the issues in the Jew-
ish experience May 16 will be two Jewish rab-
bis. Dr. Donniel Hartman, Orthodox rabbi and
president of the Shalom Hartman Institute in
Jerusalem, has been in Grand Rapids a num-
ber of times as a speaker for the Jewish-Chris-
tian-Muslim Dialogue, held every three years,
and for a special event, “Finding Common
Ground Between Israel and Palestine.” He will
be joined by Dr. Rachel Sabath Beit-Halachmi,
a Reform rabbi who worked with Kaufman in
establishing the Shalom Hartman Institute —
North America.

Presenting a Christian perspective on con-
version will be Dr. Richard Mouw, President
Emeritus of the evangelical Fuller Theologi-
cal Seminary and former professor at Calvin
College. An afternoon seminar will explore
Kaufman’s religious pursuits in his studies on
conversion, as well as his relationships to the
Shalom Hartman Institute and the Kaufman
Interfaith Institute at GVSU. The evening
session will feature presentations specifi-
cally dealing with the Jewish and Christian
approach to conversion. 

Find more information and free registra-
tion at InterfaithUnderstanding.org.    
— interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Christian Perspectives

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

What is your view of grace? Is 
the grace of God ever extended 
to those who have not done 
works of righteousness?

Ty Silzer, a former pastor in the Presbyte-
rian Church in America, responds:

“Is his grace extended? Absolutely. He 
extends it to me when I fail to do works of 
righteousness. But that’s speaking in very 
small and daily terms. ‘He causes his sun 
to shine on evil people and good people. He 
sends rain on those who do right and those 
who don’t’ (Matthew 5:24) refers to a ‘gen-
eral goodness’ of God to all people. But as far 
as grace that extends past this life, even the 
most of hyper of Calvinists believe that chil-
dren who are not yet to a certain age, regard-
less of the household’s faith, are safe in the 
love of God. 

“So what is my view of grace? It’s for every-
one, everywhere, throughout time, and we 
have the choice to embrace it or reject it. This 
is true for our day-to-day (temporal) lives, as 
well as eternal (cosmic) implications. One of 
my mentors said, ‘A lot of the verses we (the 
larger Evangelical Church) chalk up to talking 
about “being saved” are really more about 
being “the priesthood of believers.”’ 

He meant the verses that usually get used 
for ‘who’s in’ are more about ‘who gets to pour 
their life out for others; to be the hands, feet 
and mouth of God for those who need to meet 
him or have him work in their lives.’ In other 
words, to be part of what he’s doing in pour-
ing out his grace to all.”

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

“If a member of my congregation came to 
me and asked me this question, I would redi-
rect the person to focus on their own deeds 
and works. In the end, what matters most 
is how we lived our lives to make this world 
a better place. I would suggest to not worry 
about what others do and don’t do, for we do 
not know the full extent of the burdens oth-
ers carry in their lives. I would encourage the 
person to bring their best self to all endeavors 
and to live their best lives. My advice would 
be to be generous and kind in all encounters 
and to off er forgiveness and understanding 
when others come up short and fail you.”

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

“Grace in simplest terms is anything that 
is done freely and willingly. In that sense, all 
God’s acts are gracious, because he alone has 
absolute freedom to do whatever he wills. In 
the context of God’s dealings with our fallen 
race, grace is shown in God’s free gift of sal-
vation to all who believe on the Lord Jesus 
Christ as the son of God and the only savior. 
As sinners, we certainly are in no position to 
compel God to save us, and it would be just of 
God to leave us all to perish.  

“As the free gift of God’s grace, salvation 
cannot be earned by bartering with God, 
trading a few works of righteousness (as we 
see them) for a mass of sins and transgres-
sions (as he sees them). It is our duty as his 
creatures to obey his will, so no special merit 
attaches to any good works that we do. When 
by faith we accept his free gift of salvation, 
God gives us grace to do what we should have 
been doing all along. ‘But without faith, it is 
impossible to please God’ (Hebrews 11:6).”

 Fred Stella, the pracharak (outreach min-
ister) for the West Michigan Hindu Tem-
ple, responds:

“Christians use the word ‘grace’ a bit diff er-
ently than Hindus, but the idea that there is a 
benevolent force in the universe that blesses 
individuals is shared. Hindus do not believe 
that grace might be withheld from someone. 
Thinking of grace as something that is dis-
pensed to one person but not another is for-
eign to a Hindu. We look at grace as some-
thing that pervades the universe. Imagine it 
as air. It is present, but we have to do our part 
and breathe. So one goal of the pious Hindu 
would be to learn to become more receptive 
to that which is simply there.

“As far as ‘righteous action’ is concerned, 
we would refer to that as either seva or karma 
yoga, where noble actions are performed with 
no thought of result or reward. It’s important 
to understand that all such activity begins 
with our state of consciousness. A God-cen-
tered mind will be drawn to acting this way. 
So it’s not the physical eff ort, but the spiritual 
mentality that draws that thought into reality. 
Sometimes we are not able to do so. An exam-
ple would be someone so thoroughly disabled 
that he or she cannot act at all. But holding 
thoughts of generosity in itself is liberating.”
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Is God’s grace given to those 
who do not do good deeds?

Matthew Sleeth   Washington Post

Easter, Earth Day and 
Arbor Day mark a time when 
many contemplate the fate 
of their soul and the planet. 
This year, all three fell in the 
same week: Easter Sunday, 
Earth Day on Monday and 
Arbor Day on Friday.

Even though on the first 
Easter morning Jesus Christ 
was mistaken for a gardener, 
the three holidays derive little 
synergy from one another.

Environmental scien-
tists warn that the window in 
which humanity can reverse 
or mitigate climate change is 
rapidly closing. Yet, remark-
ably little cooperation exists 
between these scientists and 
the millions of Americans 
who self-identify as Chris-
tians.

As someone who has a foot 
both in the environmental 
and the evangelical worlds, I 
see the barriers to cooperation 
all too clearly. 

Many Christians who 
claim to believe in the Bible’s 
inerrancy have little or no 
knowledge, regard or aware-
ness of what it says about 
trees and the environment. 

Likewise, many environ-
mentalists have failed to 
heed Alexis de Tocqueville’s 
early 19th-century warning 
about underestimating the 
role of faith when interacting 
with Americans.

With this in mind, I off er a 
few suggestions.

1. Christians must recall 
the wisdom of an odd 
a u t h o r i t y  o n  c l i m a t e 
change: His name is Joe, 
and he is in prison for assault 
and attempted rape. His 
father has children by four 
diff erent women. His mother 
is a thief who once traded her 
husband’s sexual attentions 
for drugs. His brothers are 
guilty of human traffi  cking, 

maiming animals for sport 
and conspiracy to commit 
fraud. 

If you pick up Joseph’s 
story in Genesis 41, you will 
see that his rise to power 
results from God giving him 
the ability to predict a 14-year 
climate cycle, which started 
1,300 miles south in the Ethi-
opian highlands.

Although it could be 
argued that Joseph was deal-
ing with weather and not cli-
mate, a precedent is certainly 
established. Joseph’s applied 
wisdom for the Egyptians 
has nothing to do with liber-
tarianism or God shielding 
humans from consequences. 
Rather, it is in keeping with 
the sage advice: When pray-
ing for a good crop, farmers 
should do so with a hoe in 
hand.

2. Christians should get 
busy planting and protect-
ing trees worldwide: Most 
Christians have never heard 
a sermon on trees. This was 
not always so. Over the past 
75 years, trees have been sub-
tracted from Christian ser-
mons, theology, art, poetry 

and even the text of the Bible.  
The result has been a grow-
ing apostasy and neglect of 
something that matters to all 
humanity.

Trees are mentioned more 
times in the Bible than any 
living thing other than God 
and people. There is a tree 
on the first and last page of 
the Bible, and one stands 
by every important charac-
ter and theological event in 
scripture.

None of us has any idea if 
citizens 100 years from today 
will be living in blue states, 
red states, green states or 
some altered state that we 
cannot yet imagine. 

What we do know is that 
the next generations will need 
clean air to breathe, clean 
water to drink and green trees 
to walk under. And if we get 
this wrong, there will be no 
history to judge us or any holi-
days to celebrate.

— Sleeth is the executive 
director of Blessed Earth and 
author of “Reforesting Faith: 
What Trees Teach Us About 
the Nature of God and His 
Love for Us.”
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