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D2    T H U RS DAY, M A RC H  2 1 , 20 1 9    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Can we have “holy envy” of 
aspects of a religion diff erent 
from our own?

This is the theme of the just-released book 
by Barbara Brown Taylor, “Holy Envy: Find-
ing God in the Faith of Others.” Taylor, an 
Episcopal priest and retired professor of reli-
gion at Piedmont College in Georgia, tells 
the story of her own faith journey as she fully 
realized that “all religions are not alike.”

“Their followers see the world in very dis-
tinct ways,” Taylor writes. “Their under-
standing of the human condition proceeds 
from diff erent assumptions, leading them to 
propose diff erent remedies.”  Yet, she adds, 
“I found things to envy in all of the tradi-
tions.”  She then asks, “Could my faith be 
improved by the faith of others?” 

She describes her book as being “about 
how my envy of other traditions turned into 
holy envy, off ering me the chance to be born 
again within my own tradition.” 

She traces the term “holy envy” to biblical 
scholar Krister Stendahl, who was on the fac-
ulty and served as dean of Harvard Divinity 
School. He then returned to his home in Swe-
den and was elected as bishop of Stockholm. 
Stendahl proposed three rules for interfaith 
understanding: 

1. When trying to understand another reli-
gion, you should ask the adherents of that 
religion and not its enemies.

2. Don’t compare your best to their worst.

3. Leave room for holy envy.

He explained that holy envy is being will-
ing to recognize elements in the other reli-
gious tradition or faith that you admire and 
wish could, in some way, be refl ected in your 
own religious tradition or faith. 

In my own experience of traveling for two-
and-a-half weeks to Turkey with a professor 
of Islamic studies, I experienced some holy 
envy. As I observed the Muslim practice of 
praying fi ve times a day and learned more 
about the practice of fasting from dawn to 
dusk for the whole month of Ramadan, I was 
envious of the discipline practiced in this 
tradition. I realized that my Christian prac-
tice has often become sloppy by comparison. 
I was envious of the discipline and measur-
able goals in this tradition. 

As Stendahl practiced his own interfaith 
rules while dealing with minority religious 
traditions in Sweden, he concluded, “In the 
eyes of God, we are all minorities. That’s a 
rude awakening for many Christians, who 
have never come to grips with the pluralism 
of the world.”

Taylor writes about her students coming 
to grips with pluralism and embracing it, but 
with little help from their elders. She writes, 
“No preacher has suggested to them that 
today’s Good Samaritan might be a Good 
Muslim or a Good Humanist. No confi rma-
tion class teacher has taught them that the 
Golden Rule includes honoring the neigh-
bor’s religion as they would have the neigh-
bor honor theirs.”

She also writes about the attitude of some 
who approach religion as wanting to “play on 
the winning team, the wish to secure divine 

favoritism.” 
Our desire to understand and experi-

ence God is not a contest where we have 
to see ourselves as the winners and the 
others as losers. Even in sports competi-
tion, one can learn from the other team 
and become better. This gets to Stendahl’s 
second rule, “Don’t compare your best 
to their worst.”  Taylor suggests, “Com-
pare your best to their best, so that each 
becomes better in its own distinct way.”

For nearly everyone who has become 
deeply involved with learning about and 
learning with others of a diff erent faith, 
the experience has deepened one’s own 
faith. If our only interaction is with peo-
ple who believe as we do, we can stay at 
a shallow level.  Engaging beliefs differ-
ent from one’s own pushes us to think 
more deeply about our beliefs. Taylor also 
urges us to “engage those who are diff er-
ent without feeling compelled to defeat 
or destroy them. This requires skills. It 
also requires spiritual and psychologi-
cal maturity, which makes it a work in 
progress for humans of any age.” 

Taylor also warns against the “race to 
the lowest common denominator.” We 
are not trying to say that all religions are 
the same, because doing such prevents 
us “from exploring the diff erences in any 
meaningful way.” In our interfaith eff orts 
here in West Michigan, we have warned 
against “thin dialogue,” where we water 
down our faith so we will all agree. We 
learn from “thick dialogue,” where we 
bring the thickness of our faith to the 
table, but in a way that respects the thick-
ness of the other’s faith.  

Taylor shares the insight of British 
theologian John Hick, who has called for 
a “Copernican revolution in theology.” 
Before Copernicus, we believed that the 
Earth was the center of the universe. Now, 
we understand that we are one of a num-
ber of planets circling the sun that is the 
center. In Hick’s Copernican revolution in 
theology, “God assumes the prime place at 
the center and Christianity joins the orbits 
of the great religions circling around.”

We act with humility and do not 
assume that we have absolute truth. As 
Taylor puts it, “Absolute truth moves to 
the center of the system, leaving people of 
good faith with meaningful perceptions 
of that truth from their own orbits. This 
does not require anyone to give up the 
claim to uniqueness. It only requires the 
acceptance of unique neighbors, who con-
cur that the brightness they see at the cen-
ter of everything exceeds their ability to 
possess it.” 

Can each of us affi  rm our own insights 
while staying open to the insights of oth-
ers? Can we even be open to a little holy 
envy?
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Engaging with others, 
leading to ‘holy envy’

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Jim A. writes: “While sitting 
in church this week I pon-
dered the thought, what does 

it mean to live a Christian lifestyle, as my wife 
and I consider we do? My following thought 
was how would this be diff erent from living a 
Jewish lifestyle, a Muslim lifestyle, a Hindu 
lifestyle? My fi rst thought is that we are more 
similar than different as we try to live our 
faith lifestyles.”

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

“I certainly agree that those of us who 
are influenced by some form of transcen-
dence do share the same values in most 
instances. We all strive for a compassionate 
life, refraining from doing harm to others 
and seeking to improve the lives of those in 
unfortunate circumstances. 

“But there are some significant dif-
ferences as well. For instance, one who 
embraces a Christian lifestyle might con-
sider it important to share the Gospel with 
the non-Christian. Those in some other tra-
ditions (including Hinduism) would not 
make any attempts to persuade someone to 
join their religion. To some, dietary choices 
are important. So while a good Christian 
need not be concerned with the origin of 
today’s hamburger at lunch, a Muslim or Jew 
would require that the animal was slaugh-
tered in particular ways, and a Hindu would 
refrain from all beef whatsoever. While all 
religions encourage the virtue of modesty, 
how that is actually put into practice diff ers 
from faith to faith. People (mostly women) 
who are accepted at their own houses of wor-
ship would be barred entry from others due 
to diff erent standards of acceptable dress.

“But I wholly accept the basic tenet of 
your question. There is clearly more that 
binds us than separates us.”

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

“There is danger in defining the ‘Chris-
tian lifestyle’ by comparing Christians with 
Jews, Muslims or Hindus. On those terms, 
you can only discuss external customs, such 
as dress, diet, ritual, etc. Christ teaches that 
such externals have little or no bearing on 
what we are at heart, and where we stand 
with God. Christianity is fi rst of all a matter 
of  what we believe in our hearts, and how it 
comes to expression in our lives.

“‘Not every one that saith unto me, Lord, 
Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; 
but he that doeth the will of my Father’ (Mat-
thew 7:21). ‘If any man will come after me, 
let him deny himself, and take up his cross, 

and follow me’ (Matthew 16:24). These are 
Christ’s own terms of discipleship. We follow 
Christ by walking as he walked: trusting in 
God as our father, hating sin and doing God’s 
will from the heart, loving and serving oth-
ers in God’s name, ‘that so we may testify, 
by the whole of our conduct, our gratitude 
to God for his blessings, and that he may 
be praised by us’ (Heidelberg Catechism, Q. 
86).”

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

“The most important way to live a Uni-
tarian Universalist life is to affi  rm and pro-
mote the inherent worth and dignity of 
every person. Some say this is equal to the 
Golden Rule to do unto others as you would 
have them do unto you, or the same as Jesus’ 
second commandment to love your neigh-
bor as yourself. This is not complicated, but 
at times it can challenge us to dig deep for 
strength from within.

“To practice this in real life means to be 
on the side of the refugee, the immigrant, 
the impoverished, those without housing, 
those with mental illness, those who are 
addicted and the oppressed. It often calls us 
to speak against those in power and those 
with wealth. In these times, it may even call 
us to speak against the leaders who divide 
the people rather than inspire a nation.”

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

“Humans are creation of God. He has 
made us into various tribes and nations only 
to know each other. Therefore, we should not 
divide religion of God into various denomi-
national lifestyles. Most important is to do 
God’s work wherever we are. A lay person 
devotes much time to the material world. 
Lifestyle has nothing to do with religion; 
however, some features may be apparent in 
devotees of religion. A person off ering ser-
vices to the cause of faith in a holy envi-
ronment is being mindful of God most of 
the time. Almighty God declares that most 
beloved and honored to me are those who 
are righteous and God-fearing.”

My response:
To live a Jewish life is to be engaged in 

doing mitzvot, God’s commandments, rang-
ing from prayer to dietary laws to Sabbath 
observance to supporting other people (and 
more). For traditional Jews, at least, our life-
style marks us apart from those of other 
faiths.
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How do lifestyles diff er 
among various faiths?

Michelle Boorstein and Sarah Pulliam Bailey   Washington Post

West Virginia Attorney General Patrick 
Morrisey on Wednesday sued the Catholic 
diocese of Wheeling-Charleston and its for-
mer bishop, Michael Bransfield, charging 
that they “knowingly employed pedophiles 
and failed to conduct adequate background 
checks” for people working in Catholic 
schools and camps, a Morrisey news release 
says.

The lawsuit, the latest dramatic civil 
action against the American church in the 
past year, alleges violations of the state’s con-
sumer protection laws. It accuses the diocese 
of advertising safe environments for children 
while, at the same time, the complaint says, 
choosing “to cover up and conceal arguably 
criminal behavior of child sexual abuse.”

The lawsuit is seeking a permanent court 
order “blocking the diocese from continua-
tion of any such conduct.”

Some experts on child abuse said the move 
was precedent-setting.

“This is the most that we’ve seen so far in 
terms of prosecution, in terms of someone in 
the higher levels of the hierarchy. This is the 
fi rst time we’ve seen a comprehensive claim 
against a whole diocese and a bishop,” said 
Marci Hamilton, a law scholar and head of 
CHILD USA, a nonprofit focused on child 
abuse.

Calls to the Wheeling-Charleston diocese 
and the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops 
were not immediately returned Wednesday.

While Catholic offi  cials and leaders have 
conceded that the church failed in the past, 
some see the recent criticism as unfair for an 
institution that has invested many millions 
in child protection eff orts. One church offi  -
cial Wednesday who declined to be named so 
as to not appear to be defending past behav-
ior, called the new suit a “publicity stunt,” 
noting that the abuse alleged was decades 
ago and that policies have changed signifi -
cantly.

Civil authorities in the United States in 
the past year have initiated several actions 
against the Catholic Church on sex abuse. 
The church is the largest single faith group 
in the country and for decades, survivors and 
their advocates say, was shielded by insuffi  -
ciently critical law enforcement, prosecutors 
and the media.

Last summer, Pennsylvania Attorney Gen-
eral Josh Shapiro released an extensive grand 
jury report describing abuse and cover-ups 
across the state in past decades. Last fall,  the 
Justice Department opened an investigation 
into alleged sexual abuse of children by Cath-
olic clergy across the state of Pennsylvania.

Advocates for the abused have cheered 
what they see as a late entry of top civil offi  -
cials, as other countries, including Australia, 
Germany and Canada, have run nationwide 
probes into clergy sex abuse and cover-ups. 
Many Catholic leaders have been apologetic 
and said they were cooperating with needed 
investigations; others have painted the push 
as anti-Catholic and unfairly targeting one 
community on the societal problem of child 
sexual abuse.

The news comes a week after Baltimore 
Archbishop William Lori barred Bransfi eld 
from any priestly duties. Lori was appointed 
by Pope Francis last fall to investigate alle-
gations, including that Bransfield sexually 
harassed adults.

Last week, Lori said his preliminary inves-
tigation, which involved fi ve lay experts, was 
being forwarded to the Vatican for a final 
judgment. That probe was looking into alle-
gations of sexual harassment of adults and 
fi nancial improprieties.

The time span covered by the complaint 
was not immediately clear, but some behav-
ior it references dates back decades ago and 
one instance as recently as 2013. It lists a 
series of diocesan employees it alleges had 
problems that were ignored by the church. 
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State attorney general sues 
Catholic diocese, bishop

Barbara Brown Taylor is 
the author of “Holy Envy: 
Finding God in the Faith 
of Others.”
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