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D2    T H U RS DAY, M A RC H  14, 20 1 9    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Why is it that for some peo-
ple, religion leads to violence, 
while for others it leads to love?

Can science help us understand the dif-
ference?

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, former chief rabbi 
of Great Britain, addressed this in his book, 
“Not in God’s Name: Confronting Religious 
Violence.” For Sacks, the problem doesn’t 
come from religion but from human tribal-
ism, and he points to the science of evolution 
for understanding. We evolve by the passing 
of DNA from parents to children, but we sur-
vive in groups that are in competition with 
other groups. Our group identity begins with 
family and kin groups and then tribes. 

As our communities grow into cities and 
nations, religion often provides the narra-
tive for larger group identity. Religions thus 
become the identifying “markers” that rep-
resent these groups that are often in com-
petition and confl ict with other groups. It is 
not the religion or the theology, but the very 
nature of human groups that can lead to 
tribal competition and confl ict.  

While religious narrative and history 
record some of this conflict, they also call 
for us to strive to do good, to love our neigh-
bor and to seek a better way of life. Through 
role models, commandments and examples, 
they urge us to be more virtuous in charac-
ter.  

Recent Interfaith Insights have looked at 
the question of “The Character Gap: How 
Good Are We?” That is the title of a book by 
Professor Christian Miller, our Grand Dia-
logue speaker this Saturday. In the last sec-
tion of his book, he examines various strat-
egies for dealing with the character gap and 
ways we might improve our character. The 
last chapter addresses the issue of “Improv-
ing our Characters with Divine Assistance.” 

Miller cites various scientific studies 
that seem to support the positive connec-
tion between religious practice and positive 
behavior.   

Sociologists report domestic violence 
is 60 percent higher among males who do 
not attend church, compared to those who 
attend at least once per week. Similar results 
are reported regarding violence committed 
by women. Another study “linked religious 
attendance with reductions in the rate of 
forty-three diff erent crimes.”  

Religious participation is also correlated 
with educational success in high school, 
and is related to higher parental education 
expectations, successful degree comple-
tion and even “advanced math course cred-
its.” Miller reports on a study using church 
attendance and the link to staying on track 
in educational pursuits, “and this link was 
especially pronounced in neighborhoods 
with high poverty rates.”

His chapter also discusses relationships 
between religious participation and self-
reported life satisfaction, reduced stress and 
personal happiness. Charity is also highly 
correlated with religious practice, and not 
only just to religious causes but to other 

causes as well. For example, “religious peo-
ple were far more likely to donate blood 
than secularists … and to express empathy 
for less fortunate people.”

While Miller refers to the “literally hun-
dreds of studies that make similar con-
nections,” he is careful to point out that 
such correlation results do not necessar-
ily equal causation. He writes, “We do not 
know what is causing what — perhaps it is 
the people who already are low on criminal 
behavior, high on making donations, low 
on health problems, and so forth who grav-
itate toward religion.” 

He does give his own opinion, however: 
“I would be shocked if religious practices 
didn’t have some causal impact on these 
behaviors. And the other direction too — 
I would be shocked if the behaviors didn’t 
impact the religious practices as well. I see 
the causal arrow going both directions.”

Miller also addresses the issue of 
the harm caused by religious believers 
throughout history as well as in some com-
munities today. He asks pointedly, “How 
has religion helped to shape the charac-
ters of ISIS members for the better? How 
did it improve the moral character during 
the Inquisition, the Crusades or the Salem 
witch trials?”

He states that Christians today have to 
“acknowledge this sad fact” that is also true 
for every other world religion. 

“They all have shameful moments in 
their histories. But when it comes to com-
mitting atrocities, secular worldviews do 
not seem to have any better track record.” 

Miller reviews the 45 million killed by 
Mao and the 20 million by Stalin, both 
atheist regimes, and concludes that athe-
ists should join religious believers in con-
demning all forms of violence against 
humanity. 

Miller will be discussing these ideas Sat-
urday in his keynote presentation, “How 
Good Are We? The Character Gap and How 
We Can Become Better.” In the afternoon, 
there will be breakout sessions led by peo-
ple from area universities and colleges. 
There is no charge for attending this event. 
We hope to see you there. 

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Can religion really help us 
become better people?

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

A question submitted to 
a n inter fa it h pa nel on 
approaches to hospice care: 

“If we all agree that God controls both birth 
and death, why do we not accept his deci-
sion at that time? We seem to put a large/
negative stigma on dying.”

Last week, I shared the Christian 
responses. This week, I’m sharing the 
Jewish, Hindu, Islamic, and Unitarian 
responses.

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

“Unitarian Universalists have been 
very vocal and active supporters in the 
death with dignity movement. First Uni-
tarian Church in Portland, Oregon, has 
long been a leader for this cause. In 1988, 
our denomination passed a resolution 
advocating for the right to self-determina-
tion in dying. We are strong believers and 
advocates for a patient’s right of choice 
and autonomy in making medical deci-
sions. We strongly support both a wom-
en’s right to choose and a patient’s right to 
die with dignity.”

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

“God is the creator of things. No doubt 
he controls birth and death. The end of 
life is the fi rst hurdle to be removed to be 
back to our original eternal residence. It 
is a clear commandment that every living 
(being) must taste death in this world. It 
is a matter of perception to put a large 
negative stigma on dying. I will be placed 
under an umbrella of faith to be with God 
eternally. To him we belong, and to him 
is return.”

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

“Let’s begin by saying that not all of us 
agree with the premise. Hinduism encour-
ages devotees to abandon the notion of God 
as ‘The Great Chess Master’ who (seem-
ingly) arbitrarily decides that it’s time for 
this or that person, though they may be 
only hours old, to move to another plane. 
But I will agree that death is part of the 
natural process of life that was initiated 
by God. Here we can look to the Bhagavad 
Gita (Chapter IX), where it states, ‘Death 
am I! Immortal life I am!’ And in Chapter 
II, ‘Life cannot slay, Life is not slain!’ We 
see here that the actual process of death is 
a part of divinity, as is immortality.  More-
over, what we think of as death is merely a 

transition.
“But having said all that, it still is very

painful to see a loved one take that journey.
We cannot use these quotes to hold life with
any less value.  It’s all about maintaining
balance. I find that the quest to maintain
someone on life support regardless of the
quality of life they might experience to err
on one side, while haphazardly taking inno-
cent life the other extreme.”

My response:
Judaism places conception, birth, life

and death in the hands of God. At the same
time, God gives human beings the respon-
sibility of properly protecting and nur-
turing life, and making decisions about
medical care at critical moments (which
includes decisions about protecting the life
or health of a pregnant woman by aborting
a pregnancy).

But Jews, no less than any other reli-
gious or secular segment of our society,
have been infl uenced by a culture that has
a problem facing illness and death, illus-
trated by the language we use. We talk
about the war against cancer. We fight
against disease. Our obituaries commonly
describe death as losing a battle. In tradi-
tional Western medicine, the role of a doc-
tor is to fi ght the disease. When the patient
survives, the doctor wins. When the patient
dies, the doctor has failed. This kind of lan-
guage is not useful. It doesn’t lead us to
constructively engage with the fact that we
are mortal. We might postpone the inevita-
ble for a few months, years, or decades, but
no creature in the history of planet Earth
has yet defeated death.

I suggest that we think of ourselves as
living with cancer or an illness, rather than
fi ghting against it. That means that med-
ical decisions ought to be values-based
decisions, not just decisions based on the
bio-chemical functioning of the human
body. It means that we choose a treatment
regimen based on how we want to live
rather than a fear or avoidance of death.

If we treated aging, illness and death as
a process rather than a battle, it would dra-
matically change the way we live our lives,
especially when nearing the end. The prac-
tice of medicine is changing to refl ect this
truth. Palliative medicine believes in treat-
ing the patient according to his or her val-
ues. It means trying to fi nd a cure for the
illness as aggressively as the patient wants,
for as long as the course of treatment is rea-
sonable. It means managing the pain and
choosing treatment so that the patient has
the quality of life that he seeks. The Jewish
approach embraces our autonomy to seek
medical care to lengthen our lives and an
acceptance that death is an inevitable end
of every human life.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

How should we make 
end-of-life decisions?

Ilan Ben Zion   Associated Press

J E R U S A L E M  —  I s r a e l i 
police closed the entrances 
to Jerusalem’s most sensitive 
holy site after Palestinian 
suspects threw a firebomb 
at a police station Tuesday. 
The rare move drew angry 
reactions across the Muslim 
world.

T here were no i nju-
ries reported from the fire-
bombing. But police quickly 
deployed across the hilltop 
compound, scuffling with 

Palestinians in the area, as 
they searched for the assail-
ants. At least three sus-
pects were arrested, and 
police were seen wrestling a 
woman to the ground.

The incident f ur t her 
heightened tensions at the 
site, which is revered by Jews 
as the Temple Mount and by 
Muslims as the Noble Sanc-
tuary. The spot, home to the 
Al-Aqsa Mosque and gold-
topped Dome of the Rock, is 

a frequent fl ashpoint of vio-
lence.

The site was re-opened
to worshipers Wednesday
morning.

After the incident, Israeli
police sealed off entrances
to the compound. Police
also restricted entrance to
the Old City, home to Jeru-
salem’s most important reli-
gious sites, allowing only
residents to pass through
certain entrances to the
Muslim and Christian quar-
ters. Other entrances to the
Old City remained open.

Firas Dibs, spokesman
for the Waqf, the Jordanian-
appointed Islamic body that
administers the site, said
police had cleared nearly all
worshippers from the com-
pound Tuesday. 

Several dozen worship-
pers gathered just out-
side t he compound for
impromptu prayers as Israeli
police stood watch.

Police confirmed three
arrests, while Dibs said six
people had been arrested
and 10 others injured in scuf-
fl es with police.

Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas denounced
the “dangerous Israeli esca-
lation” and warned of “seri-
ous repercussions.” 

Firebomb sparks unrest at 
sensitive Jerusalem holy site

IF YOU GO

Grand Dialogue Conference

What: “The Character Gap and How We Can 
Become Better”

When: 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. Saturday

Where: Loosemore Auditorium, DeVos Center, 
Grand Valley State University Pew Campus, 
401 W. Fulton St., Grand Rapids

More information and free registration: 
interfaithunderstanding.org

“Medical decisions ought to be values-based decisions.”
Rabbi David Krishef

Palestinians 
pray outside 
Jerusalem’s 
Old City on 
Tuesday as 
Israeli bor-
der police 
block the 
entrances to 
the Al-Aqsa 
compound 
after Pal-
estinians 
threw a 
fi rebomb 
at a police 
station.    AP
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