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D2    T H U RS DAY, M A RC H  2 8, 20 1 9    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“Miserere Mei, Deus:” Have 
mercy on me, O God.  

Each year during the Chris-
tian season of Lent, the Grand 
Rapids Choir of Men & Boys 

presents a concert of readings and songs 
appropriate to the season.  This week’s con-
cert at the Cathedral of St. Andrew today 
and Friday includes a favorite piece of mine, 
the “Miserere Mei, Deus” by Gregorio Alle-
gri. The Miserere is based on the Latin text 
of Psalm 51 — which begins, “Have mercy on 
me, O God” — and was commissioned at the 
request of Pope Urban VII in the 1600s.  

While it is often sung in Latin, in this 
year’s concert it is sung in English transla-
tion. It reminds me of not only the personal 
need for mercy but also of our corporate 
need for mercy in our time.  During times of 
confl ict, fear, and even hatred, we need the 
prayer: “Make me a clean heart, O God; and 
renew a right spirit within me.”

Mercy is a theme shared by nearly all the 
world’s religions. It is the recognition that we 
cannot, on our own, live up to what it means 
to be authentically human. It is the recog-
nition that we do not always love our neigh-
bor as ourselves, or love God with our whole 
heart, soul, strength and mind. It not only 
appears in the Psalm text shared by both 
Jewish and Christian scriptures, but is also 
refl ected in the Qur’an, where nearly every 
chapter begins with “In the Name of Allah, 
the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful.”

As we look at our world and even our own 
country, mercy, graciousness, respect and 
love seem to be in short supply. We build 
walls around ourselves that prevent our see-
ing the humanity of others. Politics divide 
not only our country, but also families and 
friends. Captured by our individual echo 
chambers, we have lost the ability to under-
stand, let alone love our neighbor. “Have 
mercy, O God.”

Fear of the “other” because of their reli-
gion, skin color, what they wear, or how they 
pray, has led to discrimination and violence.  
Recent shootings at the Tree of Life Syna-
gogue in Pittsburgh and two mosques in 
Christchurch, New Zealand, show us again 
the sin of anti-Semitism and Islamophobia.  
“Have mercy, O God.”

New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ard-
ern, in addressing the New Zealand Parlia-
ment concerning the mass shootings at the 
Al Noor mosque and the Linwood Islamic 
Center, demonstrated the kind of multicul-
tural integrity that reflects the culture of 
that country.  

Cynthia G. Lindner, University of Chicago 
Divinity School faculty member and direc-
tor of ministry, described the prime minister 
in the e-publication “Sightings” as follows: 
“Ardern spoke in three languages during 
her address, moving between the Arabic of 
the Muslim community and the two ‘offi-
cial’ languages of her country — the English 
of everyday commerce, and the Maori lan-
guage of New Zealand’s indigenous peoples. 
The prime minister evoked the values of her 
nation … in that Maori dialect: aroha (love, 

hospitality, mutual respect) and manaaki-
tanga (‘the power of the word,’ reminding 
hosts to be expressive and fl uent in wel-
coming guests).” 

While Ardern’s words were powerful, it 
also is important to note what she with-
held and would not say. She described the 
28-year-old killer as an Australian citi-
zen who will be fully prosecuted and “will 
face the full force of the law in New Zea-
land. … He sought many things from his 
act of terror, but one was notoriety. And 
that is why you will never hear me men-
tion his name. He is a terrorist. He is a 
criminal. He is an extremist. But he will, 
when I speak, be nameless. And to others 
I implore you: Speak the names of those 
who were lost, rather than the name of the 
man who took them. He may have sought 
notoriety, but we in New Zealand will give 
him nothing. Not even his name.”

Linder continues by describing “a 
media-saturated moment that suffers 
from a surfeit of ‘free speech’ — wherein 
‘free’ has come to mean hapless, heedless, 
and regardless of harm — it is a cause for 
pause when we are asked, implored, not to 
speak something. Choosing not to say —
that is, choosing silence — runs counter 
to our impulse, in such a fractured polit-
ical landscape, to project our identities 
and claims, proclaiming who and what 
we stand for (and against). … But Ardern 
is not asking us to keep silent out of fear, 
shame or marginalization; rather, she 
points out that by refusing to speak the 
name of Friday’s attacker, we resist giving 
notoriety and prominence to evil’s perpe-
trator. Silence, in this case, is not resigna-
tion or capitulation: Silence is freedom 
from coercion. … Silence is power.” 

As noted, the Maori language term 
“manaakitanga” includes the “power of 
word,” but sometimes we also need the 
“power of silence.” In our religious tra-
ditions we know the power of words, but 
when words are used to disparage others, 
especially minorities and those whom we 
see as strangers, we need to know how to 
refrain from speaking. 

As we face division in our own land — 
division which leads to hatred, and hatred 
which sometimes leads to violence — we 
need to remember the Psalm of repen-
tance that cries out for mercy. We need to 
know when to remain silent and when to 
cry for mercy. “Miserere Mei, Deus:” Have 
mercy, O God. 
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Words have power, and 
so, sometimes, does silence

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

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

“How do your faiths view communications 
with deceased loved ones? Is this not encour-
aged or not even possible?”

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

“If a grieving person finds comfort in 
talking to someone who has passed away, 
then I would highly encourage those con-
versations to continue. Losing someone has 
caused enough pain and suffering — why 
would a faith want to add to that suff ering? 

“I remember when I first felt my call 
to ministry, I had a lengthy conversation 
with my Aunt Ruth (who was deceased). I 
was overwhelmed and afraid about all the 
changes entering seminary would bring to 
my happy little life. I spoke my fears aloud 
and directed them specifi cally to her. When 
I was done talking, I felt a sense of clarity and 
fully committed to my calling. I felt better, 
and I felt loved and supported; even though 
she was not physically there, I sensed, per-
haps by my memory of Ruth, her presence. 
My logical mind knows she was not there, 
but my heart tells me she is still very much 
present in my life.”

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

“Scriptures say that after death the soul 
resides in a subtle realm, often referred 
to as ‘the astral,’ for a time. How long the 
soul is there before reincarnating (assum-
ing it will need to do so) varies. Many Hin-
dus do believe that the departed can be con-
tacted by sensitive individuals. Sometimes 
we dream of lost family and friends. While 
often we can chalk this up to mere wish ful-
fi llment, it might be possible that this som-
nambulant connection is a communique of 
some sort not to be dismissed out of hand.

“But many of the great teachers in our 
tradition caution against paying too much 
attention to this at the expense of cultivating 
our spiritual growth. Part of that develop-
ment is concerned with emotionally detach-
ing from losses. To be clear, this does not 
mean that grieving the loss of loved ones is 
to be ignored. But sometime we must surren-
der to this human condition.

“A couple years ago, I found myself in 
the company of someone whom others had 
claimed was a very good medium. It was not 
something I’d normally go out of my way to 
seek, but since we were in the same place, I 

thought, what the heck? So I asked him if he
sensed my departed brother. For the next 20
minutes we sat as he relayed ‘answers’ from
my brother to me. I could not fi nd one single
thing this guy said to resemble my brother in
any way. It sounded like he recited a prepared
script that he’d use for every encounter.”

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

“Roman Catholics profess the Nicaean
Creed each Sunday, reciting the words ‘I
believe in the communion of saints.’ This
refers to all the souls who have gone before
us marked with the sign of faith, including
deceased loved ones. Communication with
deceased loved ones is not only encouraged,
but also regularly practiced when we recite
what we believe.

“Prayer is a powerful tool and is used in
communication with deceased loved ones.
My father died in 2003, and my mother
died in 2011. I have never felt closer to them.
I truly believe what the church teaches
regarding the communion of saints and
specifically regular communication with
deceased loved ones.”

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

“The account of King Saul’s great sin in
consulting the Witch of Endor (I Samuel
28:6-20) suggests that communication with
the dead is possible; although the woman
seems to have been surprised, even terrifi ed,
by her success in ‘bringing up’ the prophet
Samuel from the dead. God’s law forbids all
attempts to communicate with the dead, and
banishes all who practice the ‘dark arts’ from
the fellowship of his church (Deuteronomy
18:9-14). 

“Though we may long for it, Christians
have no need of communication with the
dead. God’s word provides abundant com-
fort for all who are bereaved, and direction
for all who want to know his will. ‘Thy word,
O Lord, is a lamp unto my feet, and a light
unto my path’ (Psalm 119:105).”

My response:
The Biblical story of Saul raising the ghost

of Samuel is an illustration of the prohibi-
tion against consulting mediums. It does not
preclude speaking to those who predecease
us. In fact, there is a Jewish tradition that a
person who has done wrong to another who
dies before they have a chance to apologize
should go to the cemetery and speak words
of repentance over their grave.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Do you believe speaking 
with the dead is wrong?

Michelle Boorstein   Washington Post

A rare, leaked report about a papal election 
revealed great uncertainty in the 2013 picking 
of Pope Francis, with a huge number of car-
dinals getting votes — and, for the fi rst time, 
top spots for an American and a Canadian.

A piece published Friday by America, a 
Catholic news site, gives what experts say is 
unprecedented public detail about a conclave 
— the normally top-secret event in which car-
dinals select popes. Participants take an oath 
not to share what goes on inside the rounds 
of voting, and some papal experts said Friday 
they feared the detailed leak could corrupt 
the entire process going forward.

Francis’s election followed Pope Benedict’s 
historic, surprise resignation and came amid 
turmoil about dysfunction in the Vatican 
bureaucracy and a perceived lack of an inspir-
ing spiritual leader at the helm of the world’s 
largest church. The votes revealed in the story 
represent for the fi rst time the dramatic shift 
away from Europe and toward the Americas 
as a center of Catholicism.

Almost all top vote-getters for centuries 
have been Europeans, said America’s Vat-
ican reporter, Gerard O’Connell, who wrote 
the piece titled “Inside the election of Pope 
Francis.” But, in 2013, the top four were one 
Italian (Angelo Scola), one from South Amer-
ica — Jorge Bergoglio, or Pope Francis, from 
Argentina — Canadian Marc Ouellet and 
Sean O’Malley, the archbishop of Boston, the 
article reports.

Often, the final vote tallies get out years 
after conclaves, but several papal experts said 
this was the most detailed leak they’d seen.

O’Connell’s story, which excerpts his 
upcoming book on the conclave, focuses on 
the first round of Francis’s election. Con-
claves require a two-thirds vote and usually 
take several rounds to get there. This conclave 
had fi ve rounds. In the fi rst round, of the 115 

cardinal-electors, 23 names got votes — one-
fi fth of the total number of cardinals voting. 
One of the 23 was a misspelling of Bergoglio, 
America reported.

Scola got 30, Bergoglio 26 (or 27 with the 
proper spelling), Ouellet 22 and O’Malley 10.
These were the highest votes ever in a con-
clave for North Americans, experts said.

The piece, which covers only the first
round, describes that vote as tone-setting 
— surprising cardinals with the low num-
ber for the European Scola and making clear
Bergoglio was very much in the running.

Experts off ered diff erent views of what the
votes meant.

Some said it showed the cardinals were 
strongly driven by a desire for geographical
diversity, as the church has been shrinking
for years in Europe. Others said Bergoglio’s 
rise, and a strong showing for O’Malley,
showed voters’ attraction to clerics known for 
their focus on the poor, immigrants, social
questions and a simple lifestyle — compared
with those known for their theological focus
and correctness and clarity. Benedict is a tow-
ering theologian considered more on the con-
servative side, as are Scola and Ouellet, and
all were people with many years as Vatican 
insiders. 

In 2013 “there was so much concern over the 
managerial disarray in the Vatican, in the last
years of Benedict XVI. There was a widespread 
sense: ‘We need someone from outside this 
milieu to come from outside and clean this all 
up,’”  said papal biographer George Weigel.

Kathleen Sprows Cummings, an historian 
who runs a center for the study of U.S. Cathol-
icism at the University of Notre Dame, said 
she was shocked O’Malley got so many votes. 

“If reporters would ask (in 2013): ‘Could an
American be pope?’ I’d laugh. But now I’m not 
sure about that,” she said. 

CATHOLICISM

An American pope? It could 
have happened in 2013

IF YOU GO

Grand Rapids Choir of Men 
and Boys Lenten Concert 

When: 7:00 p.m. today and Friday

Where: Cathedral of St. Andrew, 215 Sheldon 
Blvd. SE, Grand Rapids

The Grand 
Rapids 
Choir of 
Men and 
Boys will 
perform 
their 
Lenten 
Concert 
today and 
Friday at 
the Cathe-
dral of St. 
Andrew 
in Grand 
Rapids.   
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