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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

“I grew up among people who 
regarded religion as obso-
lete as an outgrown bicycle 

stashed in a back closet.”
So writes Elaine Pagels in the introduc-

tion to her latest book, “Why Religion? A Per-
sonal Story.” It is indeed the personal story 
of a historian who asks, “Why is religion still 
around in the twenty-first century?” She 
further explains how this question became 
“intensely personal,” especially following 
the death of her young child, followed soon 
after by the “shocking” death of her hus-
band. It left her a “crater that loomed as large 
as the Grand Canyon … like a black hole in 
space.” Her personal journey leading up to 
becoming one of America’s premier scholars 
of religion is  fascinating, and I’m excited that 
she will be in Grand Rapids this October.

Pagels grew up with secular parents, her 
father a distinguished scientist, in Palo Alto, 
California, in an environment she describes 
as “living inside a giant marshmallow, the 
hard edges — race, poverty, crime — cov-
ered with soft, sugary pillows; a place where 
people go to hide from whatever they want 
to avoid.”

At age 15, she was drawn to a Billy Gra-
ham Crusade, where she felt she was off ered 
a new life by being “born again.” She writes, 
“I could break out of my family and enter 
into the family of a heavenly father … who 
knew everything about me, even my secret 
thoughts — yet loved me unconditionally.” 
Her parents were “horrifi ed,” she writes, as 
she got involved with an evangelical church 
while at the same time her high school 
friends became “another kind of family — 
more raucous, playful and daring.”

This latter group included the young 
musician Jerry Garcia, and a good friend, 
Paul, a high school dropout painter. She con-
tinued to be active weekly in the evangel-
ical church, when her friend Paul died in a 
car crash. Her Christian friends, at fi rst sym-
pathetic, asked “Was he born again?” When 
Pagels said no, he was Jewish, their imme-
diate response was, “Then he’s in hell.” This 
response was not what had drawn her to 
the church, nor was it what she understood 
from what Billy Graham said about “God’s 
love for everyone.” She writes, “These peo-
ple were like a club for people spiritually 
superior to everyone who didn’t share their 
beliefs. Numb, devastated and alone, I left 
the church, and never went back.” 

She now reflects, “Paul’s death had 
opened up huge questions for all of us — that 
quick, vivid life suddenly stopped. Where do 
the dead go? And how to go on living, alert to 
death’s presence, its inevitability?”

Torn between interests in dance, art his-
tory, philosophy, and English literature, she 
fi nally chose to enter Harvard University’s 
doctoral program in religion studies, off er-
ing her the opportunity to study Judaism, 
Christianity, Buddhism and Hinduism. Her 
questions persisted: “hadn’t Nietzsche pro-
nounced God dead a century ago?” But her 
own experience led her to ask why was her 
“encounter with evangelical Christianity so 
powerfully compelling? Was it Christianity, 
or could any religious tradition evoke such 
response?” 

While no longer seeing herself as Chris-
tian, she wondered, “Who was Jesus? How 
did the unlikely story of a rural rabbi who 
preached that the world was coming to an 
end and God’s kingdom was coming … and 
(was) killed by his enemies, ever become the 
basis for a worldwide movement still spread-
ing two thousand years later?”

In an interview with New Testament 
scholar Krister Stendahl at Harvard, she was 
asked, “So really, why did you come here?” 
She responded mumbling something about 
“wanting to find the essence of Christian-
ity.” Stendahl countered, “How do you know 
it has an essence?” She then knew immedi-
ately she was at the right place when “asked 
a question like that — challenged to rethink 
everything.”

Soon she was introduced to a collection of 
early Christian documents that had been sup-
pressed and mostly destroyed by the church 
establishment. In 1945, the discovery of the 
Nag Hammadi library in Egypt opened a 
whole new understanding of the early devel-
opments in the Christian communities. Sim-
ilar to the Dead Sea Scrolls found two years 
later, these documents hidden for nearly 
2,000 years revealed controversies as well 
as eff orts to suppress these writings consid-
ered heretical. Documents such as the Gos-
pel of Thomas and the Gospel of Philip pre-
sented diff erent claims and “secret teachings” 
of Jesus.

Bishop Irenaeus, writing in the sec-
ond century C.E., had called these docu-
ments and teachings as the work of “Satan-
inspired heretics.” His fi ve-volume work titled 
“The Destruction and Overthrow of Falsely 
So-Called Gnosis” called them “full of blas-
phemy.” Pagels wonders what we can learn 
from these documents, hidden so long, about 
early controversies in Christianity.

Pagels’ graduate study led her to conclude 
that “Christianity is a huge, messy heap of 
traditions, stories, images and practices, col-
lected by people all over the world — much 
that may be of value, and much that may not. 
… Ever since the second century, Christian 
leaders calling themselves orthodox (‘straight 
thinking’) have defi ned choice as heresy.” She 
then notes that the Greek term translated as 
“heresy” means “choice” and admits that she 
needs choice. In her view, the tradition has 
been full of choice and different interpreta-
tions .

“In each generation, leaders from the apos-
tle Paul to Martin Luther King Jr. … have 
selected elements from that vast collection, 
discarding some and reinterpreting others, 
focusing on those that deal with the specifi c 
challenges each one faces. Far from destroy-
ing Christian traditions, this selection process 
enables them to survive, adapt and spread, 
even today, in radically diff erent cultures as 
new situations unimaginable in previous gen-
erations arise.”

Pagels now asks herself the question, “Am 
I religious?” And responds, “Yes, incorrigi-
bly, by temperament, if you mean susceptible 
to the music, the rituals, the daring leaps of 
imagination and metaphor so often found in 
music, poems, liturgies, rituals and stories — 
not only those that are Christian, but also to 
the cantor’s singing at a bar mitzvah, to Hopi 
and Zuni dances on the mesas of the Ameri-
can Southwest, to the call to prayer in Indo-
nesia.”

Given the variety of denominations and 
creedal statements, let alone practices, are 
we not all in the process of choosing? She 
finds helpful passages from the Gospel of 
Thomas opening us up to “more than a sin-
gle path. Instead of telling us what to believe, 
they engage both head and heart … while 
deepening spiritual practice by discovering 
our own inner resources.”

Pagels will be in Grand Rapids for the 
annual Interfaith Consortium conference 
Oct. 30. In preparation for her visit, our inter-
faith reading book group will meet on alter-
nate Tuesdays in four sessions leading up 
to her visit. To learn more about the confer-
ence or the reading group, go to our website, 
interfaithunderstanding.org, or contact us at 
interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Faith, grief, struggle and 
renewal: A personal journey

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Linda B. asks: “What about 
these churches saying all are 
welcoming/open and affirm-

ing yet preach against LGBTQ?” Along the 
same line, Carol H. asks: “I was a member of 
the UMC. In the same ‘rule book’ it states both 
that all people are of sacred worth and the 
practice of homosexuality is not compatible 
with Scripture. Is that saying a person can be 
gay as long as they keep it a secret?”

I am giving the first set of responses to 
this question from panelists representing 
religious institutions who profess to be open 
to all, but nonetheless maintain that their 
scriptures forbid same-sex relationships. 
The second set will be from those who search 
for or embrace an alternative position.

The Rev. Michael Nasser, who writes 
from an Eastern Christian perspective 
and is pastor of St. Nicholas Orthodox 
Christian Church, responds:

“Orthodox Christianity, by its very defi-
nition, welcomes all who wish to seek life 
in Jesus Christ, by doing what he said those 
who want to follow him must do: deny our-
selves, take up our crosses, and follow him. 
As I heard a priest say recently, ‘We are a 
come-as-you-are church, but not a stay-as-
you-are church.’ All of us are called to repent 
of the actions which lead us away from God. 
We don’t see our sinful passions and temp-
tations as defi ning us, but as redefi ning us. 
The most authentic version of ourselves is 
when we are holy, like Christ is holy. All of us 
are called to live lives of joyful repentance, 
fi nding freedom from our passions by volun-
tarily submitting to the way of Christ. Those 
with homosexual tendencies are welcome 
to struggle alongside those with heterosex-
ual lust, along with all the variations of our 
sinful passions. Together we pray, fast and 
work toward loving all, striving to avoid the 
temptation of anything that leads us off  that 
path.”

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

“No, please reflect on the words of the 
United States Conference of Catholic Bish-
ops document, ‘Ministry to persons with a 
Homosexual Inclination: Guidelines for Pas-
toral Care, November 2016.’

“‘The pervasive influence of contempo-
rary culture creates, at times, significant 
difficulties for the reception of Catholic 
teaching on homosexuality. In this context, 
there is need of a special eff ort to help per-
sons with a homosexual inclination under-
stand Church teaching. At the same time, 
it is important that Church ministers listen 

to the experiences, needs and hopes of the 
persons with a homosexual inclination to 
whom and with whom they minister. Dia-
logue provides an exchange of informa-
tion, and also communicates a respect for 
the innate dignity of other persons and 
a respect for their consciences. Authen-
tic dialogue, therefore, is aimed above all 
at the rebirth of individuals through inte-
rior conversion and repentance, but always 
with profound respect for consciences and 
with patience and at the step-by-step pace 
indispensable for modern conditions. Such 
dialogue facilitates an ongoing, interior 
conversion for all parties truly engaged in 
the exchange.

“‘We extend a word of thanks to our 
brothers and sisters who have labored so 
patiently and faithfully in pastoral minis-
try and outreach to persons with a homo-
sexual inclination. They have done so at 
times under adverse and difficult condi-
tions. They have set an example for this 
important service to the Church.’”

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

“All believers are welcome in the masjid 
regardless of their factional variances and 
sinful life within their faith.

“Violation of firm rules results in dire 
consequences. For example, murderers 
must face punishment under the Constitu-
tion to protect lives.

“Similarly, God has given guidance for 
betterment of humankind. If someone goes 
against that law, then one must be dealt with 
by legal procedure instructed by God with-
out any distortion and misrepresentation. 
God has already declared major sins, and 
one of them is sodomy. The living example 
in human history is the destruction of the 
people of Lot, due to their invention of this 
evil action which did not exist among earlier 
revealed books to the prophets. They were 
destroyed in such a way that there are no 
traces of their history except Dead Sea.

“The whole approach to this issue is 
under a fi rm belief in God-given guidance, 
and there is no gray area. There is noth-
ing marked on the face of any individual to 
which category he or she belongs. If some-
one is a believer, then there is no need to 
declare sins. It is not a matter of keeping 
a secret, but that person must repent and 
seek forgiveness instead of speaking pub-
licly about a sinful life. In such situations, 
a person must face consequences. Pulpits 
are preaching the guidance of God about 
any issue. No one can disobey or play with 
the law of God. Governments’ agencies 
take extreme measures whoever dare to go 
against man-made law.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

How can a group be open if it 
preaches against homosexuality?

Marisa Iati   Washington Post

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints wants to make clear that vaping, green 
tea and fancy coffee drinks are off limits 
under the religion’s dietary code meant to 
keep members from consuming unhealthy 
substances.

Church leaders  last week pointed to a 
recent article in New Era, the church’s maga-
zine for youth, reminding young people that 
the denomination’s Word of Wisdom prohib-
its “hot drinks” — understood to mean tea 
and coff ee — and harmful or habit-forming 
substances. E-cigarettes are highly addic-
tive, “iced tea is still tea” and any drink end-
ing in “-ccino” probably has coff ee and there-
fore breaks the rules, the church wrote.

Recreational marijuana is also banned, 
church leaders said, but medical marijuana 
and opioids are fi ne when used as prescribed 
by a doctor. The church had previously said 
it approved of medical marijuana in cer-
tain circumstances, but last year it opposed 
a medical marijuana bill in Utah that it said 
went too far.

Still, experts and church members said the 
clarifications raised as many questions as 
they answered: Why is iced tea off  limits if it’s 
cold? What’s the church’s stance on coff ee-
fl avored desserts? Are drinks with green-tea 
extract OK?

To Lauren Lethbridge, editor of Brigham 
Young University’s student newspaper, the 
Universe, following the Word of Wisdom is 
about obedience to the church. She said her 
friends have been talking about the clarifi ca-
tion that green tea violates the rules because 
several of them drink juices with green-
tea extract. Many of them feel fine about 
the extract, Lethbridge said, but one friend 
vowed to throw out her drinks immediately.

“I think people are still concerned and a 
little stressed about, ‘Does this qualify?’ or ‘Is 
this bad?’ ” said Lethbridge, 21. “But I think 

less people are having it be a major concern 
for them.”

The Word of Wisdom is a section of the 
Doctrine and Covenants, one of the church’s 
four volumes of scripture. Mormons believe 
God revealed in 1833 the foods and sub-
stances that are good and bad for people to 
consume. Liquor, tobacco, tea and coffee 
were prohibited.

Heber Grant, who was a church pres-
ident, decided in the 20th century to drill 
down on the rules and to make adherence 
a prerequisite for entering a Mormon tem-
ple, said Gregory Prince, a historian of the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 
Beer and wine were initially acceptable, 
while liquor was not. Eventually, Prince 
said, all alcohol became off  limits. 

The church tends to issue clarifi cations 
when it gets a lot of questions about the 
same substance or when it realizes mem-
bers in different locations are not on the 
same page, Prince said. He said church 
members also vary in how closely they fol-
low the Word of Wisdom, which he called “a 
living document.”

Adhering to the dietary rules signals to 
others that someone is a church member, 
Prince said. He said the practice is similar 
to how Jews might keep kosher as a way of 
demonstrating their faith.

“That this is how we self-identify within 
our tribe,” Prince said. “This is your out-
ward living of your inward religion.” 

Church members believe in continu-
ing revelation, which means that proph-
ets interpret the scriptures for changing 
times, said Jana Riess, a columnist for Reli-
gion News Service and the author of “The 
Next Mormons.” She said the church is try-
ing to keep up with a changing culture and 
the availability of new foods and other sub-
stances.  

PRACTICES

Clarifi cation of dietary rules 
leaves some still confused

If you go

What:  Book discussion group on Elaine Pagels’ 
“Why Religion? A Personal Story” 

When: 3-4:30 p.m. alternate Tuesdays, begin-
ning Sept. 10

Where: 3001 Seidman Center, 50 Front Ave. 
SW, Grand Rapids

For more information and a parking pass, email 
interfaith@gvsu.edu

Self-Realization
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www.goodshepherdpres.com
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