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D2    T H U RS DAY, JA N UA RY 3, 20 1 9    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“Hope means believing 
in spite of the evidence and 
then watching the evidence 

change.”
This is how  Christian leader and activist 

Jim Wallis paraphrases the passage from 
Scripture, “Now faith is the substance of 
things hoped for, the evidence of things not 
seen.” (Hebrews 11:1)

The evidence is not obvious, with the seem-
ingly unending wars in Syria and Afghani-
stan, political polarization, increasing deaths 
by opioids and guns, and racial and religious 
violence.  

We continue to read the negative news of 
assaults on faith and on those identifi ed with 
a faith. Recently, at the Tree of Life Synagogue 
in Pittsburgh, we saw America’s most deadly 
anti-Semitic attack. Earlier, Rabbi Lord Jona-
than Sacks in a speech to the British House of 
Lords pointed to the increasing threats faced 
by “people of all faiths, and of none.”

“Christians are being persecuted through-
out the Middle East and elsewhere,” Sacks 
said. “Jews are facing a new and resurgent 
anti-Semitism. Muslims who stand on the 
wrong side of the Sunni-Shia divide are being 
killed in great numbers. Hindus, Sikhs, Bud-
dhists, Baha’is and others face persecution in 
some parts of the world. Religious freedom is 
about our common humanity, and we must 
fi ght for it if we are not to lose it.”

Writing in the Christian Century, publisher 
Peter Marty noted that hope is very differ-
ent from optimism; it is not just wishing that 
things would be diff erent or better.  

“Wishing is a fl at and powerless venture,” 
Marty goes on. “I may wish upon a shooting 
star, or wish for a brand new car. But so what? 
What does that wishing add up to? Hope goes 
so much deeper, requiring risk and assuming 
responsibility.” 

The Christian Century also featured an 
article by theology professor Charles R. 
Pinches on “How to live in hope.”  He writes, 
“When we speak of hope in connection with 
love and faith, we are placing it among the 
three theological virtues. … The theological 
virtue called hope is linked to action or move-
ment. Hope is a good habit by which we move 
forward toward a future good that is both pos-
sible and diffi  cult to attain. … Diffi  culty is a 
part of the defi nition of hope. This makes the 
phrase ‘diffi  cult hope’ redundant.”

Pinches notes that the term used for 
life without hope is “despair,” and Aqui-
nas calls despair the greatest sin. In 
St. Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, he extols 
“faith, hope and love … and the greatest of 
these is love.” (I Corinthians 13:13) Why then 
does Aquinas consider the opposite of hope 
more important than hate, the opposite of the 
greatest virtue of love? In the absence of faith 

I can still act. In the absence of love, even in 
the midst of hate, I can act and reverse my 
thinking and restore love.  But in the absence 
of hope, I am paralyzed and nothing can be 
accomplished — not even love or faith. 

Could it be that the increasing use of 
alcohol, opioids and illegal drugs are signs 
of despair? Could it be that the govern-
ment’s inability to respond to the needs 
of many of our citizens, or to act in light of 
the most pressing problems, is an indica-
tion of despair? Has the country lost hope in 
its leaders? Has Washington lost hope in its 
own ability to act for the common good? Are 
we in danger of slipping into an irreversible 
despair?

Let us regain hope! Let us hope that we 
can restore our commitment to virtues like 
justice and compassion. Let us hope that we 
can share our successes with those diff erent 
from ourselves. Let us hope that all people 
of faith and goodwill can come together to 
strengthen each other and our mutual com-
mitment to the common good. 

Wallis writes “the most important thing 
the world needs from the faith community 
today is hope.” But hope isn’t just a feeling or 
having an optimistic outlook. He continues, 
“Rather, hope is a decision, a choice we make 
because of this thing we call faith.” 

Wallis even fi nds hope in the story of Job. 
Wallis observes that in the Hebrew Scripture, 
Job, in spite of all his suff ering, does not give 
up. He speaks of hope. “There is hope for a 
tree. If it is cut down, it will sprout again, and 
its shoots will not fade away.” (Job 14:7)

During the Apartheid era in South Africa, 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, using a phrase 
from the prophet Zechariah, said, “I have 
never been an optimist. I am a prisoner of 
hope.” 

Marty ends his comments by telling how 
in the later part of Nelson Mandela’s 27-year 
imprisonment, he was visited by his daugh-
ter and his new granddaughter who had still 
not been named. Mandela gave her the name 
Zaziwe, an African word for hope. Answering 
the question “Why?” he later wrote, “During 
all my years in prison, hope never left me.”  
Marty then concludes, “Hope is what sus-
tains us when we’re not ready to give up on 
God beaming light into our darkness.”

As people of faith, as well as anyone seek-
ing the common good, let us fight against 
despair, both personal and corporate. Even 
when the evidence is not clear, we make the 
decision to act and to live in hope. Let us 
renew our hope. Only in the difficult task 
of working together can we take the neces-
sary action to restore our common sense of 
well-being and do what is right for all.    
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Let us together fi nd true 
hope in the New Year

Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Ethics and Religion Talk 
answered a question about 

four years ago about swingers. This is a fol-
low-up question:

“I am a Christian who is getting re-mar-
ried this week. My human nature wants 
so badly to fi nd that swinging is ‘OK’ with 
God, but cannot fi nd anything to support 
that. I love God more than my fl esh, so with 
that in mind, I ask the religious spokes-
people — how do I reconcile that my wife 
and I will not be sexually satisfi ed unless 
we experience the swinging lifestyle, and 
how can being sexually active with other 
human beings be so wrong, if we both agree 
that we allow it in our marriage? We have 
both been previously married, and unful-
fi lled sexually by our partners, and we real-
ize that we can share each other sexually 
in a mature and open manner, while still 
being in a very intimate and loving mar-
riage with each other.”

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

“Your love for God comes through in 
your desire to find out what God thinks 
about this subject. I commend you for that! 
You say you’re are a Christian, so I can 
assume you know and respect the Word of 
God, which contains a code of ethics that 
we are called to live by. With that in mind, 
let me take you to two passages — one in 
the Old Testament and one in the New Tes-
tament. In Jeremiah 29:23, speaking of 
adultery (which includes swinging), God 
says: ‘They have committed adultery with 
their neighbors’ wives, and in my name 
they have uttered lies — which I did not 
authorize.’ Then, in Matthew 5:28, he car-
ries this even further: ‘But I tell you that 
anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has 
already committed adultery with her in 
his heart.’ Adultery is a sin God confronts 
vehemently all throughout the Bible. We 
can say we love God with mere words and 
ignore it, or we can say we love God with 
our actions. The choice is yours.”

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

“There is nothing in the teachings or 
beliefs of Unitarian Universalism that 
would speak against two consenting adults 
engaging in the swinging lifestyle, pro-
vided that both individuals equally agree 
to this arrangement. That being said, I 
would also highlight our First Principle, to 
affi  rm and promote the inherent worth and 
dignity of every person. Our faith asks that 

we see and treat each person as fully human; 
for me, this would speak against anony-
mous or casual sexual encounters. Somehow 
engaging in the swinger lifestyle to make 
your marriage work seems like you are using 
people for your own benefi t.”

The Rev. Rachel J. Bahr, pastor 
of Plymouth UCC, responds:

“Some Christians would shame this kind 
of relationship model, and even some within 
my own very progressive denomination. 
I’d encourage folks to do a deeper study of 
scripture to look at what is actually present 
within scripture. It will probably shock you. 
Truth is, the models of marriage reflected 
the ancient culture they were embedded 
within. Men with more wealth, and more 
land, had more wives. You couldn’t say the 
same for the women. Women didn’t have a 
choice in who they were marrying, because 
their futures were decided for them by their 
fathers. Looking to the Bible to fi nd positive 
scriptural models for polyamory will only 
leave one feeling frustrated.  

“Some have argued from the position that 
within a monotheistic faith tradition, God’s 
relationship to us is based on total fi delity. 
Going outside this model would be to for-
sake our God. A counter argument within 
Trinitarian traditions is that our God mod-
els for us relational multiplicity — God is 
three-in-one, and we are the recipients of 
this abundant and plentiful love from the 
Tri-une God. Some might look at this and 
see something that may even look more 
polyamorous.

“Finally, my litmus test for pretty much 
everything that matters as a Christian comes 
from Jesus. Jesus never even endorsed mar-
riage. What he did do was teach his follow-
ers about loving their neighbors, and caring 
more about how we treat our enemies. This is 
a reminder to have grace with folks who live 
diff erently than ourselves. Jesus often saw 
what was special in folks others thought to 
be unworthy or outsiders, i.e. the Samaritan 
Woman, the woman to be stoned.”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Domini-
can priest who serves as adjutant judi-
cial 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 Catho-
lic Church may never condone a relationship 
that includes the man or the woman having 
sexual intercourse with anyone another then 
his/her husband or wife.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Is it wrong for Christians to 
engage in a swinging lifestyle?

Jeff  Karoub   Associated Press

D E T R O I T  —  U.S.-based Roman Catholic 
bishops gathered Wednesday for a weeklong 
retreat near Chicago on the church sexual 
abuse scandal that organizers say is focused 
on prayer and spiritual reflection but not 
formulating policy.

The retreat began a day after The Associ-
ated Press reported that the Vatican blocked 
U.S. bishops from taking measures last year 
to address the scandal because U.S. church 
leaders didn’t discuss the legally problem-
atic proposals with the Holy See enough 
beforehand.

The rebuke from Rome was contained 
in a letter from a Vatican offi  cial before the 
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops met in 
November. The move stunned abuse survi-
vors and some other Catholics demanding 
actions.

The retreat also is a prelude to a summit 
of the world’s bishops at the Vatican next 
month to forge a comprehensive response to 
the crisis that has lashed the church.

The meetings follow two blistering reports 
during 2018 from state attorneys general — 
in Illinois and Pennsylvania — alleging neg-
ligence by state church leaders.

Here’s a look at the retreat.

WHAT’S ON THE AGENDA?
This is about prayer, not policy-making, 

organizers say.
According to the Archdiocese of Chicago 

spokeswoman Anne Maselli, bishops gath-
ering at the Mundelein Seminary will be 
praying, fasting and participating in spiri-
tual lectures. And they will be alone: No staff  
members, other priests or members of the 
public or media are invited. Cardinal Daniel 
DiNardo, president of the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, said in a news release that 
they are convening “to pray on the intense 
matters before us.”

The Catholic seminary at the Univer-
sity of St. Mary of the Lake in Mundelein, 
40 miles north of Chicago, is the largest 
of its kind in the U.S. and home to about 
200 seminarians from about 40 dioceses 
across the country and globe. 

WHO ARE THE MAIN PLAYERS?
Pope Francis dispatched Fr. Raniero Can-

talamessa, the official papal preacher, to 
lead the retreat. And it’s no accident that 
it’s being held in Chicago, long considered a 
center of American Catholicism. The hosting 
Chicago archbishop, Cardinal Blase Cupich, 
was Francis’ first major U.S. appointment 
and was picked by the pope to help organize 
the Vatican summit.

Cupich, who is considered a moderate, 
was the lead signatory on a recent letter to 
bishops around the world warning that a 
failure to deal with abuse now will jeopar-
dize the church’s mission globally. It also 
urged summit attendees to meet with clergy 
sexual abuse victims “to learn fi rsthand the 
suff ering they have endured.” Cupich issued 
a statement expressing regret for “our fail-
ures to address the scourge of clerical sexual 
abuse,” after Illinois Attorney General Lisa 
Madigan’s report in December alleging that 
the church had failed to disclose the names 
of at least 500 clergy members in the state 
accused of sexually abusing children.

A Pennsylvania grand jury report early 
last year alleged that hundreds of priests 
abused at least 1,000 children over seven 
decades in that state.

WHAT CAN IT REALLY ACCOMPLISH?
Potentially a good deal, according to 

Notre Dame researcher and teacher Timo-
thy O’Malley. He says one of Francis’ biggest 
concerns has been that the bishops experi-
ence a spiritual renewal — and “a spirit of 
penance” — along with regulations govern-
ing their behavior.

“When the bishops meet in public to discuss 
these procedures, there is a danger that it’s less 
an act of contrition and more an occasion for 
scoring political points,” he said. “Part of the 

corruption is based in a certain clerical culture 
where bishops pursued self-interest, whether 
their own or their diocese’s, at the expense of 
listening to lay victims. This retreat ... is a fi rst 
step toward a renewal of the (church leader-
ship) as a whole in the United States.”

O’Malley added that it only works if they 
recognize that their offi  ce isn’t about accru-
ing power but becoming “a shepherd,” 
or “someone who is willing to engage in 
self-sacrifi ce for the sake of the Church.”

HOW DO ABUSE VICTIMS 
FEEL ABOUT IT?

Many are dismayed that it has taken 
so long for the church leadership to meet 
and act after so many years. Two advocacy 
groups, the Survivors Network of those 
Abused by Priests (SNAP) and Ending Clergy 
Abuse, had planned to hold a public demon-
stration Wednesday in Chicago.

SNAP said in a statement that it wants 
Cupich removed from his prominent role in 
planning the papal summit, and Cardinal 
DiNardo should not lead the U.S. delegation 
to the Rome summit.

Zach Hiner, SNAP’s executive director, 
said he’s glad leaders are gathering “to fi nd 
ways to address this crisis, but a week spent 
in silent prayer is not the response the public 
is looking for.”

“If church offi  cials truly want to do what is 
best, then they should be spending this week 
discussing how they can best comply with 
independent investigations by law enforce-
ment, or how they can compel law enforce-
ment offi  cials in their state to act if no such 
investigation has begun yet,” Hiner said. “At 
this point, regardless of what bishops decide 
to do in the first week of January, we are 
placing our hopes for reform in the hands of 
secular, not church, offi  cials.” 

U.S. Catholic bishops to pray over clergy sexual abuse scandal

Chicago Cardinal Blase 
Cupich is hosting a gather-
ing of U.S. Catholic bishops 
at the University of St. Mary 
of the Lake in Mundelein, 
near Chicago.
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