
Grand Rapids Press - 05/02/2019 Page : B05

Copyright © 2019 The Grand Rapids Press 05/02/2019
May 6, 2019 3:44 pm (GMT +4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 67% from original to fit letter page
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 Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“So God created human-
kind in his own image, in 
the image of God he created 

them; male and female he created them.” 
Genesis 1:27.

The Hebrew and Christian Scrip-
tures tell the story of creation with this 
affi  rmation of humans created in God’s 
image. But just what does it mean to be 
created in God’s image? Scholars would 
agree that it doesn’t mean that God has 
a human image. God doesn’t look like 
an old man with long white beard. Most 
interpretations would involve the char-
acteristics humans have that are not 
apparent in other creatures. Features 
like reason, creativity, free will, respon-
sibility, morality or even language, are 
characteristics of humans that reflect 
aspects of God’s nature. Being created 
in God’s image is also understood as the 
basis of human dignity. It gives rise to 
certain inalienable rights.

In last week’s Insight, I wrote about 
one of our founders, Richard Kaufman, 
and the doctoral dissertation that he 
was getting ready to defend prior to his 
death. His position was that human dig-
nity is the meta-ethic for Reform Juda-
ism and should be the basis for a more 
open approach to conversion to Juda-
ism.

Among the various religions, the 
topic of conversion is approached in 
many diff erent ways. In Islam, the word 
“Muslim” means one who submits to 
the will of God, regardless of his/her 
race, nationality or ethnic background. 
Hence, any person who is ready to sub-
mit to the will of God can become a 
Muslim by affirming the Testimony 
of Faith, or Shahada, by saying, “I tes-
tify that there is no god but God and 
Muhammad is the messenger of God.” 
Of course, after making such a declara-
tion, the convert is expected to follow 
the other teachings and practices of the 
faith.

For Judaism, conversion has a mixed 
history as well as some current contro-
versy.

The Book of Ruth in the Hebrew 
Scriptures tells the story of this Moabite 
woman whose Israelite husband dies. 
Rather than returning to her own peo-
ple, she tells her mother-in-law, Naomi, 
“Wherever you go I will go, and wher-
ever you stay I will stay. Your people 
will be my people and your God my 
God.” (Ruth 1:16) Ruth goes on to marry 
another Israelite, Boaz, and becomes 
the great-grandmother of King David. 
The book is highly respected and is read 
each year during the Jewish holiday of 
Shavuot. It is the story of a convert who 
plays an important role in Jewish his-
tory.

Rabbi Elliot Cosgrove, chief rabbi 
of the Park Avenue Synagogue in New 
York City and one of our speakers at the 
Jewish-Christian-Muslim Dialogue last 
November, refers to this as “the anthem 
for all such righteous converts. Just 
as the Jewish people entered the cov-
enant with God at Mount Sinai, so too 
Ruth joined our people, and through 
today, all men and women seeking to 
bind their destiny to the destiny of the 
Jewish people turn to the Shavuot hero 
Ruth as the paradigm for their journey.”

Cosgrove also calls for a more open 
approach to accepting converts without 
insisting that they complete a diffi  cult 
process before even being considered 
for acceptance. 

As he put it, “When I join a gym, they 
don’t tell me, ‘Get in shape and then 
join’; they say, ‘Join and then we will get 
you in shape.’”

“ T h i s  a t t i t u d e  s h o u l d  b e  o u r 
approach to would-be Jews. … The 
Conservative Movement should be the 

movement of conversion. That should be 
our mission.”

Rabbi Donniel Hartman, president of 
the Shalom Hartman Institute in Jeru-
salem, will be one of our speakers at the 
May 16 symposium on the topic, “Conver-
sion: Jewish and Christian Perspectives.” 
He also has urged a more open approach to 
conversion and will be sharing with us his 
ideas at the symposium.

The Christian approach to conver-
sion has been more direct. Many would 
insist that conversion is required for sal-
vation. One of the early Jewish-Christian 
Dialogues in Muskegon featured as the 
main speakers Rabbi David Hartman, 
founder of the Shalom Hartman Institute, 
and Krister Stendahl, dean of the Har-
vard Divinity School. At the end of a long 
day, Hartman asked Stendahl, “Do I have 
to be wrong, in order for you to be right?” 
Stendahl resisted answering, claiming that 
it had been a long day and he was tired. 
Hartman insisted, “No, you can answer 
that question.” Stendahl fi nally conceded, 
saying, “No, you do not have to be wrong 
for me to be right.”

This is a critical question as we address 
the increasing diversity in our own com-
munities. Sharing what one believes is 
diff erent from judging what another per-
son believes. I’m reminded of the admoni-
tion of St. Francis that we should, “Preach 
always! If necessary, use words.” Another 
Francis, the current pope, recently visited 
the Muslim country of Morocco, where 
Christians and Jews are welcomed. Pope 
Francis said that the church does not grow 
by proselytizing, but by example.

At the upcoming symposium, Richard 
Mouw, president emeritus of Fuller Theo-
logical Seminary and previous faculty 
member at Calvin College, will address a 
Christian perspective on conversion. In 
his book, “Adventures in Evangelical Civil-
ity,” he urges empathy and a willingness to 
learn as we engage those from other faith 
communities. As he writes, “God is God, 
and we are not, which means that we fall 
far short of omniscience. … This means 
that what might at fi rst glance appear to 
be our radical disagreement with a cer-
tain point of view might, upon humble 
refl ection, require a confession of sin.” It 
requires a “spirit of theological humility.”

The topic of conversion can be contro-
versial in our community, and we seek to 
understand and accept each other better 
as we explore the issue in the upcoming 
symposium.

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Understanding needed 
to talk about conversion

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Ruby D. asks, “Why is it that 
all the world’s scriptures 
stopped being written cen-

turies ago? Did God run out of things to say? 
What about issues that weren’t around back 
then? And who made the decision that the 
entire book(s) had been written, that is to say, 
are complete and fi nished?”

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

“Hinduism has no such concept of a 
‘closed canon’ as is the case with many reli-
gions. While we do have a collection of foun-
dational scriptures known as the Vedas that 
remain unchanged from antiquity, many 
others have been created over the centuries. 
It is quite likely that books are being written 
today that will be considered sacred writ in 
the future. A good example would be a tome 
written in the early 20th century, “The Gos-
pel of Ramakrishna.” For many, it is the 
guiding light of their lives as much, if not 
more, than any antiquarian missive.

“Since Hinduism is a vast collection of 
sects, movements and denominations, it is 
not surprising to see that different adher-
ents are drawn to diff erent works. Ideally, we 
are to respect the choices of our fellow dev-
otees with no sense of judgment as to what 
might be ‘better’ scripture. We also acknowl-
edge the right of the individual to interpret 
the scriptures as one is able. And this respect 
is to be off ered toward the holy writings of 
other religions that inspire compassion and 
generosity as well.”

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

“Regarding the Scriptures we know as 
the Old Testament and the New, Presbyte-
rians believe that they are imbued with the 
authority, life and power of God. In them, 
God continues to speak to us today. God has 
never ceased to reveal himself in his works of 
creation and providence. ‘Whoso is wise, and 
will observe these things, even they shall 
understand the lovingkindness of the Lord’ 
(Psalm 107:43).

“The canon, or rule of which books belong 
in the collection we call the Bible, was deter-
mined in a centurieslong process over which 
only God had control. In Old Testament 
times, direct revelation ceased when the 
long succession of the prophets ended circa 
400 B.C. With no prophet to speak God’s 
word, there was nothing more to be written 
and preserved as Scripture.

“Prophecy was renewed in the ministry of 
Christ’s forerunner, John the Baptist, in A.D. 
26, and continued through the ministry of 

Christ and His apostles, down to the writing 
of the Book of Revelation circa A.D. 96. The 
writings of the Apostles and their cowork-
ers were recognized by the church as God’s 
word even while the authors lived (II Peter 
3:15, 16). They spoke and wrote as prophets of 
the Lord’s anointed. After their decease, no 
one in the church possessed the same degree 
of inspiration and authority, and so there 
was nothing more to be added to the written 
word of God.”

My response:
I understand scripture to refer to the foun-

dational texts of a religious tradition. Once 
the principles and major holidays of the 
religion are established, the sacred canon 
is closed. From that point on, the purpose 
of religious literature changes to commen-
tary. It would be impossible for scriptural lit-
erature, written 2,500 years ago, to answer 
questions of medicine, ethics and science 
that were unknown at the time. They didn’t 
have the vocabulary to express the ques-
tion or the knowledge to answer it. However, 
if the principles were set down properly in 
the original set of scriptures, then all future 
questions can be addressed using those 
basic principles.

In my tradition, the basic set of laws, com-
mands and practices of Judaism was set 
down in the fi rst fi ve books of the Bible. The 
next set of books describes the development 
of the people of Israel and their relationship 
to their land and their God. In this section of 
the Bible, we have the words of the classical 
prophets, from whom we learn the central-
ity of creating a caring religious community. 
And the final section of the Bible includes 
poetry and wisdom literature, from which 
we learn about the religious attitudes of the 
people.

The canon of the Bible was probably closed 
around the year 200 BCE. This means that 
the content of the Bible was fi xed; after that 
point, no new books were admitted into the 
standard Hebrew Bible. Jewish tradition 
attributes this decision to Ezra, but there is 
no explicit evidence that this is necessarily 
historically accurate. Non-inclusion in the 
canon did not mean that outside books were 
ignored as religious texts. Later Jewish litera-
ture quotes non-canonical books, such as the 
Wisdom of Ben Sirah, and later tradition cele-
brates holidays, such as Hanukkah, based on 
the non-canonical books of Maccabees.

The Mishnah and Talmud are my tradi-
tion’s next stage of scriptural interpretation, 
transforming the religion of the Bible into 
a rabbinic religion which forms the basis of 
contemporary Judaism, containing the tools 
to answer modern-day questions using bibli-
cal principles.
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Are ancient scriptures 
the last of God’s word to us?

Lori Johnston   The Washington Post

Standing at a spot often 
reserved for male pastors, 
Aretha Franklin delivers her 
own kind of sermon in the 
decades-in-the-making con-
cert fi lm “Amazing Grace.”

The rawness of Franklin’s 
performance, captured on 
film over two nights of live 
performances at a Los Ange-
les church in 1972, show-
cases her talents through 
the penetrating power of 
gospel music. At times, it 
seemed she was so focused 
and in the spirit that she 
grasped the pulpit to remain 
upright.

“It’s an experience and 
ministry,” said producer Tir-
rell Whittley after an Eas-
ter weekend showing at an 
art house theater in Ath-
ens, Georgia. “What better 
weekend to deliver ‘Amaz-
ing Grace’ and allow audi-
ences across the country to 
get a little more church, a 
little extra church.”

Many times in movies or 
television shows, Whittley 
says the black church is pre-
sented in ways, whether it’s 
a comedy or drama, that 
sometimes are overly dra-
matic or aren’t true to form.

“This fi lm, I think it pro-
vides a level of context that 
for me, growing up in the 
Baptist church, was very 
familiar, but on point. There 
were certain things that hap-
pened and certain emotions 
that are created and that are 
delivered,” he says.

Before the screening on 

the opening weekend of the 
movie’s nationwide release, 
director and producer Alan 
Elliott hopped onto the stage 
and encouraged the Good 
Friday audience to treat his 

movie like a church service.
Many of us did just that.  
The movie offered an 

authentic and joyous wor-
ship experience, if you 
allowed it to take you there. 

Aretha Franklin documentary  
invites you to experience church 

IF YOU GO

What: “Conversion: Jewish and Christian 
Perspectives,” a symposium in honor of the late 
Richard Kaufman

When: 7-9 p.m. May 16

Where: Loosemore Auditorium, GVSU DeVos 
Center, 401 W. Fulton St., Grand Rapids

Registration: Free

Info: InterfaithUnderstanding.org

Richard Mouw is one of the 
speakers scheduled for a 
May 16 symposium on con-
version at the DeVos Center.

Rabbi Donniel Hartman will 
speak at a May 16 sympo-
sium about conversion at 
Grand Valley State Universi-
ty’s DeVos Center.

Aretha Franklin’s “Amazing Grace” is the best-selling gospel 
album of all time. This documentary tells the story of the 
timeless album.   Screenshot from fi lm, Neon productions
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