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Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Linda B. asks, “How do reli-
gious institutions show them-
selves to be open to folks with 

disabilities both visible and not visible?”

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

“Presbyterian and Reformed churches 
are learning ways to accommodate worship-
ers with ‘visible’ disabilities. As for ‘invisi-
ble’ disabilities, we have a lot more to learn. 
The training of most ministers involves only 
a dash of psychology at most, so our leaders 
are ‘blind leaders of the blind’ in matters of 
personality disorders, autism, learning dis-
abilities, etc. I suspect that some medical 
professionals are just as blind to the religious 
needs and spiritual problems of the people 
they treat. It would help all concerned to 
lay aside professional blinders and begin to 
communicate and cooperate. It would also 
be good if those with such disabilities would 
be brave enough to tell others about the 
challenges they face. Knowledge and under-
standing, linked with love and compassion, 
will go far to making all our churches into 
places of sanctuary and safety for ‘all sorts 
and conditions of men.’”

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

“I think that most of the visible ways 
are self evident. Of course, in building new 
houses of worship these days it is virtually 
impossible not to cater to those with phys-
ical challenges. And many older buildings 
have been retrofi tted. Besides being easily 
accessed by most handicapped people we 
have installed a wheelchair in the vestibule 
for the use of anyone who may need it.

“As to the ‘invisible,’ I think much of that 
has to do with outreach. Are members going 
out of their way to invite people who might 
be challenged in one way or another? Also, 
congregations could look at how they treat 
those with mental disabilities.”

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

“Recently I was on vacation in the United 
Arab Emirates. The friend I was visiting 
lives near the facility that assists individuals 
you describe. I really like the fact these peo-
ple are not called ‘disabled’ … but ‘People of 
Determination!’

“Regardless of whether one is a person of 
determination or not, all human beings are 
created in the image and likeness of God. As 
such, they are deserving of respect. When 
religious institutions openly treat everyone 
with respect, it matters not if they are people 
of determination visibly or not visibly, they 
demonstrate that they are loving Christian 
communities of faith.”

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

“Religious institutions need to con-
stantly work at removing barriers that 
would prevent any person from fully par-
ticipating in religious community. Start-
ing with the language we use, it should be 
both educational for those who are new to 
the conversation and inclusive for those 
navigating disabilities. We are located in a 
building that is fully accessible and off ers a 
hearing loop. We ask upfront on our website 
for people to not use perfumes when com-
ing to service. We off er pipe cleaners as fi d-
get toys to help folks who may have sen-
sory issues. We have set up an intercom so 
if people need to leave the sanctuary they 
can still participate by listening to the ser-
vice away from the loud music if that has 
become too much for them. And we remain 
open and fl exible to continuing to learn so 
we can improve and implement new ways 
of creating a welcoming environment for 
all people.”

My response:
Physical disabilities are relatively easy 

to accommodate in the sense that all it 
takes, at the most, is money — buying large 
print or Braille books, printing special 
announcements, modifying the physical 
plant, hiring a sign language interpreter. It 
is helpful to note these accommodations on 
the institution’s website and in other pub-
lications.

Non-physical disabilities, or physi-
cal disabilities that manifest in ways that 
might be characterized as disruptive to the 
decorum of a service or to a community, are 
more difficult to address. When children 
make some noise, most people understand. 
When adults with special needs make 
noise, fewer people tolerate the interrup-
tion. Breast feeding is not a disability, so 
why do so many congregations invite such 
mothers to sit in a special room at the back 
of the sanctuary? And how do we address 
adults with a mental illness who occasion-
ally behave in disruptive ways that make 
others in the congregation uncomfortable 
or even unsafe? 

These situations require continuous 
education, teaching all members of the 
congregation texts that speak about our 
responsibility to love one’s neighbor, to 
support each other, and that we are all cre-
ated in the image of God.

In an era of church, synagogue, temple, 
and mosque shootings, people want to feel 
safe. If a person poses a proven danger, a 
congregation is justifi ed in taking steps to 
protect itself. As a last resort, it is possible 
that openness and inclusion has limits. But 
a congregation should make every eff ort to 
accommodate each person who wants to be 
a part of its religious community.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

How do communities of faith 
include people with disabilities?

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

Can religion actually con-
tribute to unethical behavior?

This is the theme of the 
book by Rabbi Dr. Donniel Hartman, “Put-
ting God Second: How to Save Religion 
from Itself.” It explores the provocative 
theme of how religion can be the source of 
violence and other unethical acts. Hart-
man is the president of the Shalom Hart-
man Institute in Jerusalem and frequent 
speaker at our dialogues in Grand Rapids. 
He returned last month for the symposium 
in honor of one of our founders, Richard 
Kaufman. Our interfaith book group, which 
is open to the public, will begin discussion 
of Hartman’s book on June 18.

“The human religious desire to live in 
relationship with God often distracts reli-
gions’ adherents from their traditions’ 
core moral truths,” Hartman writes. “We 
have seen religion arise as a central force 
in world politics and frequent instigator 
of global confl ict. … The failure of religion 
to produce individuals and societies that 
champion the values advocated in them is 
both puzzling and deeply unsettling. Even 
more troubling is that often religious faith 
itself is the catalyst that emboldens indi-
viduals and governments to murder, maim, 
harm and control others in the service of 
‘their’ God.”

Hartman identifi es two features of how 
religious devotion can lead to unethical 
behavior. The first he calls “God Intoxi-
cation.” This happens when in our desire 
to experience God fully we fail to see the 
needs of others and our ethical responsibil-
ities to them.

The three religious traditions all look 
back to Abraham as the father of their faith 
traditions. Abraham is chosen by God “so 
that he will direct his children and his 
household after him to keep the way of the 
Lord by doing what is right and just.” (Gen-
esis 18:19) This was 500 years before Moses 
received the law and more than 2,000 years 
before Christianity and Islam. The ethical 
principle is recognized by God and pre-
cedes religious law, ritual and doctrine.

Hartman tells the story of a Hasidic mas-
ter who was walking along a cobbled street 
in Eastern Europe and hears the cry of a 
baby. 

He sees it is coming from his student’s 
house, so he rushes in and sees his student 
enraptured in prayer. 

The rabbi walks over to the baby, takes 
her into his arms, sits down and rocks her 
to sleep. When the student emerges from 
his prayers, he is shocked and embarrassed 
to fi nd his master in his house, holding his 
baby.

“Master” he says, “what are you doing? 
Why are you here?” The Master responds: “I 
was walking in the street when I heard cry-
ing, so I followed it and found her alone.” 
The student says, “I was so engrossed in my 
prayers that I did not hear her,” to which the 
Master replies, “My dear student, if praying 
makes you deaf to the cries of a child, there 
is something wrong with your prayers.”

God Intoxication can blind us to the 
needs of all of humanity.

The second feature in religion that Hart-
man identifies as potentially leading to 
unethical acts, he calls “God Manipula-
tion.” 

This is when religion is “manipulated in 
a way that quiets the voices of moral con-
science, draping self-interest in a cloak of 
pious devotion and stripping those defi ned 
as ‘other’ of moral status.” 

In the fi rst case of God intoxication, we 
ignore the needs of others, while in the 
case of God manipulation our self-interest 
and self-confi dence lead us to do evil in the 
name of God.

The history of religious violence is the 
history of thinking that my religion, my 
tribe, possesses absolute truth and that I 
can act with complete confi dence that I am 
right and all others are wrong. 

It leads to the thinking that those who do
not believe as I do, or worship as I do, must
not know the God that I know. If my reli-
gion is what makes me fully human, then
someone of a diff erent religion must not be
fully human. And, if the “other” is less than
human, then I have the right to persecute
them even to the point of killing.

This was the logic behind the Inquisition
and the religious wars between Protestants
and Catholics in the 16th and 17th centu-
ries, which led to the deaths of over 10 mil-
lion people. It is what led to the Holocaust
and other acts of genocide. It is part of the
desensitizing of soldiers to let them see the
enemy as less than human and thus permis-
sible to kill.

Hartman says that humility is the anti-
dote for God manipulation. Who are we to
say what God’s ultimate plan is? Who are we
to act in ways that are morally wrong just
because we think we know what God wants? 

He stresses the moral basis for all religion.
Noah and Abraham were judged to do what
was right and just, long before there were
religious rituals and doctrines or even the
law and scripture. 

When the great rabbi Hillel was asked
to summarize the Torah, he did not quote
scripture or the law, but appealed to a basic
moral principle: “What is hateful to you, do
not do to others.” This “Golden Rule” is at the
base of all religious practice and is a power-
ful constraint on the temptation to manip-
ulate our own self-interest by claiming it is
God’s command.

If you want a scriptural passage that
makes the same point, you can’t go wrong
with what the Hebrew prophet Micah said:
“He has shown you, O mortal, what is good.
And what does the Lord require of you? Only
to do justice and love mercy and walk hum-
bly before God.” (Micah 6:8) 

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Religion can prevent us 
from doing what is ethical

   Associated Press

China held five-day Confucian culture 
immersion courses for religious leaders in 
the sage’s hometown as part of a campaign 
to extend government control over faith 
communities through a process of siniciza-
tion.

The ruling Communist Party’s United 
Work Front Department said in a news 
release that the activity was designed to 
ensure the primacy of traditional Chinese 
values above all.

“To hold activities here ... is a collective 
tribute to excellent traditional Chinese cul-
ture and a conscious identification and 
integration with Chinese culture,” said the 
release, posted on the department’s website 
May 27.

Participants pledged to “cultivate the 
Chinese cultural character of our nation’s 
religions so that our nation’s religions are 
rooted in the fertile soil of excellent tradi-
tional Chinese culture, and to ceaselessly 
and deeply advance the Sinicization of our 
nation’s religions,” it said.

President Xi Jinping has launched the 
harshest crackdown in decades on religious 
practices, especially those viewed as for-
eign, such as Christianity and Islam, while 
at the same time elevating home-grown 
Confucianism.

While for decades the officially atheis-
tic Communist Party attacked Confucius 
as a symbol of feudalism, he has been thor-
oughly rehabilitated in recent years as a 
means of rallying patriotism and counter-
ing foreign infl uences.

Confucianism’s emphasis on strict social 
organization, advancement through study 
and exam taking, adherence to hierar-

chy and maintenance of social harmony 
appeals especially to the heavily bureau-
cratic party, which brooks no challenge to 
its authority.

Xi has repeatedly called for religious 
leaders and believers to be guided by 
“socialist core values.” 

Party bureaucrats overseeing religion 
have demanded that key religious tenets 
and texts such as the Bible and Quran 
be interpreted “in conformity with the 
demands of modern Chinese development 
and excellent traditional Chinese culture.”

That’s been accompanied with a cam-
paign of removing crosses and bulldozing 
many churches, destroying mosques and 
locking an estimated 1 million Chinese 
Muslims in camps where they are forced 
to renounce Islam and their cultural tradi-
tions.

Despite international condemnation, 
China claims it upholds freedom of religion 
and is seeking only to ensure regulations 
are followed while discouraging religious 
extremism and violence.

Those participating at the launch of the 
fi ve-day course included the president of the 
Chinese Taoist Association, vice president 
of the Chinese Islamic Association, chair-
man of the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Asso-
ciation and president of the Chinese Chris-
tian Association.

Confucius was believed to have been 
born in the 6th century B.C. in the eastern 
town of Qufu. He is credited with author-
ing or editing key texts of statesmanship 
and social order, particularly the Analects 
that contain his key aphorisms and teach-
ings. 

BEIJING

China deploys Confucius in 
bid to boost religion controls

“Putting God Second” is a book by Rabbi 
Donniel Hartman.   Submitted by Douglas 
Kindschi

IF YOU GO

What: Interfaith Book Discussion

When: 3-4:30 p.m., alternate Tuesdays, begin-
ning June 18

Where: 3001 Seidman Center, GVSU, 50 Front 
Ave. SW, Grand Rapids

Information and parking pass: Interfaith-
Understanding.org

Self-Realization
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