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Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“Do not ill-treat a stranger 
or oppress him, for you were 
strangers in Egypt.” (Exodus 

22:20).
In a time of increasing xenophobia and 

the normalization of hate talk, we need to be 
reminded of the religious call for not only love 
of neighbor but also love of the stranger.

We are familiar with the summary of 
the law given by Jesus when he was asked 
what must we do to inherit eternal life. He 
responded, “Love God and love your neigh-
bor,” quoting the passage from the Hebrew 
Scriptures, “You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself,” (Leviticus 19:18). That same chap-
ter also deals with how to treat the stranger: 
“When a stranger lives with you in your land, 
do not mistreat him. The stranger living with 
you must be treated as one of your native-born. 
Love him as yourself, for you were strangers in 
Egypt. I am the Lord your God.” (Lev. 19:33-34)

The rabbis have counted more than 30 ref-
erences to loving the stranger in their scrip-
ture. In a recent column by Rabbi Jonathan 
Sacks, former chief rabbi in the United King-
dom, he discusses two aspects of this com-
mand. “The fi rst is the relative powerlessness 
of the stranger. He or she is not surrounded 
by family, friends, neighbors, a community of 
those ready to come to their defense. ”

The second aspect is what Sacks calls the 
“psychological vulnerability of the stranger. … 
The stranger is one who lives outside the nor-
mal securities of home and belonging. He or 
she is, or feels, alone — and, throughout the 
Torah, God is especially sensitive to the sigh of 
the oppressed, the feelings of the rejected, the 
cry of the unheard. ”

Sacks writes that in the ancient world, 
“Hatred of the foreigner is the oldest of pas-
sions, going back to tribalism and the prehis-
tory of civilization.” This is reflected in the 
story of Joseph when his brothers visit him in 
Egypt. When it came time to eat, the book of 
Genesis records, “They served him (Joseph) 
by himself, the brothers by themselves, and 
the Egyptians who ate with him by them-
selves, because Egyptians could not eat with 
Hebrews, for that is detestable to Egyptians.” 
(Gen. 43:32). 

Not only did the Torah teach that we should 
not ill-treat or oppress the stranger, but Jesus 
also tells of those who would be blessed 
because, “I was hungry and you gave me food, 
I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me. … Truly, I 
say to you, as you did it to one of the least of 
these my brethren, you did it to me.” (Matthew 
25:34-40).

The same can be found in the letter from 
the Apostle Paul to the Hebrews: “Let brotherly 
love continue. Do not neglect to show hospital-
ity to strangers, for thereby some have enter-
tained angels unawares.” (Hebrews 13:1-2). In 
addition, the letter from John says, “Beloved, 

you are acting faithfully in whatever you 
accomplish for the brethren, and especially 
when they are strangers.” (3 John 1:5).

We find similar admonishments in 
Islamic, Hindu and other religious texts. The 
Qur’an says, “Do good unto your parents, and 
near of kin, and unto orphans, and the needy, 
and the neighbor from among your own peo-
ple, and the neighbor who is a stranger” (from 
Surah 4:36). In the Hindu tradition we read, 
“Let a person never turn away a stranger from 
his house, that is the rule. Therefore a man 
should, by all means, acquire much food, 
for good people say to the stranger: ‘There is 
enough food for you’” (from Taitiriya Upani-
shad 1.11.2).

The religious traditions promote this 
approach to caring for the stranger, but also 
studies show that diversity and inclusion lead 
to more vibrant communities.

The Jewish and Christian Scriptures rec-
ognize another reason to treat everyone with 
respect, with the concept of all persons being 
created in God’s image. Rabbi Sacks writes, 
“What is revolutionary in this declaration is 
not that a human being could be in the image 
of God. That is precisely how kings of Meso-
potamian city-states and pharaohs of Egypt 
were regarded. They were seen as the rep-
resentatives, the living images, of the gods. 
That is how they derived their authority. The 
Torah’s revolution is the statement that not 
some, but all, humans share this dignity. 
Regardless of class, color, culture, or creed, 
we are all in the image and likeness of God.”

This means that all humans should be 
treated with dignity. This week is the special 
symposium in honor of one of the Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute’s founders, Richard 
Kaufman. In his doctoral dissertation, he 
said human dignity is the meta-value for 
Judaism and is derived from this feature of 
being created in God’s image.

It was also reflected in the acceptance 
speech given by Elie Wiesel when he was 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1986. He 
said, “When human lives are endangered, 
when human dignity is in jeopardy, national 
borders and sensitivities become irrelevant. 
Wherever men or women are persecuted 
because of their race, religion or political 
views, that place must — at that moment — 
become the center of the universe.”

In today’s environment, will we allow fear 
of the stranger, anti-Semitism, Islamopho-
bia and other types of hate speech, and even 
violence, to grow? Or, will we heed the les-
sons of our various faith traditions to respect 
all persons, love our neighbor and even the 
stranger? This is “that moment,” the “cen-
ter of the universe,” calling for all persons of 
goodwill to affi  rm human dignity as a meta-
value.

interfaith.gvsu/edu
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We need to love the stranger 
in a time of oppression

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Barr y ask s, “My grand-
mother, my father and two 
brothers have all experienced 

dementia as they aged. At the moment, 
I’m still working full time, but I’m realiz-
ing that at some point I will have to retire. 
My brother, P., is now living on his and his 
wife’s Social Security, which leaves them well 
below the poverty line. I’m going to send him 
$1,000 to help with holiday expenses. I know 
that a half dozen of my cousins and their 
families are planning to join them for the hol-
iday and I can’t imagine how he will aff ord 
it. I was wondering if I ought to explain how 
desperately he needs help to my cousins, who 
could easily help, but I don’t know if I have 
the right to do that.”

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

“This is a difficult situation. I think 
the ethical thing to do is to speak directly 
to your brother or his wife and to offer 
your willingness to speak to your cousins 
regarding the situation. Share with your 
brother how you would frame the con-
versation to alleviate his fears or shame. 
Going to him fi rst and directly will show 
him that you respect him. He may reject 
your offer, but at least he will know you 
were thinking of him, and perhaps in time 
he or his wife may ask for your help in hav-
ing a healthy conversation with your larger 
family.”

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

“ ‘Suppose a brother or a sister is without 
clothes and daily food. If one of you says to 
them, “Go in peace; keep warm and well 
fed,” but does nothing about their physi-
cal needs, what good is it?’ (James 2:15-16). 
God calls us to be generous and provide 
for those in need. In many other cultures, 
the family ties are so strong and their love 
for family is so real that the question of 
whether to help or not wouldn’t even need 
to be asked. 

“You have done the right thing by help-
ing your brother and his wife, and your 
family should do the same. By doing this, 
you will be blessed because God tells 
us that it is more blessed to give than to 
receive. By doing this you will also be put-
ting your religion into practice. (1 Timothy 
5).”

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

“The Apostle Paul teaches that the relief 
of those who find themselves in straight-
ened circumstances falls fi rst of all on their 

families and kinsfolk. ‘If any widow have 
children or nephews, let them learn fi rst to 
show piety at home, and to requite their par-
ents, for that is good and acceptable before 
God’ (I Timothy 5:1). Those who have no fam-
ily to help are to be taken under the care of 
the church.

“You are right to help your brother, for 
your parents’ sake and his; and it is right to 
remind your cousins of their duty to help. 
It may well be that they have no real under-
standing of your brother’s plight. Junior 
family members often are blind to the 
emerging needs of their seniors as they suc-
cumb to age and decay. They see them as 
they once were, and not as they are.”

The Rev. Kevin Niehoff , a Dominican 
priest who serves as adjutant judicial 
vicar, Catholic Diocese of Grand Rapids, 
responds:

“This question brings to my mind the 
philosophical principle of Ockham’s razor. 
Ockham was a medieval Franciscan priest 
who developed a philosophical method of 
choosing simplicity to resolve issues rather 
than complicated procedures.

“If one were to tell the cousins of his 
brothers plight, might the brother in need 
consider this disdainful behavior? In other 
words, do you have the right to share your 
brother’s information with anyone?

“What I would suggest is simply stat-
ing to your cousins, ‘I know my brother is 
going through a fi nancially hard time and I 
am sending him money to assist in hosting 
this holiday celebration. Might you consider 
doing the same?’ ”

My response:
I suspect that you are afraid that your 

brother might be either ashamed or too 
proud to take assistance from the larger 
family. However, given that they are com-
ing to him for the holiday and that you 
need to be mindful of your impending 
retirement (and reduction of income), I 
suggest that you share the information in 
confidence with a selection of your cous-
ins, those whom you know will keep the 
information in confidence, to see if they 
are willing to funnel their help through you 
as their emissary. Jewish tradition believes 
that giving without being recognized as the 
giver is a high level of charity. P. will have 
the dignity of thinking that you alone are 
helping and that he is providing Pesah for 
his family without having to know that 
the people around his table are supporting 
him.

Ethics and Religion Talk is seeking one or two 
liberal-leaning Protestant panelists. Inter-
ested clergy, please contact me at Ethicsan-
dReligionTalk@gmail.com.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

How to encourage others to 
help cash-strapped relative

Marisa Iati   Washington Post

He was a 24-year-old sem-
inarian from a blue-collar 
family. She was an idealis-
tic 19-year-old psychology 
student. He wanted to teach. 
She wanted to be a mission-
ary. They hung out at a bar 
at Mount St. Mary’s College 
to drink draft beer and eat 
soft pretzels.

When Theresa Engel-
hardt became pregnant with 
their son 15 years later, she 
ended her relationship with 
the Rev. Robert Dreisbach 
for the seventh — or was 
it the eighth? — and final 
time.

During the years that fol-
lowed, the Catholic Diocese 
of Allentown in Pennsylva-
nia offered her child sup-
port payments, she said, in 
exchange for her silence and 
a promise that neither she 
nor her son, John, would 
contact Dreisbach.

Now 62, Engelhardt said 
she has a diff erent perspec-
tive on her relationship 
with Dreisbach than she 
did as a love-struck student. 
Although she realizes that 
she was an adult who made 
her own decisions in the 
relationship, she says Dreis-
bach emotionally abused 
her by pressuring her to stay 
silent about their relation-
ship to protect his career. 
And Engelhardt feels even 
more abused by the church, 
which she said treated her as 
unworthy when she became 
pregnant.

“ The priest can keep 
going; the woman has some 
explaining to do,” she said.

The Diocese of Allentown 
declined to comment for 
this story.  Several eff orts to 
reach Dreisbach for an inter-
view were unsuccessful.

As the church is once 
again embroiled in sex-
ual abuse scandals, some 
women who years ago were 
r o m a n t i c a l l y  i nvo l ve d 
with priests and the chil-
dren born of those relation-
ships are reflecting anew 
on whether they also suf-
fered abuses of power from 
the priests, the institutional 
church or both. 

Canon law, the church’s 
legal system, is silent on the 
issue of priests becoming 
fathers. The Vatican con-
fi rmed a report by The New 
York Times in February that 
it has guidelines for how 
to proceed when a priest 
becomes a father, but the 
details remain unknown. 

Some men voluntarily 
leave the priesthood, but 
others try to keep their chil-
dren and their relationships 
with the mothers a secret.

This is what Engelhardt 
said happened to her.

When Engelhardt told 
Dreisbach about her preg-
nancy, she said he told her 

she could have an abor-
tion or relinquish the child 
for adoption. She said she 
refused. 

She recalled that then-
Bishop Thomas Welsh, who 
died in 2009, told her she 
was a sinner who was bring-
ing shame to her family. He 
off ered to help her move out 
of the area, she said. She 
asked the diocese to provide 
her with a psychologist or a 
social worker to help her fi g-
ure out what to do, she said, 
but the diocese declined. 
She was asked to sign a con-

fi dentiality agreement.
Her story became public 

when, instead of signing the 
agreement with the diocese, 
Engelhardt sued for, and 
later won, child support in 
state court. 

Welsh removed Dreis-
bach from ministry after 
Engelha rdt spoke pub -
licly, the diocese said, and 
began the process to defrock 
him. Since then, Dreisbach 
worked in various jobs and is 
married to another woman.

Engelhardt’s son is now a 
father himself. John Dreis-

bach, 28, lives near Buff alo, 
with his wife and two chil-
dren. He said he has fought 
depression, which he attri-
butes in part to his compli-
cated relationship with his 
father.

He said he feels that the 
church’s sexual abuse cri-
sis and its handling of 
priests having children are 
two sides of the same coin. 
The church has reacted to 
both problems by trying to 
preserve its power, rather 
than consider the needs of 
parishioners, he said. 
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