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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

“I was being called by God to 
put justice on my agenda.”

So writes Nicholas Wolt-
erstorff  in his newest book, “In This World 
of Wonders: Memoir of a Life in Learn-
ing.” Wolterstorff, who speaks Monday 
at the GVSU Eberhard Center, is a world-
renowned Christian philosopher who lived 
most of his adult life in Grand Rapids. His 
memoir, he acknowledges, is not an auto-
biography, nor is it based on a journal that 
he says he never kept. It is, he writes, a 
“series of vignettes, more or less following 
the order of my life … events and situations 
that were formative for me … and contrib-
uted prominently to the shape my life has 
taken.”

He shares his life growing up in a small 
Minnesota town, his discovery of philoso-
phy and the “big questions” while a student 
at Calvin College, and his graduate work 
at Harvard. He even confesses his role in 
some student pranks in his undergraduate 
years. The vignettes include his formative 
early teaching at Yale University with his 
friend and colleague Al Plantinga, leading 
up to his 30-year career teaching and prac-
ticing philosophy at Calvin, before return-
ing to Yale.

His vignettes on marriage and family 
life add a very personal aspect to this very 
readable book. In the chapter titled “Living 
with Grief,” Wolterstorff  shares his struggle 
with the death of his son Eric, from a climb-
ing accident in the Alps. The struggle was 
recounted in his earlier book “Lament for a 
Son,” which he explains is “not a book about 
grief — it’s a cry of grief.” He is left with 
lots of questions and few, if any, answers. 
He writes, “I am not angry at God but baf-
fl ed and hurt. My wound is an unanswered 
question. The wounds of all humanity are 
an unanswered question.”

Wolterstorff  recounts that he knew little 
of grief before his son’s death. He writes, “I 
understood nothing about grief, other than 
I would not be grieving over Eric’s death 
had I not loved him. Grief was the price I 
was paying for love.” At Eric’s funeral, Wol-
terstorff’s friend Rabbi Phillip Sigal read 
from the Hebrew Scriptures about the 
endurance of faith. Wolterstorff  acknowl-
edges his faith did endure, “But it would 
become a diff erent kind of faith, a faith that 
incorporated Eric’s death and my grief. 
And that would reveal to me a different 
kind of God, more mysterious. … Faith, at 
its core, is not belief but trust.”

In his chapter on “Awakenings,” he 
recounts his experience at a conference 
in South Africa that changed his life. He 
heard firsthand from the black and col-
ored delegates “describing in moving detail 
the indignities daily heaped upon them by 
the offi  cial and unoffi  cial segregation that 
pervaded South African society. … They 
cried out for justice.” It was through their 
voices that, Wolterstorff  writes, “that God 
addressed me. … I was moved by this cry for 
justice.”

At the time, Wolterstorff ’s teaching had 
been concerned with issues of art, aesthet-
ics, liturgy, education and various topics 
in philosophy. “Now,” he writes, “God had 
added justice to my agenda.” He returned 
to South Africa a number of times and 
began writing and speaking about justice, 
especially in the South African setting. 
These developments led to his book “Jour-
ney toward Justice.”

Wolterstorff  asks why he was so aff ected 
by the experience in South Africa while not 
similarly affected by injustice in his own 
society. One part of the answer “was the 
fact that the oppressors were members of 
my own religious tradition, the Reformed 
tradition of Protestant Christianity — more 
specifi cally, the Dutch Reformed tradition. 
… I was angry. They had hijacked my tra-
dition. Or if they represented the authen-
tic tradition, I would have to repudiate that 
tradition.”

But he goes on to reflect that “hear-

ing the voices and seeing the faces of the 
oppressed … evoked empathy in me. Not pity. 
Empathy. I felt with these oppressed people. I 
did not just gain knowledge of their situation, 
but I identifi ed with them emotionally.” It was 
not just a religious or moral duty. 

As he continued his exploration into how to 
“articulate a socially progressive version of the 
Reformed tradition,” he used Michael Walzer’s 
book “The Revolution of the Saints.” Walzer 
writes about the 16th and 17th century English 
Puritans who saw themselves as “responsible 
for their world … and responsible above all for 
its continual reformation. Their enthusiastic 
and purposive activity were part of their reli-
gious life, not something distinct and sepa-
rate.”

Wolterstorff distinguishes between 
“world-avertive Christianity and world-
formative Christianity,” both “acknowledg-
ing that there are things deeply amiss in our 
social order, but diff ering in their response.” 
The former focuses attention on getting 
to heaven, while “The response of world-
formative Christianity is to hope for a new day 
while trying to change the social order so that 
it comes closer to how it ought to be.”

Wolterstorff, after studying the Hebrew 
prophets, proposes the goal of social activity 
as “justice-in-shalom.” He also notes that sha-
lom is not best translated as “peace,” but as 
“fl ourishing.” He continues, “Shalom is fl our-
ishing in all one’s relationships: with God, 
with one’s fellow human beings and their cre-
ations, with the natural world, with oneself. 
The chief reason the prophets so often con-
nected justice with shalom is that shalom 
incorporates justice; injustice is the impair-
ment of fl ourishing.”

In was this understanding of shalom that 
brought together what had appeared to be the 
fragments of his various studies and pursuits. 
He concludes, “What unites justice, aesthetic 
delight, worship, and the theoretical under-
standing is that they are all dimensions of 
shalom.”
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Bringing grief, justice into 
the work of a philosopher

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Jim V, asks, “If a business 
owner on moral grounds can 
refuse to provide a service such 

as baking a cake for or catering a same-sex 
wedding, should consumers then have the 
right to know the moral and political belief of 
the business owner, before the consumer does 
business with them?”

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

“This is a very ugly and dangerous slip-
pery slope of judgment and othering. I do not 
agree with the premise of this question that 
it is OK for business owners to have discrim-
inatory practices when serving the general 
public. Our nation has a very long and horri-
ble history of refusing service based on a per-
son’s skin color. I see recent actions of refusal 
of service as no diff erent, and morally and 
ethically wrong. We must stop building walls 
of division and continue to build a wider and 
longer welcome table.

“I would turn to the Christian teachings 
of Jesus, Matthew 25 — ‘for I was hungry, 
and you gave me food to eat. I was thirsty, 
and you gave me drink. I was a stranger, and 
you took me in. I was naked, and you clothed 
me. I was sick, and you visited me. I was in 
prison, and you came to me.’ The faith com-
mands us to love our neighbor; we are not to 
judge or forget or turn away from our neigh-
bor.

“The consumer has always had the right 
to decide where they spend their money.”

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

“It is a shame that we are still talking 
about this, but I have every hope that in 
years to come the subject will be moot. For 
the record, I do believe a baker should not be 
able to refuse service to anyone, but should 
not be required to decorate a cake in a way 
that is off ensive to him or her. For example, 
if a self-described Nazi asks for a regular 
birthday cake, I would not refuse. But if he 
requested a likeness of Hitler surrounded by 
angels and hearts, I should be able to pass. I 
know that is quite extreme, but it wouldn’t 
surprise me if the white supremacist move-
ment attempted to test the waters with cases 
like this as they further attempt to main-
stream their movement. So it’s important 
that we look for consistency in our laws.

“What is frustrating about the florists, 
caterers, etc. who might refuse business on 
the grounds of sexual orientation is that in 
a secular society we must coexist with those 
who hold values different from our own. 

Remember that many in the South held that 
their eff orts in holding to segregation were 
based on their reading of the Bible. I would 
sincerely hope that we need not concern our-
selves with the beliefs of all the vendors with 
whom we do business.”

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

“I am old enough to remember when 
many Christians claimed it was their duty 
under God to refuse service to persons of 
color in restaurants and other businesses. 
Today, most Christians know that race-
based discrimination is a sin against God’s 
law. Presbyterianism teaches that the eighth 
commandment (‘Thou shalt not steal’) 
requires ‘truth, faithfulness, and justice in 
contracts and commerce between man and 
man’ (Larger Catechism, Q. 141). To deny to 
some the services we cheerfully (and profi t-
ably!) render to others is unlawful, unfaith-
ful and unjust.

“The biblical word for such discrimina-
tion is ‘respect of persons.’ James commands 
those who profess faith in Christ not to prac-
tice such discrimination: ‘Have not the faith 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, 
with respect of persons’ (James 2:1). James 
cites a common practice of welcoming and 
fawning over those whose ‘gay clothing’ 
(KJV) proclaims they are people of wealth 
and infl uence, while treating the poor with 
disdain. This is sin against ‘the royal law 
according to the Scriptures, Thou shalt love 
thy neighbor as thyself’ (James 2:8; Leviticus 
19:18), a command which makes no excep-
tions for neighbors we dislike or disapprove 
of.

“The proposed form of retaliation by 
turning the tables on merchants and trades-
people would only compound the problem 
by adding sin to sin. More fuel for the fi res of 
confl ict in our community!

“Christians are called to make peace, not 
carry on quarrels. ‘If it be possible, as much 
as lieth in you, leave peaceably with all men’ 
(Romans 12:18).”

My response:
The Talmud prohibits doing business with 

idolators three days prior to their festivals, 
on the assumption that your money will go 
towards their idolatrous off erings. So if a busi-
ness owner brought their politics to my atten-
tion (such as displaying a KKK membership 
certifi cate), then I would decline to spend my 
money there, on the assumption that a cer-
tain amount of my money would be going 
toward a cause offensive to me. However, I 
would not make a practice of interrogating 
owners before I did business with them.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Drawing the line between 
commerce and morals

Eli Rosenberg and Karen Heller   Washington Post

It is one of the world’s classic stories.
A gigantic ark gets built with the help of 

a higher power, a symbolic refuge from the 
depravity of humankind. It is a huge, gran-
diose structure constructed out of wood that 
is perhaps larger than anything comparable 
in the world. Then heavy rains begin to fall, 
inundating the earth around it.

And that’s when the lawyers are called.
Genesis, this is not. Not in 2019, not in the 

United States.
A rk Encounter, the multimillion-

dollar theme park and monument to  evangel-
ical Christianity whose centerpiece is a giant 
replica of Noah’s Ark, is suing its insurance 
carriers over rain-related damages on the 
property.

The company, Crosswater Canyon, is seek-
ing to recoup what it says were $1 million 
worth of damages, as well as attorneys fees 
and costs, and an unspecified amount of 
punitive damages. 

According to the National Weather Service, 
precipitation throughout 2017 dropped 40-
50 inches of rain that year on Williamstown, 
Kentucky, the town where the theme park is 
located — just a slight bump above average.

But a slope abutting an access road near 
the east side of the theme park’s  ark began 
to fail in May, and eventually was subject to 
a “signifi cant landslide” that took out a bar-
rier along the road, according to the lawsuit.

The theme park reported the property 
damage to its insurance companies. 

But the insurance companies denied 
claims for the improvements, saying that the 
policy had an exclusion for correcting design 
defi ciencies or faulty workmanship. 

The $120 million Ark Encounter, where 
adult tickets cost $48, was completed in 2016, 
with a zoo, zip lines and a restaurant in addi-
tion to its fi ve-story-high replica ark. It was 
the brainchild of Christian creationist Ken 
Ham and his ministry, Answers in Genesis . 

Kentucky Noah’s Ark theme 
park sues over rain damage

IF YOU GO

What: “Conversation with Nicholas Wolter-
storff ”

When: 7 p.m. Monday

Where: Eberhard Center, GVSU, 301 W. Fulton 
St., Grand Rapids

Free Registration: InterfaithUnderstanding.org

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

Visitors pass by the front of a replica Noah’s Ark in 2016 at the Ark Encounter 
theme park in Williamstown, Kentucky.   AP fi les
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