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        T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS        T H U RS DAY, AUGUST 2 9, 20 1 9    B5

Kyle Kooyers   Associate director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“To comfort me, you have to come close. 
Come sit beside me on my mourning bench.”

In his book, “Lament for a Son,” Christian 
philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff  welcomes 
readers into his own deeply personal jour-
ney of grief following the tragic death of his 
25-year-old son, Eric. This profound invita-
tion, to sit on the mourning bench, lays at the 
heart of a raw and vulnerable work that ulti-
mately gives voice to many who seek to honor 
the lives and grieve the loss of their loved ones.

As Wolterstorff  shares the anguish, lament 
and wonderings of his own mourning, he 
returns repeatedly to the individuality and 
distinctiveness of loss. He writes, “Each death 
is as unique as each life. Each has its own 
stamp. … Death is the great leveller, so our 
writers have always told us. Of course they are 
right. But they have neglected to mention the 
uniqueness of each death — and the solitude 
of suff ering which accompanies that unique-
ness. We say, ‘I know how you are feeling.’ But 
we don’t.”

Amidst the vast experiences of trauma, 
violence and loss, even on a personal level, 
unfolding around our country and commu-
nity, the uniqueness and subsequent sol-
itude of grief or trauma can often create the 
sense that a person is alone in their journey of 
loss. They can become invisible, even to the 
people standing right in front of them. 
Wolterstorff  refl ects, “I have been daily grate-
ful for the friend who remarked that grief 
isolates. He did not mean only that I, grieving, 
am isolated from you, happy. He meant that 
shared grief isolates the sharers from each 
other. Though united in that we are grieving, 
we grieve diff erently.”

To dispel this isolation and give voice to 
people’s unique experiences, they need space 
and support to process loss in their own dis-
tinctive ways — to be seen in the individual-
ity and particularity of their own pain. “As 
each death has its own character, so too each 
grief over a death has its own character. … The 
dynamics of each person’s sorrow must be 
allowed to work themselves out without judge-
ment … my sorrow is not your sorrow,” writes 
Wolterstorff .

With this diversity of experience in mind, 
for the past fi ve years, local hospice care pro-
viders have combined eff orts to create space 
and support for working out sorrow experi-
enced differently across various faith com-
munities.

In 2014, during the lead-up to Grand Rapids’ 
Year of Interfaith Service, then-Mayor George 
Heartwell challenged diff erent organizations 
and congregations to work together, bridg-
ing communities through service. Several 
area hospice agencies responded by forming 
the Interfaith Hospice Coalition. This group 
collaborated around the best ways to meet 
the religious, spiritual and secular end-of-life 
needs of a diverse West Michigan community.

The coalition reached out to leaders from 
different faith communities to learn about 

the practices and preferences of various tra-
ditions and cultures that ultimately inform 
end-of-life care. This journey of learning led 
the Interfaith Hospice Coalition to create an 
annual interfaith memorial service, giving 
voice to those who have lost loved ones over 
the course of the year and who are looking 
for a thoughtfully inclusive space to process 
that loss.

Now in its fifth year, We Remember: A 
Community Interfaith Memorial continues 
to be a service where, out of a shared human 
experience, people can gather to support 
and uphold each other. Using the language 
of many traditions — prayers, songs, refl ec-
tions, music and readings from sacred texts 
— the service gives language to grief, mourn-
ing and celebration of life as together we 
remember those who have passed away.

For Wolterstorff , the collective and signif-
icant act of remembering transcends faiths 
and prevents us from not only losing sight of 
those who have passed, but also those who 
grieve among us. He notes, “… one of the pro-
foundest features of the Christian and Jew-
ish way of being-in-the-world and being-
in-history is remembering. ‘Remember,’ ‘do 
not forget,’ ‘do this as a remembrance.’ We 
are to hold the past in remembrance and not 
let it slide away. For in history we fi nd God.”

Certainly, as the Interfaith Memorials of 
years past have shown, this power of remem-
brance is very true for many religious, secular 
and spiritual traditions. In history and in our 
remembering, we fi nd our collective identity, 
we see ourselves and we see each other.

This year’s Community Interfaith Memo-
rial Service will take place  Sept. 11 at the 
Dominican Center at Marywood. Following 
the service, tactile activities such as memo-
rial fi res, fl ower planting, kite fl ying and the 
meditation trail will provide more embodied 
forms of remembering a loved one.  

May we continually enter the brave work, 
embodied by those in the hospice profession, 
of seeing and coming alongside of those who 
suff er among us — those who beckon us, in 
Wolterstorff’s words: “Over there, you are 
of no help. What I need to hear from you is 
that you recognize how painful it is. I need 
to hear from you that you are with me in 
my desperation. To comfort me, you have 
to come close. Come sit beside me on my 
mourning bench.”

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

In remembering those now 
gone, we see each other

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

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

ing yet preach against LGBTQ? Along the 
same line, Carol H. asks: I was a member 
of the UMC. In the “rulebook” 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? 

Last week’s responses came from panel-
ists representing religious institutions who 
profess to be open to all, but nonetheless 
maintain that their scriptures forbid same-
sex relationships. This week, we hear from 
those who search for or embrace an alterna-
tive position.

Ty Silzer, a former pastor in the Pres-
byterian Church in America, responds:

“Having spoken with LGBTQ Chris-
tian friends about this very topic: if said 
churches preach against or limit LGBTQ’s 
membership, involvement, participation or 
practice, they aren’t ‘open and affi  rming;’ 
‘welcoming’ is lip service. My friends say, 
‘That’s OK — but they shouldn’t fool them-
selves, nor claim to be something they are 
not.’

“The UMC rulebook is citing 6-7 pas-
sages within the canon of Scripture. The 
basic reading of these would seem to side 
with their conclusions. But wearing diff er-
ent types of fabric is not compatible with 
Scripture, nor is failing to greet all believ-
ers with a kiss, nor are the divorced. Scrip-
ture has to be interpreted, and we tend 
to interpret in favor of ourselves and our 
loved ones. It’s when ‘the other’ is foreign 
or unknown to us we tend to accept basic 
readings that don’t affect us instead of 
nuanced ones.”

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

“Unitarian Universalism uses the term 
Welcoming Congregation to designate that 
we are a congregation that is fully sup-
portive of the LGBTQA+ community . This 
means we believe in full inclusion in our 
faith. All rites of passage, including mar-
riage, ordination, baby dedications, memo-
rial services or serving our faith in any way 
would be available to all LGBTQA+ individ-
uals.

“Our congregations must earn the right 
to use the Welcoming Congregation desig-
nation, we must be intentional about how 
we include everyone, we must show a sen-
sitivity and thoughtfulness of including all 
people. A UU church can not simply hang 
a rainbow fl ag on the front of our building 
and say we are ‘Welcoming,’ we must com-
plete an intense process and earn our right 

to hang our fl ags.
“I know there are several churches in 

Grand Rapids who say they are ‘friendly to 
the gay community’ yet these same churches 
do not offer marriage or ordination to the 
LGBTQA+ community — to me that is dis-
honest and not welcoming or friendly; it is 
confusing and painful.”

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

“Welcome to the problems of the church 
militant in a time of great sea-changes in 
our society. Presbyterians are committed to 
work through such problems in ‘the courts 
of the church,’ deliberative assemblies of 
ministers and elders, each member having 
a voice and a vote. The process is tedious, 
sometimes raucous. The result almost 
always falls short of expectations. Flawed 
human beings make flawed decisions, but 
we trust our sovereign God will accomplish 
good things therewith.

“In my youth, sex was rarely mentioned 
in our churches; gay sex, never! From hints 
dropped at home, from the culture around 
us, we got an idea that sex was bad, and gay 
sex, worse. So my generation of Presbyteri-
ans was not well prepared for the ‘sexual rev-
olution.’ It was a jolt to the old order.

“At present, some Presbyterians are dou-
bling down on old positions, others are 
champing at the bit for change. So the Lord’s 
host is deeply divided, pushed in opposite 
directions, sending mixed messages to the 
world. 

“As your question implies, the situation 
imposes on gay church members the burden 
of living under an unwritten rule of ‘Don’t 
ask, don’t tell,’ out of love for Christ and his 
church.

“I don’t know how this conflict can be 
resolved. I do know that the problem with 
LGBT issues is gay sex. Most straight people 
enjoy straight sex, and most gay people enjoy 
gay sex. Celibacy is a gift given only to some, 
straight or gay. But gay sex is an abomina-
tion to many Christians, and so we are at an 
impasse. Fear also is a factor: in the 1950s we 
were told by our national government that 
gay people are predators and a threat to chil-
dren. Please be patient; none of this is easy 
for any of us.”

My response:
My stream of Judaism (Conservative) 

resolved this issue by deciding that human 
dignity trumps most of the biblically derived 
prohibitions against same-sex relationships. 
We ordain gay rabbis and offi  ciate at same-
sex weddings. Being a welcoming congre-
gation means welcoming the whole person. 
Institutions which do not do this should be 
honest about who they fully welcome and 
who they welcome only if they repress their 
innate sexuality.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Just what does it mean to 
be ‘open and affi  rming?’

Julie Zauzmer   Washington Post

Christians take their cues for what to think 
about Jews from many sources: From the long 
history of evangelicals’ support for the state 
of Israel. From fiery pastors who decry Jew-
ish influence in their YouTube videos. From 
President Donald Trump, who recently 
declared that Jews who vote for Democrats 
— meaning more than 70% of all Jews in the 
United States — are “disloyal.”

Pastors are aware of the anti-Semitic 
conspiracy theories floating among their 
congregants, including a small number of 
virulently anti-Semitic and anti-Islamic beliefs 
that some Christians interviewed by The Wash-
ington Post this summer professed.

But leaders are often unwilling to address 
these beliefs head-on. After a churchgoing 
evangelical Christian killed a Jewish woman 
at a synagogue in Poway, California, ear-
lier this year — an act he prefaced with a 
manifesto including both anti-Semitic tropes 
from the internet, and Christian theology from 
church — some pastors called for a national 
conversation about how evangelical pastors can 
make clear that such beliefs aren’t acceptable in 
their pews.

That doesn’t sit well with many evangelical 
pastors’ insistence that their job is to preach the 
Bible, not stray into current events.

At Christian Life Center, an evangeli-
cal church north of Philadelphia, lead pastor 
Mark English was unruffl  ed to hear about his 
congregants’ anti-Semitic beliefs.

“I’m not in government. It would be like me 
trying to understand the insurance business,” 
English said, when asked about a congregant’s 
allegation that Jews control the government. 
“The government is so complex — I don’t think 
that any one group controls everything.”

He felt no need to address his congregant’s 
anti-Semitic beliefs, either one-on-one or from 
the pulpit.

Historically, evangelicals have thought of 
themselves as very good friends of the Jews, 
not as anti-Semites. The two faiths share the 

Old Testament — known to Jews as the Hebrew 
Bible — and share basic watchwords of toler-
ance such as loving your neighbor as yourself. 
Evangelicals often think fondly of Jews as their 
religious forebears — after all, Christ was Jew-
ish, as were his early followers  2,000 years ago 
— even if they think Jews are missing the cru-
cial Jesus part of the story.

And evangelicals tend to fi ercely defend and 
embrace the state of Israel, a Jewish nation, 
because of its central role in their own faith. 
The nation is the site of numerous Christian 
holy spots, including the places where Chris-
tians believe Jesus was crucified and resur-
rected. Certain interpretations of the biblical 
book of Revelation say Jewish presence in Israel 
is important for Christians, because it will take 
the homecoming of Jews to the land of Israel to 
bring about the return of the Messiah.

But Christian theology also has gone hand-
in-hand with anti-Semitism for centuries, 
dating back long before Martin Luther. To this 
day, some Christians  believe the Jews killed 
Jesus and modern Jews should bear the guilt.

“There are plenty of evangelicals who have 
views about Jewish power, who assume Jews 
are controlling things ,” said Daniel Hummel, 
a historian at a Christian study center at the 
University of Wisconsin who recently published 
a book about evangelicals and Jews.

Hummel described deep-rooted anti-
Semitic beliefs among some evangelicals as 
both cultural and theological, with the cultural 
beliefs coming from their conservative neigh-
bors and the theological beliefs dating back to 
early Christianity, when Christians fi rst started 
casting themselves as the new chosen people 
replacing the Jews.

“Some associations in certain conservative 
areas, with Jews being liberal, cosmopolitan, 
international and that being a threat to Amer-
ican Christian identity: You’re going to find 
those views, weirdly, right alongside express-
ing support for Israel,” Hummel said. “Some-
one like that would be vaguely or even strongly 

anti-Semitic, but also pro-Israel.”
And politically, evangelicals find them-

selves sharing common cause with right-wing 
anti-Semites. They might have little else in 
common, but both groups are enthusiastic sup-
porters of  Trump. 

Deborah Lipstadt, a historian who is one of 
the foremost researchers on anti-Semitism,
 said she has noticed that politically conserva-
tive talking points echo the language common 
to anti-Semites much more often than on the 
left. She pointed to Sen. Josh Hawley’s  speech 
at the National Conservatism Conference, 
in which he used the word “cosmopolitan” 12 
times.

“This class lives in the United States, but 
they identify as ‘citizens of the world.’ They 

run businesses or oversee universities here, but 
their primary loyalty is to the global commu-
nity,” said Hawley, R-Mo., referring not to Jews 
but to liberal elites.

“I’m sure most of the people who appeared 
there would say, ‘I’m a good friend of Jews,’ 
and they probably are,” Lipstadt said. “But if 
you took out the word ‘cosmopolitan’ and put 
in the word ‘Jew’ — it sounds like a traditional 
anti-Semitic trope. ... It’s the kind of thing that 
will attract the anti-Semites.”

Evangelicals are not inherently anti-Semitic, 
she said. But they tend to share conservative 
suspicions of the news media and of elites, and 
to view themselves as the victims of the elites 
— a world view that predisposes some to align 
themselves with anti-Semites. 

How anti-Semitic beliefs have taken hold among some Christians

IF YOU GO

What: We Remember 5th annual interfaith 
memorial service
When: 6 p.m. Sept. 11
Where: Dominican Center at Marywood, 2025 
E. Fulton St., Grand Rapids
Information and registration at: 
InterfaithUnderstanding.org

Self-Realization
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