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D2    T H U RS DAY, JA N UA RY 24, 20 1 9    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Martin Luther King Jr. addresses the crowd during the August 1963 March 
On Washington at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C.   Central Press/
Getty Images
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 “Let Justice roll down like 
waters and righteousness like 

a mighty stream.” 
This quote, from the Hebrew prophet 

Amos, was a favorite used by Martin Luther 
King Jr. in his famous “I Have a Dream” 
speech in August 1963 at the Lincoln Memo-
rial in Washington, D.C. 

This past weekend, we again remembered 
him for his commitment to nonviolence and 
his leadership in the civil rights movement.  
He was fond of quoting Amos and the other 
prophets, as he saw his own eff orts as similar 
to the Jewish struggle for freedom from slav-
ery in Egypt.   

He used the quote earlier in his Letter from 
a Birmingham Jail in April 1963. One year 
prior to his death, he spoke to more than 3,000 
people in Riverside Church in New York City 
when his concern for justice expanded to the 
cause of peace in view of the carnage of the 
Vietnam war. He concluded his speech with, 
“If we will but make the right choice, we will 
be able to speed up the day, all over America 
and all over the world, when justice will roll 
down like waters, and righteousness like a 
mighty stream.”  

In his fi nal speech, the evening before he 
was assassinated, we again hear the prophet’s 
words calling for justice. King ends by evok-
ing the image of the Exodus and Moses seeing 
the Promised Land while not actually getting 
there. He concludes, “Like anybody, I would 
like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. 
But I’m not concerned about that now. I just 
want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me to 
go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over. 
And I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not 
get there with you. But I want you to know 
tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the 
Promised Land!”

The Muslim leader, Eboo Patel, founder 
and president of the Interfaith Youth Core, 
fi nds inspiration in the life of King, a Chris-
tian who in turn was inspired by Gandhi, 
a Hindu. Patel points out that King did not 
reject Gandhi because he was of a differ-
ent religion but instead “sought to fi nd reso-
nances between Gandhi’s Hinduism and his 
own interpretation of Christianity.” King had 
referred to Gandhi as “the fi rst person in his-
tory to lift the love ethic of Jesus above mere 
interaction between individuals to a powerful 
and eff ective social force.”

The cause of justice goes beyond racial 
division to include also religious division.  
Some would see religious diversity as a cause 
for prejudice and even hatred. Just as King 
reached out to Rabbi Abraham Joshua Hes-
chel and Buddhist Thich Nhat Hanh, we can-
not afford to let religious differences create 
separation and exclusion, and even violence. 
Patel paraphrases one of King’s principles: 
“The world is not divided between black and 
white or Christian and Muslim, but between 
those who would live together as brothers and 
those who would perish together as fools.” 

In a recent publication of King’s prayers, 
we read the following:

“O God, we thank you for the fact that you 
have inspired men and women in all nations 
and in all cultures. We call you different 
names: some call you Allah; some call you 
Elohim; some call you Jehovah; some call 
you Brahma; some call you the Unmoved 
Mover. But we know that these are all names 
for one and the same God. Grant that we will 
follow you and become so committed to your 
way and your kingdom that we will be able 
to establish in our lives and in this world a 
brother- and sisterhood, that we will be able 
to establish here a kingdom of understand-
ing, where men and women will live together 
as brothers and sisters and respect the dig-
nity and worth of every human being. In the 
name and spirit of Jesus. Amen.”

In his talk at Riverside Church, King 
called for a revolution of values leading to 
a loyalty to all of humanity, one that “lifts 
neighborly concern beyond one’s tribe, race, 
class and nation.” He called for an “embrac-
ing and unconditional love for all mankind.” 
By love, he did not mean some sentimen-
tal eff ort but a “force which all of the great 
religions have seen as the supreme unify-
ing principle of life.” He called this love “the 
key that unlocks the door which leads to ulti-
mate reality.”

He went on to refer to the “Hindu-
Muslim-Christian-Jewish-Buddhist belief 
about the ultimate” that was summed up 
in the New Testament epistle of John: “Let 
us love one another, because love is from 
God; everyone who loves is born of God and 
knows God. Whoever does not love does not 
know God, for God is love.” (1 John 4:7-8)

King admonishes, “We can no longer 
afford to worship the god of hate or bow 
before the altar of retaliation. ”

In King’s speech upon receiving the Noble 
Prize for Peace in 1964, he told of a famous 
novelist who had died. Among his papers 
was a list of suggested story plots. They 
included one where a deeply divided family 
inherits a beautiful mansion, but on the con-
dition that they have to live together. 

King continues: “This is the great new 
problem of mankind. We have inherited a big 
house, a great ‘world house’ in which we have 
to live together — black and white, Eastern-
ers and Westerners, gentiles and Jews, Cath-
olics and Protestants, Muslim and Hindu, 
a family unduly separated in ideas, culture 
and interests who, because we can never 
again live without each other, must learn, 
somehow, in this one big world, to live with 
each other.” 

Let us live out King’s commitment to 
racial and religious unity as we seek to 
remember his example and teaching about 
the power of love, reinforced by the deep val-
ues in all of our religious traditions. 
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Do all of you believe that 
everyone has an immortal 

soul? Why do you believe the soul exists if 
it cannot be seen or heard?

The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head pastor of 
Conklin Reformed Church, responds:

“There are many things in life that can 
not be heard or seen: love, hate, greed, sad-
ness, joy, worry, etc., etc. God created us 
with an invisible soul which is where all 
these things live. Every human being is 
born with an immortal everlasting soul. 
Humans make things that break, ruin and 
spoil. God makes things that last! 

“Although our souls are invisible, they 
will carry our whole being into eternity — 
and for many, the place is yet to be deter-
mined. How we live our lives here on earth 
depends on what our soul bonds to. Those 
who abide in God and unite to him will 
live with him in eternity. ‘To all who did 
receive him, to those who believed in his 
name he gave the right to become chil-
dren of God children born not of natural 
descent, nor of human decision or a hus-
band’s will, but born of God.’ (John 1:12-
13).”

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

“No, Hindus do not believe that we have 
souls; we believe that we are souls (‘atman’ 
in Sanskrit).  If we refer to ‘my soul,’ just 
who is the ‘my’ mentioned? Who ultimately 
possesses the soul? If there is such a pos-
sessor, that means that there is something 
higher than the soul. I would disagree that 
I cannot ‘see’ the soul. When I am in the 
presence of someone who is alive, I am see-
ing the soul at work. I don’t see it like I’m 
seeing this computer in front of me; but I 
know that this machine is being powered 
by electricity, which I also cannot see but 
can observe the results of its existence in 
the computer.”

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

“As a Presbyterian, I believe that every-
one has an immortal soul.  It is the seat of 
our humanity and our personal identity. 
Having formed Adam’s body of the dust 
of the ground, ‘God breathed into his nos-
trils the breath of life, and man became a 
living soul’ (Genesis 2:7). As Charles Hodge 
observed, ‘It is intuitively certain that mind 
and matter are two distinct substances; 
and such has been the faith of the great 
body of mankind. This view of the nature 

of man which is presented in the original
account of his creation, is sustained by the
constant representations of the Bible’ (Sys-
tematic Theology, Vol. II, p. 43).

“As a spiritual substance, the existence
of the soul can only be demonstrated from
its inward motions and actions, and the
outward effects they produce. Christ pro-
vides an apt comparison: ‘The wind bloweth
where it listeth, and thou hearest the sound
thereof, but canst not tell whence it com-
eth, and whither it goeth’ (John 3:8). There
are visible and audible effects produced
by invisible and inaudible causes; and the
human soul is one such cause or agent in the
universe.”

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

“Yes, I believe in an immortal soul. I was
taught from a small child on that the body
is made of up two parts — matter and form
(another term for form is being). The matter
is the physical form human bodies take. The
form is the ability to think and know. This
teaching on matter and form concurs with
not only my life experiences but also my
experience of God.

“Expressing the teachings of St. Thomas
Aquinas is diffi  cult in so few words. Suffi  ce
it to say, St. Thomas developed a hierarchy
of being (souls), beginning with minerals,
then plants, animals, human beings, souls
of deceased human beings, angels and dev-
ils, and God. Human beings have their own
rational soul that encompasses all the ‘lower’
creatures. This explains why humans  may
know the world around themselves. In turn,
God possesses the souls of all creatures,
demonstrating how God may be all-knowing
(in Latin, omniscient) and infi nite.”

My response:
I believe that human beings have souls

which are indestructible and, I suppose you
could say, immortal. The closest I can come
to offering proof, although my belief does
not depend on having proof, comes from
physics. The Law of Conservation of Energy
states that the total energy in a closed sys-
tem remains constant. That is, energy can
neither be created nor destroyed, but only
transformed from one state into another.
Thus Albert Einstein’s famous equation:
Energy equals mass times the speed of light
squared. The energy of a human life (i.e., the
“soul”) cannot be destroyed. Perhaps one
could argue that in the closed system of the
universe, when the body dies, the soul-en-
ergy continues in a new form.
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Does every human have an 
invisible, immortal soul?

Sam Kestenbaum   Washington Post

In the initial media churn, they were 
nearly missed.

But a small band of Hebrew Israelites, 
members of a historic but little-known 
American religious movement, actually may 
be at the center of a roiling controversy that 
has gripped the nation this week.

It began with a now-viral video clip, 
filmed Friday at the Lincoln Memorial in 
Washington, in which high school stu-
dents from a Catholic school in Kentucky 
appeared to be in a faceoff with a Native 
American elder, who was beating on a drum. 
The boys, some wearing red hats with Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s 2016 campaign slogan 
— Make American Great Again - appeared 
in the clip to be mocking the man, a Viet-
nam veteran from Ypsilanti named Nathan 
Phillips. The clip was widely understood as 
being centrally about the dangers of Trump-
ism, and the teens were condemned.

But a longer video soon bubbled to the 
surface, widening the lens. It showed how a 
group of half a dozen Hebrew Israelites had, 
in fact, been goading and preaching at both 
the Native Americans and high schoolers, 
using profanity and highly provocative lan-
guage, including racial insults, for nearly an 
hour. Phillips later told journalists that he 
was seeking to defuse tensions between the 
Israelite group and the high school students 
by stepping in between them.

But who are these Hebrew Israelites? 
They are members of the House of Israel, 

which draws from what scholars call Black 
Israelism, a complex American religious 
movement that can be dated to the 18th cen-
tury, at least. Beliefs vary widely, but groups 
are bound together by the central tenet that 
African-Americans are the literal descen-
dants of the Israelites of the Bible and have 
been severed from their true heritage. A 
related belief holds that white people are 
Edomites, the genealogical descendants of 

Esau — the twin of Jacob.
Several distinct denominations or tradi-

tions have emerged over the years. Congrega-
tions and leaders diff er widely, making neat 
generalizations tricky. 

The 1970s and ’80s saw the rise of an inno-
vative new branch of Black Israelism centered
around an organization named the Israeli 
Tanack School, known colloquially as One 
West, after its address on 125th Street in Har-
lem.

The One Westers saw themselves as radi-
cal reformers of earlier generations of Hebrew
Israelites who had gone astray.  Doctrinal 
innovations, said by insiders to be the prod-
uct of divine revelation, came to the One West 
school as the years passed.   

In the 1990s and early 2000s, doctrinal dis-
putes and an End Times prophecy gone awry 
caused the school to fracture several times.
Today, there are at least a dozen organizations
that have roots in the early One West school, 
with many other smaller groups, or “camps,” 
as they often are called, drawing infl uence.

House of Israel is one of them. Headquar-
tered in New York, the group is led by a one-
time member of the original One West school
known as Zabach. 

With an elevated profile, Hebrew Israel-
ite groups such as HOI have received signif-
icant pushback from organizations such as 
the Southern Poverty Law Center and the 
Anti-Defamation League — which brand 
them as “hate groups” for their infl ammatory
messages about white, LGBT and Jewish peo-
ple — as well as from Christian groups that see
them as a growing religious threat.

Meanwhile, other Hebrew Israelite groups
that are not in the One West tradition diverge
signifi cantly in their beliefs and denounce the 
abrasive ministry of groups such as HOI. 

The HOI presence at the Lincoln Memorial 
was, for the group, quite mundane — despite 
the fl urry of attention. 
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Who are the Black Israelites 
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