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

Douglas Kindschi   director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Next week, the Jewish hol-
iday of Hanukkah begins 
 Sunday evening, and then 

two days later is Christmas Eve for Chris-
tians. Hanukkah celebrates the rededication 
of the temple following the defeat of the Syr-
ian occupation in the second century B.C. The 
menorah was to be lit again, but there was 
only enough oil for one day, and yet the fl ame 
continued for eight days. This miracle led to 
Hanukkah being called the Festival of Lights. 
Thus, during the holiday, an additional can-
dle is lit each day in the menorah until all are 
burning on the eighth day.

Each year in Grand Rapids, the public 
lighting of an 18-foot menorah takes place 
each evening of Hanukkah from 5-5:30 p.m. 
at Calder Plaza. It is a joyful time with danc-
ing, music, latkes, doughnuts and more. The 
public is invited. This continues each evening 
until the end of the holiday on Dec. 30.

Many Christians also mark the sea-
son by lighting an additional candle each 
of the four Sundays of Advent, which began 
Dec. 1. Light is an important part of these cel-
ebrations, in part because of the time of year, 
winter solstice, when daylight is the shortest 
in the Northern Hemisphere. It certainly fi ts 
in with other Christian themes, as when Jesus 
said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever fol-
lows me will never walk in darkness but will 
have the light of life.” (John 8:12) In the Ser-
mon on the Mount he said to his followers, 
“You are the light of the world.”

Other religions recognize the importance 
of light in their holidays. In the Hindu, 
Sikh and other dharma traditions, the cel-
ebration of Diwali is considered a Festival 
of Lights. It represents the victory of light 
over darkness, good over evil and hope over 
despair.  

While this time of the year is marked by 
shorter days and increased darkness, we are 
also aware of what seems to be an increas-
ing darkness in our world and nation. Anti-
Semitism and hate crimes are on the rise in 
our own country, while tensions and violence 
between ethnic and religious groups around 
the world are prevalent in each day’s news.

Sometimes it is hard to see the light when 
harassment, abuse, bullying and demoniz-
ing the opponent seems to be the standard for 
the day. Morality is no longer the expectation 
as long as my side wins. We are drifting fur-
ther apart into polarization and the so-called 
“echo chambers” which puts the blame on 
the “other.” Instead of finding ways to work 

together, everything is put in terms of “us and 
them.”

There is some hope when we see the popu-
larity of the recently released fi lm, “A Beauti-
ful Day in the Neighborhood,” starring Tom 
Hanks. The “Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood” 
television program for children began in the 
1960s and ran for more than 40 years, includ-
ing syndication reruns following his death. 
Fred Rogers not only infl uenced generations 
of children, but the fi lm tells how the person 
Fred Rogers had impact on adults as well.  

There seems to be a need for the message 
that Fred Rogers brought to a generation of 
children, that kindness and cooperation is a 
better way to live. It seems like a simple thing, 
but it has captured a signifi cant audience in 
this time of polarization and blaming.

Fred Rogers, a Presbyterian minister, 
reminded me of an article by the Presbyterian 
president of Princeton Theological Seminary, 
M. Craig Barnes. He wrote in the magazine 
Christian Century about the need to redis-
cover the virtue of gentleness:

“In these days of intense factionalism and 
demonizing partisanship, few of us are aspir-
ing to gentleness. … We think about the ‘them’ 
who are to blame for our problems. ... The 
harsh reality is that since the day Cain rose 
up against Abel, we have never been as care-
ful with each other as we were created to be. 
The Bible’s fi rst story of life outside paradise is 
about violent confl ict between brothers, and 
we haven’t done much to improve on the plot.”

Barnes cites Jewish theologian Abraham 
Heschel, who “claimed that when God’s crea-
tures come together, a holy space is created 
between them. It is in this realm that they 
can always find the Creator still at work. If 
they leave their relationships, they also leave 
behind that holy space.”

While it does seem that the news is quick 
to report the negative, could it be because it 
is not the usual? Most of life is not violent. As 
someone pointed out, you never read about 
an airline landing safely; it’s the unusual that 
makes the news. 

In these dark days, let us seek such glim-
mers of light, and come together from our var-
ious traditions to celebrate the light and seek 
the holy spaces in our relationships. Whatever 
your tradition, let this dark season of the year 
be the time to seek the light of goodwill to all, 
peace on earth, and respect and dignity for all 
persons.
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In the dark days of winter, let us celebrate the light

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

R L ask s the 
p a n e l  t o 
respond to this 

BBC article: “How to escape 
the hyperactive hivemind 
of modern work.” Here’s an 
excerpt: “Some people swear 
by multitasking even when 
we intuitively know that our 
brains struggle to concen-
trate on more than one thing 
at a time. ... Our brains have 
a limited capacity for what 
they can work on at any given 
moment. And using tricks to 
cram as much into our work-
ing day as possible might be 
doing more harm than good.”

The Rev. Rachel J. Bahr, 
pastor of Plymouth 
United Church of Christ, 
responds:

“Efficiency as a value 
of the modern workplace 
is often incongruent with 
ministry. One of the prob-
lems with the manufactur-
ing model is that it works 
better when you have a proj-
ect to produce. In ministry, 
there isn’t a discreet prod-
uct that is attainable within 
three days. The commu-
nities we are connected to 
are diverse, and the min-
istry that we are a part of 
as a result of the relation-
ships with complex humans 
means we at times must use 
our time and resources in 
different ways. Sometimes 
we can sprint, often we 
must multitask, and less fre-
quently we are aff orded the 
space to go deep with con-
centrated focus. Examples 
of this include mission expe-
riences in another country, 
or retreats where the partici-
pants are able to set aside the 
busyness of their lives. Per-
haps the emergent church 
ministries that we are seeing 
more recently are respond-

ing to this dilemma.”

Ty Silzer, a former pas-
tor in the Presbyterian 
Church in America, 
responds:

“You, me, we have limits. 
And, not coincidentally, our 
limits are connected to our 
health. The average human 
stores about 150 people in 
her or his head (not the hun-
dreds of friends we have on 
social networks). And we 
have limited attention — try-
ing to divide it by plugging 
into every single messen-
ger, news outlet, and miscel-
laneous distraction takes a 
precious resource and leaves 
even less of it for the people 
we truly care about. It’s not 
the focus of this column to 
delve into science, but the 
eyestrain of constant screen 
access, including the noctur-
nal hours, is killing us, phys-

ically, beyond.
“ There’s a deeper lie 

we both tell ourselves and 
believe that ‘we can do it all.’ 
We can’t. There are many 
ways to understand Jesus’ 
‘What does it profit a man 
to gain the world, but to lose 
his soul?’ but I’ll suggest 
attempting to have our fin-
gers in everything is a man-
ner of gaining the world, 
and as we have less to give 
to the people and activities 
that truly matter, we lose 
more and more of our souls. 
Our spiritual health. The 
saints of antiquity practiced 
silence, solitude and sim-
plicity. Paul says, ‘make it 
your ambition to lead a quiet 
life: You should mind your 
own business’ (1 Thessalo-
nians 4:11). Relevant words 
for our age.

“Finally, as this article 
points out, there’s a health 

tied to fulfi llment, and with-
out intention, we’re getting 
farther and farther away 
from it.”

Chris Curia, the direc-
tor of Youth Minis-
tries at Fairway Chris-
tian Reformed Church, 
responds:

“In response to the cen-
tral question of the article, 
I would agree that ‘always 
being switched on means 
that we never have the 
chance to think deeply’ 
about life and the innova-
tions that could revolution-
ize our society.

“In terms of my own 
practice, I shut off distrac-
tions by adapting to what I 
call a ‘monastic workplace’ 
approach. I begin my day 
by outlining my to-be-com-
pleted tasks and allotted 
time for each of them. Like 

the monks, in my work, I try 
not to go over an hour on a 
given task or project. If the 
task requires more hours of 
me, the most I will give it 
in a work day is two, other-
wise I plan on working on it 
a diff erent day of the week. 
I usually wrap up whatever 
I’m working on 5-10 min-
utes before the beginning of 
the next hour so I have time 
to reset, catch my breath 
and switch my mental focus 
from one task to the next.

“When I’m not at work, 
I do my best not to answer 
work emails. I’ve taken 
notifications off my phone 
so that I’m not tempted 
to answer them. If texts 
or calls come to me after-

hours, I usually give myself 
2 4 hours to respond to 
them, unless it is an emer-
gency. On my off  days, I am 
totally unreachable.

“As the article concludes, 
being wired for work all 
the time leads to burnout. 
The apostle Paul similarly 
writes that although every-
thing is permissible, not 
everything is beneficial 
(1 Cor. 10:23). It is impera-
tive to set boundaries that 
respect yourself while still 
meet ing work ex pecta-
tions. And if the workplace 
promotes workaholism, it 
might be worth finding a 
new job that treats you like 
a whole person and not just 
a producer.”
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How to cope when our work never seems to stop

In 2016, lanterns are lit on the Chabad House of Western Michigan’s grand menorah in Calder 
Plaza in Grand Rapids on the fi fth night of Hanukkah.   MLive.com fi les

The Advent candles are lit at All Saints Episcopal Church in Bay Head, New Jersey, during a 
service in 2013.   Advance Local fi les
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