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Kyle Kooyers   Program manager, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“It was in Antioch that the disciples were 
fi rst called Christians.”

In the Christian New Testament, the word 
“Christian” is mentioned only three times, 
and this quote from the book of Acts iden-
tifies that it was in Antioch that the label 
fi rst was used. Thus, the Antiochian Ortho-
dox Church finds it roots in this reference 
and traces its history to the early followers 
of Jesus. 

The Eastern Orthodox branch of Christi-
anity numbers 250 million members and is 
the second largest Christian community. In 
1054, in what is called the Great Schism, it 
split with the Roman Catholic Church and 
is currently prominent primarily in East-
ern Europe. There are a number of Ortho-
dox churches in West Michigan, including 
St. Nicholas Antiochian Orthodox Church on 
East Paris Avenue, where the annual Abra-
hamic Dinner will take place this month.   

Central to Orthodoxy is the practice of the 
Divine Liturgy, an ancient service designed 
to bring the church into the presence of God 
to worship and experience the divine holi-
ness and mystery with all the senses. This 
powerful experience has remained at the 
heart of Orthodox worship for centuries. 
It has stood the test of time, even bridging 
the divides caused by political, religious 
and ethnic diff erences within the whole of 
the Orthodox tradition. From that rich his-
tory, Orthodox Christianity, or the Eastern 
Church, has given the world many voices 
off ering ancient wisdom and formation that 
might inform how we seek unity and justice 
in our communities today.

One such voice is the late Philip Saliba, 
who served as Archbishop of New York and 
the church’s Metropolitan, the term used to 
designate his leadership of all North Amer-
ica, from 1966 to 2014. During his tenure, 
Saliba healed the fi erce division between two 
non-communing archdioceses of the Antio-
chian Orthodox Church. With an eye toward 
the next generation, he oversaw the develop-
ment of the Antiochian Village, an Orthodox 
camp and retreat center in Pennsylvania, 
built as a space for empowering and equip-
ping youth. 

In the late 1970s, Saliba welcomed the 
influx of thousands of young evangelical 
Christians into the Antiochian tradition, 
challenging them to do missions and out-
reach for the Orthodox Church. With spiri-
tual roots in Jerusalem and Damascus, and 
family that had witnessed tremendous vio-
lence in Lebanon, Saliba  spent his life fi ght-
ing for justice in the Middle East and in the 
United States.

In a 2009 radio interview,  Saliba refl ected 
on his life and learning to live out the hope 
and justice of his Orthodox Christian faith. 

“During the early days of my episcopacy, 
I wanted to turn the world upside down. I 
wanted to bring peace to the Middle East,” 
he said.

However, when he found little success 
pleading the case of Palestinian refugees to 
the State Department and President Lyndon 
Johnson, Saliba became immensely frus-
trated. In the interview, he refl ected, “I was 
very idealistic, and I did not accept things 
the way they were. I had this drive, this drive 
to change, change, change, according to my 
calendar.” 

Following a heart attack, which he 
suffered while advocating in Washington 
D.C., Saliba began to see that change does 
not happen according to one’s personal 

timetable or calendar. Often the quest for 
justice requires selfl ess surrender to time, 
“God’s time” as he would say, but time 
that may or may not be our own. Perhaps 
we do what we can now so that the next 
generation might see the fruits of our tire-
less labor or even bring that hope into fru-
ition. 

As he put it: “I reconciled myself to this 
fact, that Philip Saliba cannot change the 
world. He can help, but he cannot do it by 
himself. It takes the grace of God, it takes 
the power of God, takes the synergy, this 
work between us and God. … I must pace 
myself and change what I can change, and 
accept what I cannot change, and say ‘Thy 
will be done.’”

Looking ahead to the remaining years 
of his life, Saliba said, “I remember the 
Irish author, Bernard Shaw, once said, 
‘The harder we work, the longer we live,’ 
so I live with this motto. Do your best and 
leave the rest to God. So I’m going to con-
tinue the work which I have been doing, 
pacing myself, as my doctors tell me to 
do, and we still have many things to do, 
many things to do. So I plan to live, if God 
wills, and do my work in the church for 
the church.” 

Toward the end of the interview, Saliba 
was asked what message he would speak 
to a stadium full of people from diff erent 
walks and worldviews. He responded, “I 
would preach a sermon on the Beatitudes. 
… They apply to everybody. … Don’t be 
dogmatic with them because they’re not 
going to understand … everyone under-
stands ‘Blessed are the peacemakers,’ 
right?” 

Until his passing, on March 19, 2014, 
Saliba continued to be a force of unity and 
justice in the church, pursuing the over-
all goal of unifying all Orthodox Churches 
in the United States. The same faith and 
tradition that inspired  Saliba lives on in 
Antiochian communities across the coun-
try, even here in West Michigan. 

We are pleased that one of those con-
gregations, St. Nicholas Orthodox Church, 
will be hosting this year’s Abrahamic Din-
ner, as we hear from students at area col-
leges who have become interfaith lead-
ers with the next generation. May we 
continue to persevere in our best work to 
build a more unifi ed and equitable com-
munity for this generation and the next!

interfaith@gvsu.edu 
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Eastern Christian wisdom: 
seeking unity and justice

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

“EArthur” asks, “Is a hus-
band having two wives really 
against the word of God?”

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

“The successful person is (one) who puri-
fi es life, surrenders to the will of the creator 
and glorifi es him through obedience to his 
commandments. Such a best exemplary life 
is the life of Messengers. God has directly 
guided them and inspired them to the best 
lifestyle to be adopted and as a model role for 
followers.

“Forty godly figures had more than one 
wife, including Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, 
Jacob, Moses, David, Muhammad and par-
ticularly Solomon, who had countless wives 
(peace be upon them).

“It is better to have legally permitted 
another wife rather than facing humiliation 
and other hidden demerits. The majority of 
humans have one wife; however, it is permit-
ted by God to have extra wives with extreme 
strict conditions of justice. He commands 
that justice is obligation. He also indicates 
that if you are unable to do justice, then one 
wife is enough to manage and adore in this 
worldly life in a proper manner through his 
mercy, patience, sobriety and dignity.  

“One is a unique number, being God 
is one. He has created you from one soul, 
spreading you on earth. Do justice because it 
is closer to godliness and be mindful of God. 
Having more than one wife is according to 
word of God under utmost higher level of jus-
tice. It must prevail in all respects.

“Love and mercy have been placed in the 
hearts of a couple to gain peace, tranquility 
and comfort from each other, because love of 
carnal desires have been adorned in hearts 
of humans.”

Fred Stella, the pracharak (outreach 
minister) for the West Michigan Hindu 
Temple, responds:

“Hindu scholars tend to agree that there 
was no divinely ordained order for marriage. 
While marriage can have a deeply spiri-
tual aspect to it, how it is defi ned evolves (or  
devolves) as societies do.  Like many ancient 
cultures, Hindus have a legacy of polygamy. 
Back then, it was viewed as a way to expand 
the population.

“The question is posed in a manner that 
is foreign to Hindu thought. By ‘word of 
God’ I assume the writer is referring to Holy 
Writ. While we respect the great wisdom 
contained in our scriptures, we also take 
into account modern sensibilities. Most 
Hindus now agree that monogamy is the 
most appropriate arrangement.

“In the very colorful Hindu epic/scripture,
The Mahabharata, we fi nd the story (proba-
bly part historical, part myth) where Arjuna 

‘wins’ the fair maiden, Draupadi in a game 
of chance. He brings her to meet his mother, 
who happens to have her back turned 
when the couple walks in. Arjuna excitedly 
exclaims that he has won something great. 
Without looking toward him, his mother 
tells him that whatever it is he must share 
with his brothers. Thus, does Draupadi end 
up with five husbands. This story did not 
create a culture of polyandry. It has been 
analyzed by scholars as a deeply spiritual 
allegory.”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Dominican
priest who serves as adjutant judicial
vicar, Diocese of Grand Rapids, 
responds:

“Sexual intercourse between a man and 
a woman who have given themselves freely 
and completely in marriage is a form of 
prayer, and the closest to God two people 
may reach in this created world.

“The word for having more than one wife 
is ‘polygamy,’ which according to the Roman 
Catholic Church defies moral law because 
‘conjugal love is undivided and exclusive’ 
(Catechism of the Catholic Church, p. 411). 
Yes, a husband having two wives is against 
the divine law of marriage.”

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

“The pattern for human marriage is the 
exclusive bond or covenant between God 
and his people, between Christ and his 
church (Genesis 17:7; Ephesians 5:31, 32). 
There is but one divine bridegroom, and he 
has only one bride. Monogamy is but the 
outworking of God’s original institution of 
marriage: ‘Therefore shall a man leave his 
father and his mother, and shall cleave unto 
his wife; and they shall be one fl esh’ (Gene-
sis 2:24).

“Polygamy, or plural marriage, was prac-
ticed for a long time among the people of 
God, but in nearly every instance, the evils of 
it were all too apparent. As a feature of patri-
archal society, it demeaned women; a wife 
was reckoned as ‘chattel’ or property belong-
ing to her husband, to be listed among his 
other livestock and assets. Christ closed the 
door on polygamy when he insisted that our 
marriage practices should conform to the 
original pattern of Genesis 2:24; see Mat-
thew 19:4, 5.”

My response:
According to biblical tradition, a man 

may have more than one wife. However, 
about 1,000 years ago, a rabbinic decree out-
lawed polygamy. In addition, it is worth not-
ing that there are no biblical descriptions of 
happy polygamous families, and the only 
couple described as being in love, Isaac and 
Rebecca, was monogamous. The Hebrew 
Bible clearly prefers two-partner couples.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Is a man having two wives 
really against God’s word?

Kathy Gannon   Associated Press

ISL A M A BA D — A Christian woman acquit-
ted of blasphemy after spending eight years 
on death row in Pakistan has been trans-
ferred from a secret location near the capi-
tal to another in Karachi, but still is unable 
to leave the country to join her daughters in 
Canada, a friend said Saturday.

Aman Ullah, who spoke to Aasia Bibi by 
telephone Friday, said the 54-year-old Bibi 
is being held in a room in the southern port 
city. He said Bibi, who faces death threats 
from radical Islamists, is frustrated and 
frightened, uncertain of when she will be 
able to leave Pakistan.

“She has  no indication of when she will 
leave ... they are not telling her why she can-
not leave,” said Ullah, who fl ed the country 
Friday after receiving threats from extrem-
ists angered by his assistance to Bibi, which 
began while she was on death row.

Ullah has been a liaison between Bibi and 
European diplomats, who have sought to 
assist her. The Associated Press spoke to Bibi 
by telephone with Ullah’s assistance follow-
ing her October acquittal, which was upheld 
last month.

Bibi’s ordeal began in 2009 when two 
fellow farmworkers refused to drink from 
the same container as a Christian woman. 
There was a quarrel and the two Muslim 
women later accused Bibi of blasphemy. 
The Supreme Court judges said there were 
widespread inconsistencies in the testimony 
against Bibi, who has steadfastly main-
tained her innocence.

The acquittal should have given Bibi her 
freedom, but Ullah said diplomats were told 
that her departure from Pakistan, where she 
feels her life would be in danger, would come 
not in the short term, but “in the medium 

term.”
He said Bibi told him she is locked in one 

room of a house.
“The door opens at food time only,” said 

Ullah, and she is allowed to make phone 
calls in the morning and again at night. He 
said she usually calls her daughters.

Bibi’s husband is with her, he said.
“She is living with her family and given 

requisite security for safety,” Information 
Minister Fawad Chaudhry said in an email.

He said the government was responsible 
for taking “all possible measures” to protect 
her and her family, adding that “she is a free 
citizen after her release from jail and can 
move anywhere in Pakistan or abroad.”

Bibi told Ullah the security detail 
assigned to her refuses to explain why she is 
still confi ned.

VIOLENT REACTION
Bibi’s case has brought international 

attention to Pakistan’s blasphemy law, 
which carries an automatic death sentence 
for a conviction of insulting Islam. There 
have been widespread complaints that the 
law is used to settle scores and intimidate 
religious minorities, including Shiite Mus-
lims in the Sunni-majority country.

The mere suggestion of blasphemy 
can incite mobs to kill. After Bibi’s Octo-
ber acquittal, the radical Tehreek-e-Lab-
baik party called its followers onto the 
streets, where they protested for three days 
demanding Bibi’s immediate execution as 
well as the death of the judges who acquit-
ted her. 

Since then, the party’s leadership has 
been arrested along with dozens of their 
supporters for inciting violence. 

PAKISTAN

After blasphemy acquittal, 
woman still can’t leave country

Kyle Kooyers is program 
manager for the Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute at 
Grand Valley State Uni-
versity.

IF YOU GO

Abrahamic Dinner, ‘Listening 
to New Voices: The Next 
Generation Speaks’

When: 6 p.m., Wednesday, Feb. 20 

Where: St. Nicholas Orthodox Church, 
2250 E Paris Ave. SE, Grand Rapids

Information and registration: 
interfaithunderstanding.org

From that rich history, Orthodox Christianity, 
or the Eastern Church, has given the world many 
voices offering ancient wisdom and formation that 
might inform how we seek unity and justice in our 
communities today.
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