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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  5, 20 1 9    B5

Ghazala Munir   cofounder, Interfaith Dialogue Association

NOTE: This week’s Insight is taken from 
refl ections presented at last week’s 20th 
annual Interfaith Thanksgiving Celebra-
tion at the Cathedral of St. Andrew. Ghazala 
Munir was an early leader in the interfaith 
discussions and a featured speaker at the fi rst 
Interfaith Thanksgiving event in 2000.

I greet you with a prayer from the Holy 
Quran:

“In the name of God, the Most Gra-
cious, the Dispenser of Grace. Guide us to 
the straight path — the path of those upon 
whom you have bestowed your blessings!”

The God we all know and relate to by 
different names has indeed led us to the 
straight path, as we gather here today, to 
give thanks, to be grateful for this interfaith 
family, for the deep connections we have 
nurtured and the acceptance we have man-
ifested. 

This is an emotional time for me person-
ally, because I started my life in a strange 
land, away from what I now call home, four 
decades ago. My soul was a stranger to the 
nature of things it was not accustomed to. 
I felt lost and forsaken and wanted to find 
comfort in familiarity. I wanted to fi nd per-
fection in my new life. 

But I realized that the journey to perfec-
tion means rising above limitations. Break-
ing ground with new traditions and customs 
while maintaining my own. That kind of per-
fection requires one to rise higher because 
the higher we rise, the wider becomes the 
horizon of our view.

Today, the demographics of our coun-
try, our world are changing with phenom-
enal speed. We must rise above the limita-
tions of our vision. Here, in this space, we 
have opened our hearts and minds to all of 
God’s creation; we have risen above our lim-
itations. 

My personal experiences over many years 
are proof that interfaith conversations are 
a stepping stone to our togetherness in the 
fractured world we live in. The Grand Rap-
ids community has embarked on a journey 
to intensify our eff orts to think deeply about 
what we can change to make our world better 
and connected.

I can say with great pride that interfaith 
associations have benefi ted our community 
tremendously. From the Interfaith Dialogue 

Association to the Kaufman Interfaith Insti-
tute, we have come a long way.

Even before the Interfaith Dialogue Asso-
ciation was created, I was called to attend a 
meeting by a friend who couldn’t be avail-
able for an evening gathering. Not fully 
aware of what I was in for, I agreed, however 
reluctantly. I felt a bit uneasy knowing there 
would be Christian and Jewish clergy and 
scholars of religion present. Where would I 
fi t in this mix? What do I have to off er? But I 
knew instantly that this was a calling from 
the universe itself. That the creator herself 
had organized this space for me, where I 
could learn from other faiths while deeply 
studying my own. And study it with the 
power of intellect that God had bestowed 
upon me, and upon all humankind. 

My own personal inquiry affi  rmed what I 
had always believed: that the God we all wor-
ship is the God of justice, the God of compas-
sion, the God of mercy! Above all, our creator 
is genderless and doesn’t hold one sex supe-
rior over another. Human beings are created 
equal!

Being called to be part of this group of 
highly accomplished and curious people 
meant that I was being given a platform to 
explore and learn about the many facets of 
religions I had always struggled with: the 
gender issues facing all faiths in all societ-
ies. My heart was always torn by the divi-
sions imposed upon us by many of our faith 
leaders (but not all), be they imams, pastors, 
priests or rabbis and the rest.

We cannot deny that there have always 
been divisions among religions. Wars have 
been fought over religion and battles won 
and lost. These divisions are sustained when 
its leaders and their adherents claim that 
their religion represents the “true faith,” and 
either you are with us or you are not. 

Then there are divisions within one reli-
gion, again led by the hierarchies of power. 
It’s obvious that those who manifest power 
can easily impose such divisions. We are 
talking of three kinds of divisions: interfaith, 

intra-faith and patriarchal.
Patriarchal supremacy has reigned 

supreme since generations past. It’s sad but 
true that it still marches on triumphantly 
in our houses of worship and our everyday 
lives. I know very well that I will fi nd resis-
tance when I say this — but I will say it any-
how.

Women all over the world are still strug-
gling as they ask for their status for equal-
ity. We are still tied down by convention 
and religious authority. We are kept in this 
prison without obvious walls, but walls do 
exist, and to break free of them needs a cer-
tain solidarity among women of all faiths all 
over the world. 

I know there will be justifications of all 
sorts, but I am so used to speaking my mind 
and knowing that I only answer to my God, 
not to those who stand in my way. I grew up 
knowing that the walls of this prison have to 
be demolished for myself and other women 
like me. But you all know that seeking free-
dom from bondage and tradition doesn’t 
come without a price. Believe me when I say 
that I have paid the price to be who I am, 
where I am. 

Every day is a challenge as this strug-
gle continues. Needless to say, it’s a lonely 
battle, at times. Simply, because when we 
question religious authority of organized 
religion, we become an instant threat. An 
instant threat to power — powers that con-
trol the minds of men and women alike. 
What sustains me again is the truth that the 
God of justice will be my guide and yours, 
too.

Whether we like to admit it or not, this 
state of affairs has existed in all ages. 
Blinded by conventions, abiding by the 

laws of the times and the customs of the peo-
ple, man has ignored and opposed the truth.

History sets the context for the present. 
We cannot relive or undo the past, but what 
we can alter is the future. The present is in 
our hands, and I hope that the generations 
to follow will know of their past as a proud 
moment in time.

How we live our lives today will shape the 
future. It has to be a joint eff ort by both gen-
ders, and it starts within the boundaries of 
our homes as we raise our children to have a 
deep respect for all humanity.

Thanksgiving events are a good time to 
celebrate the fact that the interfaith move-
ment has done much to eliminate this kind 
of divisive opinion, and to open up people’s 
hearts and minds to the truth and goodness 
within each religion, as well as within all of 
the world’s wisdom traditions.

Hopefully, interfaith activism has made 
us free from this prison of delusions, which 
makes us feel superior to the other, whether 
it is gender, race or religion.

I have hope in our young people who will 
carry the torch forward as we step down from 
this stage of life, where we have all played a 
role. I use the train as a metaphor for life. As 
some of us get off  at a specifi ed time and sta-
tion, our journey ends, but others carry on to 
their destinations. On this journey forward, 
we hope that our youth will make this world 
an all-inclusive place, where humanity pre-
vails, kindness persists and love endures. 
It’s a big endeavor, a huge job, but the other 
option will be a calamity of civilizations.

As we step off  at our predestined station, I 
hope and pray that our creator and nourisher 
can give us a lasting peace, knowing that the 
torch has been passed!
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We hope for a future with equity for all

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Er ic wr ite s, 
“My wife and 
I have been 

married for over 30 years. We 
have a wonderful relation-
ship. The challenge is that all 
this time I’ve made it a point 
to keep physically fi t. But my 
wife really has let herself go. 
She’s quite overweight and 
not really very attractive any-
more. I do love her and am in 
this marriage for the long 
haul. As you can expect, she 
enjoys conjugal union from 
time to time. Out of love for 
her I participate vigorously. 
But to do this I have to visu-
alize women other than her. 
I know that Jesus encouraged 
men not to fantasize, claim-
ing that it’s virtually the 
same as adultery. I get that. 
However, I do this to be a good 
husband. Can’t a guy get a 
break for making the effort 
to please his wife? For the 
record, I never demean her 
for her looks or weight, and I 
do not use porn.”

NOTE: We are sharing four 
responses to this question 
this week, in addition to the 
three responses published 
two weeks ago.

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

“Christ’s teaching regard-
ing the man who commits 
adultery in his heart (Mat-
thew 5:27, 28) is intended to 
show that the roots of sin 
lie not in the external situa-
tion, but in the corruption of 
the inner man. Those whose 
conformity to God’s law is 
only external and super-
ficial are deceiving them-
selves. Our ‘striving against 
sin’ (Hebrews 12:4) must 

begin with searching our 
own hearts in the light of 
God’s Word (Psalm 139:23, 
24). Christ was far ahead of 
His time in acknowledging 
that sex is as much mental as 
physical.

“For the record, women 
also commit adultery in 
their hearts. So let’s apply 
the ‘Golden Rule’ (‘All things 
whatsoever ye would that 
men should do to you, do ye 
even so to them,’ Matthew 
7:12). Would you be pleased 
to learn that your wife is 
thinking of another man 
when you have sex with her? 
And does your wife enjoy the 
sex as much as you do? Or is 
she aware that you aren’t all 
there for her and her alone? 
It may help you to get out of 
your own head and into hers.

“That said, sex is a human 
activity, engaged in by 
flawed human beings. We 
cannot achieve perfection 

in this or any other part 
of life. You and your wife 
have much to be thank-
ful for. Only you can decide 
whether to be content with 
things as they stand or work 
for needed change in your-
self. Ask God for wisdom and 
grace to change what needs 
to change, ask His forgive-
ness where you fall short, 
and go on loving and serving 
your wife as best you can.”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, 
minister at All Souls Com-
munity Church of West 
Michigan, a Unitarian 
Universalist Congrega-
tion, responds:

“ A s  a  U n i t a r i a n 
Universalist minister, I am 
not concerned with the use 
of fantasy in a person’s sex 
life. According to experts, 
about 50% of adults com-
monly use fantasy during 
sex. We would all be better 

off if religions would stop 
making us feel guilty about 
our sexual desires, which 
is a natural part of a being 
human.

“I did find this question 
troubling, however, for a few 
reasons. Mainly the resent-
ment toward and blaming of 
your wife for your actions. 
Regardless of the circum-
stances, we are each ulti-
mately responsible for our 
own actions. What if the 
question were, ‘I love my 
wife and I use fantasy, is that 
OK?’ Taking full ownership 
for our actions is the ethical 
response.”

Chris Curia, the direc-
t o r  o f  y o u t h  m i n i s -
tries at Fairway Chris-
tian Reformed Church, 
responds:

“If you are particularly 
concerned with what Jesus 
would have to say about your 

particular situation, when 
we look at Scripture, Jesus 
rarely deals in absolutes. The 
humanity of his rules of life 
invites us to live in the gray 
of our own humanity. To 
paraphrase Barack Obama in 
his assessment of constitu-
tional interpretation, some-
times our holy texts can only 
take us so far when the trick-
iness of life circumstances 
seems to betray our beliefs. 
On the truly big arguments, 
we have to take context, his-
tory, and the practical impli-
cations of a decision into 
account. 

“The authors of our holy 
texts have taught us how 
to think but are no lon-
ger around to tell us what. 
Although we are on our own, 

we are gifted reason and 
judgment — a divine spirit 
on which we can rely.

“May you find freedom 
from shame and relief in ser-
vitude of your wife, whom 
you very clearly love; may 
sex be a freeing and unifying 
act for both of you; and may 
you continue to find safe 
spaces to be honest and fi nd 
wisdom.”

My response:
I can’t speak for Jesus, 

but I can speak from a Jew-
ish perspective. Fantasy is 
not the same as adultery. 
I do wish, however, that 
you could see your wife as 
beautiful, regardless of her 
weight or any physical man-
ifestations of an aging body.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Has this husband considered his wife’s feelings?

Ghazala Munir speaks at 
the Interfaith Thanksgiving 
Celebration held Nov. 25 at 
the Cathedral of St. Andrew 
in Grand Rapids.   Submitted 
photo

The audience fi lls the pews 
at the 20th annual Interfaith 
Thanksgiving Celebration 
held Nov. 25 at the Cathedral 
of St. Andrew.   Submitted 
photo
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