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Kelly James Clark   senior research fellow, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

I still remember the fi rst time I met Nicho-
las Wolterstorff  in 1980. Already, at age 48, he 
looked and was distinguished. He looks more 
distinguished now, for sure, with his shock 
of hair whitened and his visage wizened by 
wisdom and age and suff ering. At the time, 
he was professor of philosophy at Calvin Col-
lege; he later became Noah Porter Professor 
of Philosophical Theology at Yale University. 
He earned his position at Yale by his immense 
learning, countless books (that he wrote, not 
read) and excellent teaching.

He earned his Ph.D. at Harvard in 1956, the 
year I was born. After Harvard, he taught at 
Yale and England’s Cambridge University; he 
returned to Yale in 1989 when, as I like to say, 
I replaced him at Calvin. But no one could or 
would replace him. I knew that already, the 
fi rst time I met him in 1980, when I was in the 
fi rst year of my Ph.D. program at the Univer-
sity of Notre Dame.

Professor Wolterstorff had come to give 
a talk at Notre Dame and I joined him at a 
reception after. I was eager, too eager, to meet 
him. A little scared, honestly. He already was 
one of the greatest philosophers of religion 
of the 20th century and, with Alvin Plant-
inga and William Alston, had developed an 
entirely new and exciting defense of the ratio-
nality of religious belief. I had read every one 
of his books and articles. I was a newbie grad-
uate student and I was going to meet the mas-
ter.

It’s usually better not to meet one’s idols. 
I remember when a world-famous professor 
arrived at my house around midnight for a 
party — just as all of the other guests were 
leaving. He had long, unkempt hair and it 
looked like he had used his white T-shirt as 
a napkin. When my wife saw this unkempt 
and extremely late professor at our door, she 
turned to me and said, “Kelly, you’d better 
come to the door and take care of this home-
less person.”

This professor stayed on into the night long 
after all of the other guests had left, drinking 
our whiskey and glancing up from checking 
his cellphone every 37 seconds. We seemed to 
be distractions. He was famous all right but 
didn’t make me feel, well, special. I preferred 
meeting this professor in his impeccable writ-
ings, not in his peccable trousers.

Professor Wolterstorff’s work is both 
wide-ranging and wise, including the most 
complicated defenses of abstract philo-
sophical issues and sensitive discussions 
of the relationship of love and justice. His 
most widely read book, “Lament for a Son,” 
is a poignant and intensely personal refl ec-
tion on the untimely death of his 25-year-old 
son, Eric, in a mountain climbing accident. 
In “Lament,” Professor Wolterstorff  bares his 
soul, like few philosophers before him, as he 
grieves for his son and wrestles with God. If 
you haven’t read this book already, run out 
and buy it and read it. You will be immensely 
rewarded for a modest expense of time.

Maybe experiencing suffering enlarged 
Professor Wolterstorff ’s expansive sympathy 
for suff erers. His concern for love and justice 
has never been merely academic. When he 
heard the cries of the oppressed, he walked 
alongside them and worked with them for 
peace, most notably in apartheid South Africa 
and bitterly divided Israel-Palestine.

Years later, I played soccer on teams with 
Professor Wolterstorff ’s son, Chris. Chris was 
faster than most of us and in better shape. In 
our old farts league, that makes him a lot bet-
ter! Unlike many former high school or col-
lege soccer players who still thought them-
selves great, Chris was the consummate team 
player.  

Being part of a team is foreign to con-
temporary academic philosophers. Maybe 
every academic discipline is individualistic 
and competitive. I don’t know. But philoso-
phy sure is. Arguments, the stock and trade 
of philosophers, are war: We shoot down 
arguments, defend our positions and attack 
weak points.  Makes a young philosopher con-
stantly wonder/fear if he or she really counts.

Professor Wolterstorff is a Christian phi-
losopher — Christian modifi es both the con-
tent of his character and his research. As a 
follower of Jesus, he is compassionate and 
generous and on the side of the poor and the 
dispossessed. He seeks the flourishing of 
everyone in God’s radically inclusive and just 
kingdom.

So I should not have been surprised that 
when I met him, he was kind and solicitous. 
But I was. And I should not have been sur-
prised when he enthused about my ideas 
and writings and encouraged their publica-
tion. But I was. And I should not have been 
surprised when, years later, he would walk 
alongside me through my own suff ering and 
grief. But I was. Nicholas is a surprisingly con-
sistent Christian philosopher who makes you 
feel like you count, like you are on his team, 
and he is on yours. I like being on Nicholas’ 
team.

Wolterstorff ’s latest book, “In This World of 
Wonders,” is, as the subtitle states, a “Memoir 
of a Life of Learning.” Join us for conversation 
with him June 3.
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B. asks, “Is it wrong of me 
to call out a friend who has 
been cheating on his wife, 

who is also my dear friend? I am very angry 
about his behavior, which he does not seem 
to regret, but others tell me it is none of my 
business.”

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

“I have often had deep appreciation 
for my best friend for calling me back to 
my best self and asking me to think about 
my behavior and how that may be aff ect-
ing others. I think a true and good friend 
has earned that right and responsibility. 
The key is to put your anger and judgment 
aside and speak to your friend who may 
have lost his way.”

The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head pas-
tor of Conklin Reformed Church, 
responds:

“In all my relationships, I seek to con-
duct myself to a higher plane of loy-
alty, dignity and discipline. I believe this 
would compel me to honor such a friend 
by confronting him with the truth, no 
matter how ugly that truth may be. Even 
if he chooses not to end his aff air, you’ve 
done the right thing. The fact that you 
are angry about his behavior tells me you 
have a responsibility — out of your love 
for him — to confront him with his lack 
of loyalty toward his wife. If he is your 
friend, then it is your business. That’s 
what I would expect from a good friend!”

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

“Your friend is in violation of one of the 
commandments, and you know this. Both 
this friend and his wife are people import-
ant to you. I wonder if your question refers 
to a public acknowledgment or a private 
discussion?

“I posit you not only have the right 
but also the obligation to confront your 
friend, privately! You are not obligated 
to tell anyone else, including his wife, 
even though she is also your friend. Fur-
ther, you are not obligated to tell anyone 
that you mentioned this to the off ending 
party.

“If I were in your shoes, I would tell him 
privately that I am aware of his relation-
ship with this other person and that I can-
not approve of what he is doing because 
of the spiritual harm it is doing to him, 

to me, to the other person, to his wife and 
to others. I do so fully ready to lose a friend-
ship, knowing that secrets are harder to live 
with than truth.”

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

“Two aspects of your question disturb me. 
First, you say you are very angry, and that is 
dangerous. ‘The wrath of man worketh not 
the righteousness of God’ (James 1:20). You 
must put off  your anger, and get to a place 
where you can speak and act in love, with 
compassion. Second, you have been very 
foolish to consult with others before you say 
what may need to be said to your friend and 
his wife.

“You would have a better chance of ‘gain-
ing your brother’ had you obeyed Christ’s 
directive, ‘Go and tell him his fault between 
thee and him alone’ (Matthew 18:15). If you 
value both friendships involved, you should 
fi nd the right time and place to speak with 
the errant husband. For the sake of one 
friend, you must deal honestly and faithfully 
with the other. If your anger gets the bet-
ter of you, and you choose to make a scene, 
you may lose both friendships. It may help 
to remember that you, too, are vulnerable 
to sexual temptations, and you depend on 
God’s grace to resist them (Galatians 6:1).”

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

“I’m sorry you’re in this predicament. But 
this is no diff erent from any other circum-
stance when we fi nd that our values are dif-
ferent from friends or family. It’s even more 
challenging when you know and care for 
the object of his betrayal. So yes, this is your 
business. While I wouldn’t go so far as to 
insert myself into the situation by inform-
ing his wife, it would be a noble effort on 
your part to confront him. It sounds like this 
aff air is not much of a secret within your cir-
cle. If there was solidarity amongst you all 
on this issue, it’s possible he would rethink 
his behavior if he felt that he might lose sig-
nifi cant friendships over this. But from how 
I read your letter, it appears that this is not 
the case. Regardless, a conversation needs 
to happen.”

My response:
Leviticus 10:17 teaches, “You shall not 

hate your kinsfolk in your heart. Reprove 
your kinsman but incur no guilt because of 
him.” Set aside your anger and tell him, with 
love, directly what you are concerned about. 
Don’t let your feelings fester any longer, lest 
they turn into hatred.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Set aside your anger before 
confronting friend about aff air

IF YOU GO

What: “Conversation with Nicholas 
Wolterstorff ”

When: 7 p.m. June 3

Where: Grand Valley State University’s Eber-
hard Center, 301 W. Fulton St., Grand Rapids

Registration: Free at InterfaithUnderstanding.org

Nicholas 
Wolterstorff  
is a Christian 
philoso-
pher whose 
many books 
include the 
memoir “In 
This World 
of Wonders.”   
Submitted 
by Douglas 
Kindschi

“Set aside your anger and tell him, with love, directly 
what you are concerned about. Don’t let your feelings 
fester any longer, lest they turn into hatred.”
Rabbi David Krishef
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