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D2    T H U RS DAY, M A RC H  7, 20 1 9    T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS            

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

A person collapses on the 
floor of a busy store. What 
would you do?

Most of us think we would respond and 
provide help. But psychologists have stud-
ied this, seeking to understand why in many 
cases people do not respond the way we 
imagine they would. There is a well-docu-
mented case in a West Virginia Target store 
where a 61-year old pharmacist collapsed and 
shoppers just walked around him. Some even 
stepped over him without helping. Finally, 
an emergency room nurse, assisted by an off -
duty paramedic, did stop to help and get him 
to a hospital, where he later died. 

In the social psychology literature, it is 
called the “bystander effect,” and exper-
iments have shown how it is related to 
whether other people are present. Some fas-
cinating controlled experiments have shown 
that people are less responsive to situations 
where someone is in need when there are 
others around, than when one is the only per-
son available to help. 

A famous experiment called the “Lady in 
Distress” illustrates this phenomenon.  In 
what is purported to be a marketing survey, 
the subject is in a small room with a woman 
who is administering the survey. She leaves 
to get something in the next room, when the 
subject hears a loud crash and the woman 
crying, “Oh my God, my foot. … I can’t move!” 
and then moans and cries for another min-
ute. The study is set up so some of the sub-
jects are in the room alone, while for another 
group of subjects there is another person in 
the room, an actor who is part of the study 
and instructed to ignore the cry for help.  

The difference was remarkable. For 
the subjects who were alone, 70 percent 
responded to the cry for help, while in the 
case where the actor was in the room who 
didn’t react, only 7 percent responded. This 
experiment has been repeated in many dif-
ferent scenarios with similar results. 

Many explanations are off ered about this 
dramatic diff erence in response. Some call 
it the “embarrassment factor.” People don’t 
want to embarrass themselves when others 
are not responding. Others describe a “dif-
fusion of responsibility,” where one assumes 
others are responsible and they do not help, 
so it lessens my responsibility as well. The 
larger the nonresponsive group, the more 
one’s moral disengagement occurs.  

Experiments in understanding moral 
behavior have increased significantly in 
recent years and are the subject of a book by 
Christian Miller, “The Character Gap: How 
Good Are We?” Miller is a philosophy profes-
sor at Wake Forest University and the direc-
tor of a multimillion-dollar eff ort called “The 
Character Project.” In his book, he examines 
hundreds of studies of human behavior in 
such areas as lying, cheating and helping or 
harming behavior. The picture emerging is 
that we are a mixed bag of virtues and vices, 
with most people having a gap in how they 
perceive themselves compared to how they 
actually behave.    

Miller will be our main speaker at this 
year’s Grand Dialogue in Science and Reli-
gion on March 16. His topic, “The Character 
Gap and How We Can Become Better,” will 
explore the studies in moral psychology, as 
well as refl ect on ways we can bridge the gap 
and live lives more consistent with our aspi-
ration to be moral and virtuous.

What does it mean to be moral? What are 
the virtues we should cultivate and what are 
the vices we should avoid? What are the char-
acteristics of true character? Does religion 
help us to live a moral life?

Miller describes how most of us “tend to 
think of ourselves, our friends and our fam-
ilies as good people.  We may not be saints, 
but we are not morally corrupt either. We are 
honest, kind, trustworthy and reasonably 
virtuous people.”  His review of the studies 
shows that this self-image is mistaken. In 
carefully controlled experiments, as well as 
in real-life situations, the results are often 
quite diff erent from what we think our basic 
response would be. We have some serious 
character fl aws that “we do not even recog-
nize … as they often fl y below our conscious 
radar screen.”

He is not suggesting that we are evil, but 
a mixed bag, and in certain situations we do 
not respond, in fact, the way we imagine we 
would. 

“Our hearts are not morally pure, but they 
are not morally corrupt either,” he writes. 
“Rather, they are a messy blend of good and 
evil.” Miller also suggests that we do have the 
capacity to do tremendous good, and that 
there are ways to develop the virtues and 
even “bridge the character gap.”

Since the positive psychology movement 
began to study characteristics such as grat-
itude, hope and integrity, we have learned 
much about the positive results of these vir-
tues. Studies report that these characteristics 
lead to better health, higher work satisfaction 
and performance, as well as decreased anxi-
ety. This, of course, raises the complication 
of whether pursuing these virtues primarily 
for the benefi ts is just another form of selfi sh-
ness. Or are these auxiliary byproducts but 
not necessarily the primary motivation?

Miller would argue that we are learning 
that the mixture of good and bad in most 
people is more complicated than we think 
and calls for a better understanding of how, 
in fact, people behave in certain situations. 

In his book, he also discusses strategies 
for closing this character gap, including the 
ways in which religion can contribute.  He 
will also include this in his presentation 
March 16. We hope you will join us. 
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A question submitted to 
a n i nter fa it h p a nel  on 
approaches to hospice care: 

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

This week, I’ll share the Christian 
responses.

Father Michael Nasser, who writes from 
an Eastern Christian perspective and is 
pastor of St. Nicholas Orthodox Chris-
tian Church, responds:

“Orthodox Christians do not believe that 
God controls this life, but that in his love 
for us, he gives us the freedom to make our 
choices, even if these choices infinitely 
impact those around us. That being said, we 
also believe in his providence: that every-
thing that he allows to happen can be used 
to bring us closer to his kingdom. For this 
reason, we should fully accept the realities 
of our life — birth, death and everything in 
between — and fi nd in them the providence 
of God and not realities to be avoided. We 
believe that death is no longer the ultimate 
end of life, as it was before Jesus conquered 
death in his death and resurrection. For 
those who follow the way of salvation, their 
earthly death is not the tragic end of life, but 
is instead their birth into the fullness of his 
kingdom.”

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

“Fear of death and dying is natural to 
human beings. We were created to live and 
not die. God’s word everywhere urges us to 
choose life, not death, as Moses does in Deu-
teronomy 30:19: ‘I have set before you life 
and death, blessing and cursing: therefore 
choose life, that thou and thy seed may live.’ 
Death entered the world by sin (Romans 
5:12). Death is ‘the last enemy’  that Christ 
will destroy when he comes again (I Corin-
thians 15:26). But without faith in Christ and 
his promises, our instinct for life is perverted 
into an enslaving fear of death, by which 
Satan holds us captive to his will (Hebrews 
2:15). 

“When Christ delivered us from all the 
tyranny of the devil, He transformed death 
from a punishment into an act of libera-
tion. ‘Why must we also die? Answer: Our 
death is not a satisfaction for our sins, but 
only an abolishing of sin, and a passage 
into eternal life’ (Heidelberg Catechism, Q. 
42). For the Christian, ‘death is gain’ (Phi-
lippians 1:21). Knowing that our times are 
in God’s hand (Psalm 31:15), we go on living 

by faith, walking in love, and we die in 
the hope of glory. ‘Whether we live there-
fore, or die, we are the Lord’s’ (Romans 
14:8).”

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

“If one defi nes ‘control’ as ‘to exercise 
restraining or directing infl uence over as 
to regulate’ and ‘to have power over as in 
to rule,’ then I have a grave problem with 
the premise of this question, because I do 
not agree that God controls both birth and 
death.

“‘God entrusts to every creature 
the functions it is capable of perform-
ing, according to the capacities of its 
own nature’ (Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, p. 460). Natural death comes as 
the fulfi llment of good stewardship of the 
earth. Human beings do not have a pre-
determined time for either birth or death. 
St. Thomas Aquinas teaches the soul is 
infused in the body shortly after concep-
tion, and the Church teaches that when 
the body dies the soul leaves and lives for-
ever. The soul is the part of the human 
being that is created in the image and like-
ness of God. I believe the stigma around 
dying is a human creation and has noth-
ing to do with God but has everything to 
do with death seen as failure. On the other 
hand, I often refer to death as birth into 
eternal life.”

The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head pastor of 
Conklin Reformed Church, responds:

“As a pastor, I talk to a lot of people who 
are near death, and it’s amazing to me 
the difference that knowing God makes 
about the way they see death. Yes, God 
controls birth and death, and those who 
know God accept it and trust God. Acts 
17:26-27 tells us: ‘From one man he made 
every nation of humanity to live all over 
the earth, fixing the seasons of the year 
and the national boundaries within 
which they live, so that they might look 
for God, somehow reach for him, and 
fi nd him.’ Those who have done this have 
peace and even joy as they face death. 
Those who have rejected God have a hard 
time accepting death, and put a nega-
tive stigma on dying. In Jesus, God has 
opened the way for us to be saved from the 
fear of death and fi nal condemnation. It is 
now up to us to accept this gift.”

The Jewish, Hindu, Muslim and Unitar-
ian responses will appear next week.
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Rainbow stickers worn with Sunday best 
make Sue Halsey and her wife feel a bit more 
welcome.

Going to church wasn’t always like that.
The couple traded vows in their Kalkaska 

front yard with 125 friends and family mem-
bers in 2017 — two years after Michigan lifted 
the ban on same-sex marriages. The couple 
moved north year-round soon after, said 
66-year-old Halsey, who hesitated to share 
the name of the partner she began dating 20 
years ago.

They struggled to find a church where 
they felt comfortable and safe.

Then they walked in Central United Meth-
odist Church’s doors in Traverse City. Halsey 
and her wife knew it was a place they could 
belong.

“They are open to all folks,” Halsey said. 
“It gives me a community to be involved in.”

Clergy’s eff orts to reach out individually to 
Halsey and her wife meant a lot to the couple. 
Being inclusive and open to everyone who 
comes to worship is a church staple, said Pas-
tor Dale Ostema.

“Most of our gay neighbors do not feel wel-
comed in churches,” Ostema said. “We go 
out of our way to let them know this is a safe 
place and you are welcome here.”

A vote to continue a gay marriage ban 
from the national United Methodist Church 
— which oversees and guides all churches of 
the denomination — will not change that.

Delegates from the country’s second larg-
est Protestant denomination stuck to the 
rules after considering allowing same-sex 
marriages and LGBTQ clergy at a conference 
Feb. 26 in St. Louis, Missouri. 

Local church officials hoped to see the 
bans lifted.

“This is really a blow to both those who 
have been coming and have found a home 
at Central as well as it is to the larger LGBTQ 
community in Traverse City and in our 
nation,” Ostema said.

Sunday’s paper bulletins welcome peo-
ple of different orientations. Ostema said 
appointing gay people to leadership posi-
tions, committees and helping with worship 
in other ways are continued priorities. 

Leaders from other Methodist churches 
threatened to split from the denomination 
following the vote. Ostema does not expect to 
see that happen in Traverse City.

The Cass Street church has no LGBTQ 
clergy, nor does it conduct same-sex mar-
riages on site — some pastors have performed 
same-sex marriages outside the church. 

TRAVERSE CITY

Church welcomes LGBTQ 
worshipers despite vote

IF YOU GO

Grand Dialogue Conference

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

When: March 16

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

More information and free registration: 
interfaithunderstanding.org

“For those who follow the way of 
salvation, their earthly death is not the 
tragic end of life, but is instead their 
birth into the fullness of his kingdom.”
Father Michael Nasser, pastor of St. Nicholas Orthodox Christian Church

Christian Miller is author of 
“The Character Gap: How 
Good Are We?” and is a pro-
fessor of philosophy at Wake 
Forest University.
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