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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

What mountain are you 
climbing? This is the theme 
of New York Times colum-

nist David Brooks’ latest book, “The Sec-
ond Mountain: The Quest for a Moral 
Life.” He writes about his own life, includ-
ing the successes and failures, as well as 
the valleys that have given him new per-
spective.

For t he f irst mounta in, Brooks 
explains, we “perform certain life tasks, 
establish an identity, separate from our 
parents, cultivate our talents, build secure 
ego, and try to make a mark in the world. 
People climbing the fi rst mountain spend 
a lot of time thinking about reputation 
management. They are always keeping 
score.” Brooks writes of his own profes-
sional success that exceeded his expec-
tations, but did not keep him from being 
“knocked off that mountain,” requiring 
a re-evaluation of his life. He not only 
examines his own life but also that of our 
society.

He continues, “Our society suff ers from 
a crisis of connection, a crisis of solidar-
ity. We live in a culture of hyper-individ-
ualism. … Over the past 60 years we have 
swung too far toward the self.”

Following the completion of his earlier 
book, “The Road to Character,” he con-
fesses that he “was still enclosed in the 
prison of individualism. I believed that 
life is going best when we take individual 
agency, when we grab the wheel and steer 
our own ship. I still believed that charac-
ter is something you build mostly on your 
own.” But he now reports that the five 
years following that book’s publication 
“have been the most tumultuous years of 
my life.” He was “knocked off  that moun-
tain” as his marriage failed and “life put 
me in the valley.”

He sees this happening as well in our 
society: “built around self-preoccupation, 
its members become separated from one 
another, divided and alienated. … The rot 
we see in our politics is caused by a rot 
in our moral and cultural foundations.” 
While individually and collectively we 
seek happiness and self-fulfillment, we 
have lost commitment and joy.

The book then explores the commit-
ments we need to make, including com-
mitments to vocation, marriage, com-
munity, and a section on philosophy 
and faith. In this later section he relates 
his own growing-up years as a combina-
tion of his Jewish family and commu-
nity together with his education in Epis-
copalian schools and summer camps. 
He describes a certain kind of Jew who 
sought to fit in the larger society by 
becoming Anglophile. He shares the slo-
gan, “Think Yiddish, Act British.” His 
nursery school was St. George’s and his 
elementary school was Grace Church 
School. Summer camp for 15 years was 
called Incarnation Camp, “sponsored by 
the Church of the Incarnation on Madison 
Avenue.”

He describes how he learned the Lord’s 
Prayer, sang the hymns and became 
familiar with the story of Jesus. But as 
he writes, “I sort of knew he was on the 
other team.” He describes this dualism in 
which he was raised: “I was and remain 
an amphibian, living half in water and 
half on land.” As an adult he sees himself 
as a “border stalker.” Politically “not quite 
left and not quite right” and profession-
ally “not quite an academic and not quite 
a journalist.” When accused of not being 
able to make up us his mind, he writes, 
“I wonder if it comes from spending my 
childhood in the crossroads between two 
great moral ecologies. I realize that, in 
theory, both Judaism and Christianity 
contain both the majestic and the hum-
ble, the yearning glory and holy submis-
sion.”

He describes his life as being the “most 

Christiany Jew on earth or the most Jewy 
Christian, a plight made survivable by the 
fact that I was certain God did not exist, 
so the whole matter was of only theoret-
ical importance.” He chooses not to bore 
the reader with his “decades of atheism,” 
but does include a telling quote from writer 
David Foster Wallace’s commencement 
address at Kenyon College:

“There is actually no such thing as athe-
ism. There is no such thing as not worship-
ping. Everybody worships. The only choice 
we get is what to worship. And the compel-
ling reason for maybe choosing some sort of 
god or spiritual-type thing to worship — be 
it JC or Allah, be it YHWH … or some invio-
lable set of ethical principles — is that pretty 
much anything else you worship will eat you 
alive. If you worship money and things, if 
they are where you tap real meaning in life, 
then you will never have enough, never feel 
you have enough. It’s the truth. Worship 
your body and beauty and sexual allure and 
you will always feel ugly. ... Worship power, 
you will end up feeling weak and afraid, and 
you will need ever more power over oth-
ers to numb you to your own fear. Worship 
your intellect, being seen as smart, you will 
end up feeling stupid, a fraud, always on the 
verge of being found out.”

Wallace says we already know this at 
some level. He continued, “It’s been codifi ed 
as myths, proverbs, cliches, epigrams, par-
ables; the skeleton of every great story. The 
whole trick is keeping the truth up front in 
daily consciousness.”

Brooks also writes of the great stories by 
which we find meaning. For him, “if there 
are no overarching stories, then life is mean-
ingless.” He sees in his own Jewish upbring-
ing how the story of the Exodus is his story 
of liberation and becomes a “journey of spir-
itual formation.” He doesn’t describe his 
journey as a conversion but sees himself as 
“more Jewish than ever before. I was always 
and will always be culturally Jewish, but 
now I feel religiously Jewish.”

Brooks also sees in the story of Jesus a 
different approach to meaning in life, as 
expressed by Jesus forgiving his enemies 
and his teachings in the Beatitudes. In the 
latter, he writes, he fi nds something morally 
sublime and “the source of awe, the moral 
purity that takes your breath away and 
toward which everything points … the ulti-
mate road map for our lives.”

For years I have been impressed by 
Brooks’ columns and his weekly appear-
ances on the “PBS NewsHour,” but this book 
is very personal. He exposes his own vulner-
ability in ways that drew me in and became 
personal for me as well. It has the potential 
to change lives.
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Where does meaning 
for our lives come from? 

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Jim asks, “Since most people 
remain in the faith that they 
were born into and raised in, 

how much absolute signifi cance should a per-
son have in their beliefs?”

Ty Silzer, a former pastor in the Presby-
terian Church in America, responds:

“I heard a comedian who lost his faith 
refer to it like this (I paraphrase): ‘I had all 
these beliefs. They were like pieces of furni-
ture that had been placed in my apartment. I 
had to take everything out in order to decide 
what I wanted to actually have inside.’ And 
while his method was extreme (everything), 
I believe there are healthy aspects to this.

“No matter the faith you’re a part of, 
you’ve received additions: the pieces, 
whether deliberate or unintentional, that 
have been tacked onto your faith’s traditions 
over time. Bill Maher in one scene in the 
movie ‘Religulous,’ is in St. Peter’s Square, 
Vatican City. He asks a nearby priest, ‘Is this 
(pointing at everything around) what Jesus 
had in mind?’ The priest burst into laughter 
and says, ‘No, no, no …’ It is healthy to ques-
tion where pieces have come from (God or 
man?) and if they are essential (does it help 
you love more, or is it a burden?).

“So, how much absolute signifi cance? The 
word ‘science’ means ‘to know.’ And faith 
isn’t science. Once we can prove it, it’s left 
the realm of faith and entered the realm of 
knowledge. Don’t misunderstand — knowl-
edge is still great — Proverbs says this over 
and over in diff erent ways — but they are two 
separate things. The healthiest faiths (in my 
opinion) have a generous amount of ‘stretch’ 
to them, and are incredibly honest about 
what they know and don’t know and believe. 
These faiths allow for wonder and awe.”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All 
Souls Community Church of West Mich-
igan, a Unitarian Universalist Congre-
gation, responds:

“Unitarian Universalism is largely a 
denomination that is composed of people 
who were born into other faith traditions 
and at some point in their lives they leave 
that faith because they have found Unitar-
ian Universalism. Most of us come from 
other religions. The reason most of us leave 
our childhood faith is because we no longer 
believe, accept or affi  rm those teachings. As 
a faith, we question our beliefs, and, by ques-
tioning, we find deeper meaning for our-
selves. We do not believe something because 
we are told to believe it or on face value. 
There is an old UU joke that says the symbol 
of our faith should be changed to a  question 
mark.”

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

“To paraphrase Socrates, an ‘unexam-
ined faith’ is not worth having. To serve God 
merely out of habit or custom, is religious 
formalism condemned by God: ‘This peo-
ple draw near me with their mouth, and with 
their lips do honor me; but have removed 
their heart far from me, and their fear 
toward me is taught by the precept of men’ 
(Isaiah 29:13).

“If your parents taught you the fi rst prin-
ciples of the Christian faith, you should be 
very thankful. But at some point you must 
embrace these principles as your own, and 
put them to the test of experience. You must 
know what you believe and why you believe 
it, and bring forth the fruits of it in your life. 
You must transition from spiritual child-
hood to maturity in Christ. ‘Follow thou Me’ 
(John 21:22).”

The Rev. Michael Nasser, who writes 
from an Eastern Christian perspective 
and is pastor of St. Nicholas Orthodox 
Christian Church, responds:

“We believe our God created us to have the 
freedom to place absolute belief in anything 
or anyone we choose. Orthodox Christians 
believe this faith to be most completely given 
appropriately in response to what we see as 
God’s greatest manifestation, in his son, our 
Lord Jesus Christ. This is not because we 
were simply born into this faith. In fact, the 
increasing number of converts to Orthodox 
Christianity often demonstrate a dedication 
far exceeding those of us who were born into 
the faith and too often take it for granted.”

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

“We should hold whatever beliefs we 
carry with a sense of deep humility. One of 
the reasons I embraced the Hindu Dharma is 
because there is a freedom of thought that all 
devotees are allowed. While there are plenty 
of doctrines, there really isn’t any dogma. 
That is, one may decide that they can no lon-
ger believe in reincarnation, which is quite 
central to Hindu thought. But that in no 
way disallows them from maintaining their 
Hindu identity. Ideally, other Hindus should 
in no way attempt to convince anyone the 
‘right way’ to believe unless the person with 
the issue requests some sort of clarifi cation. 
I say ‘ideally,’ of course, because no religion 
is free from a few high and mighty who seem 
to know just what every other person needs. 
Thankfully, I’ve not come across such people 
too many times.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Can childhood religious 
beliefs grow with us?

Michael Brice-Saddler   Washington Post

The Vatican on Friday  announced sanc-
tions against retired West Virginia bishop 
Michael Bransfield, but stopped short of 
defrocking him, after investigating accu-
sations of sexual harassment and fi nancial 
misconduct.

The sanctions, ordered by Pope Francis 
and detailed in a letter posted to the Diocese 
of Wheeling-Charleston’s website, prohibit 
Bransfield from public ministry and from 
residing in his former West Virginia diocese. 
Bransfi eld also has “the obligation to make 
personal amends for some of the harm he 
caused,” the nature of which will be decided 
by the new bishop.

Bransfield stepped down in Septem-
ber when an aide came forward with an 
inside account detailing years of alleged 
sexual and financial misconduct, includ-
ing a claim that Bransfield sought to 
“purchase inf luence” by giving hun-
dreds of thousands in cash gifts to senior 
Catholic leaders. News of the allega-
tions rocked parishioners in Wheeling-
Charleston diocese, which Bransfield has 
led since 2005, and left other Catholics in 
the state feeling betrayed.

The Friday statement, under the letter-
head of the Apostolic Nunciature United 
States of America, said the sanctions 
were determined based on the findings of 
the investigation of “allegations of sex-
ual harassment of adults and of financial 
improprieties by Bishop Bransfi eld.”

The Washington Post previously reported 
that senior Catholic leaders in the United 
States and the Vatican had received warn-
ings about Bransfi eld as early as 2012. In let-
ters and emails, parishioners claimed that 
Bransfi eld was abusing his power and mis-

spending church money on luxuries such as 
a personal chef, a chauff eur, fi rst-class travel 
abroad and more than $1 million in renova-
tions to his residence.

Church records showed Bransfi eld spent 
more than $2.4 million in church money on 
travel, including chartered jets and luxury 
hotels. Documents also revealed Bransfi eld 
spent $182,000 in daily fresh fl ower deliv-
eries and doled out $350,000 in cash gifts 
to powerful cardinals, in addition to young 
priests who had accused him of sexual 
harassment.

The Post found that Bransfield wrote 
checks from his personal account and was 
reimbursed by the West Virginia diocese, 
which boosted his compensation in accor-
dance with the value of the gifts. Bransfi eld 
has defended his spending as bishop, pre-
viously telling The Post it was justifi ed and 
approved by fi nancial managers at the dio-
cese.

In 2012, news accounts reported that 
Bransfield was mentioned by a witness in 
a Philadelphia sexual abuse trial involv-
ing a local priest. The witness testifi ed that 
the priest on trial once told him that Brans-
fi eld had sex with a teenage boy. Bransfi eld 
issued a statement denying the claim. That 
same year, Bransfield was the subject of 
news reports when authorities in Philadel-
phia reopened an investigation of a separate 
allegation that he had fondled a teenage boy 
decades earlier while working as a teacher 
at a Catholic high school. Bransfi eld denied 
ever sexually abusing anyone. No charges 
were brought.

Bransfi eld told The Post that a Philadel-
phia archdiocese investigation into the alle-
gations cleared him of wrongdoing.
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Vatican bans retired bishop 
from public ministry

Columnist David Brooks speaks at Peachtree 
Presbyterian Church in Atlanta. His book 
“The Second Mountain: The Quest for a 
Moral Life” documents Brooks’ successes 
and failures, and how he fi nds meaning in 
life.   Michael A. Schwarz, Washington Post

West Virginia church leader accused of sexual 
harassment, fi nancial misconduct
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