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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Very rarely does a man in 
his 80s begin a large aca-
demic or religious project. 

And even more rarely does a person out-
side a particular fi eld bring to it radically 
new insights. 

But this is exactly what Richard 
Kaufman (1927-2018) succeeded to do. 
Known throughout his life primarily 
for his enormous success as a business-
man, a communal leader and philan-
thropist, Kaufman spent part of his last 
years writing an extraordinary academic 
dissertation. The breadth and depth of 
his research and writing focuses on core 
religious and ethical questions about 
Judaism and conversion, and ultimately 
about meaningful human interaction. 
Kaufman analyzes with great knowledge 
and insight core ancient and contempo-
rary values in the context of conversion 
to Judaism, as well as current thinking 
about effective human interaction and 
commitment. He created an incredible 
work of religious, academic and ethical 
importance.

Kaufman’s initial focus is on the value 
of human dignity in the Bible and the 
Talmud, ultimately focusing on the reli-
gious requirement and responsibility for 
human dignity of all people. What could 
be more relevant in our time? The core 
questions of human dignity Kaufman dis-
cusses are essential for all human beings 
today, and especially for those committed 
to our shared, mutually respectful coex-
istence.

Kaufman was inspired by Donniel 
Hartman, president of the Shalom Hart-
man Institute in Jerusalem and partici-
pant in the upcoming Kaufman Interfaith 
Institute Symposium on May 16. Hart-
man writes: “The human religious desire 
to live in relationship with God often dis-
tracts religious believers from their tradi-
tions’ core moral truths. Religious believ-
ers must hold their traditions accountable 
by the highest independent moral stan-
dards. Decency toward one’s neighbor 
must always take precedence over acts of 
religious devotion and ethical piety must 
trump ritual piety.” This focus on decency 
toward the other is a framing principle 
for how Kaufman views not only conver-
sion but also how we must act toward each 
other.

Paul Mendes-Flohr, Kaufman’s profes-
sor at the University of Chicago, wrote of 
Kaufman’s work: “He was alert to features 
of the tradition that did not enhance the 
dignity of certain members of the com-
munity (women and the physically and 
mentally infi rm). By focusing on the bib-
lical and rabbinic approach to conversion 
and converts, Dick sought to identify what 
he called ‘meta-values’ of Judaism … as 
refl ecting that we are (all) created in the 
‘image of God.’”

Kaufman, like many of his mentors, 
sought to offer an ethical correction to 
the problems of ancient Jewish law and 
ensure that its approach to others and 
toward the future would be worthy of the 
ethical impulses of its past. He proposes 
that human dignity is a meta-value in 
the Jewish tradition and the meta-value 
in Reform Judaism in the United States. 
This work gives us all an important con-
text for interfaith understanding, as well 
as new thinking about the role of ethics 
in religion.

While Kaufman discusses dozens of 
ancient and modern texts about ethics 
and conversion, it is particularly relevant 
because ultimately the era he focuses on is 
our own. And the goals of his new think-
ing about conversion concern our shared 
future, including the ways in which reli-
gion and the role of the individual have 
been reinvented in America.

Studying ancient and medieval Jewish 
legal discussions of conversion, Kaufman 

highlights the consistent concern for the 
rights and dignity of the individual while 
remaining committed to the religious legal 
demands of Jewish law when it comes to 
joining the Jewish community.

For Kaufman, the prevailing ancient par-
adigm for conversion is the example of the 
biblical Ruth, the Moabite. Her “conversion” 
emerges out of the experience of living with 
an Israelite family and making the decision 
to join her own destiny with theirs. When she 
becomes a widow, her mother-in-law, Naomi, 
urges her to return to her father’s house, to 
her family and religion of origin. But Ruth 
persists and refuses to leave the new family 
and culture she has come to know and love. 
Ruth clings to Naomi and joins her on her 
journey back to the land of Israel.

Ruth famously declares: “Wherever 
you go, I will go. Wherever you dwell, I will 
dwell. Your people shall be my people; your 
God shall be my God.” (Ruth 1:16) There she 
confi rms not only her role in the family but 
her commitment to a people and a religion. 
From a place of dignity and respect, and out 
of love, commitment and a willingness to 
share the same fate, Ruth joins the destiny of 
the Jewish people.

The upcoming Grand Valley State Uni-
versity and Kaufman Interfaith Institute 
Symposium on May 16 will honor Kaufman 
by bringing Christian and Jewish scholars 
together to focus on the idea of conversion, 
both in Judaism and in Christianity. Histor-
ically, while one can be born a Jew, for oth-
ers, conversion to Judaism has often been 
a lengthy and even discouraging process. 
Christianity, on the other hand, has encour-
aged conversion, often requiring conversion 
for salvation.

How, then, should we understand the 
nature of conversion in Judaism and Chris-
tianity?

“Does Loving my Neighbor Mean Con-
verting my Neighbor?”

Or put another way: “In order for me to be 
right do you have to be wrong? “

These foundational questions that cap-
tured Kaufman’s mind and soul for more 
than half a century will continue to be the 
focus of our learning and discourse May 16 
and beyond.

interfaith@gvsu.edu 

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Human dignity and its 
implications for conversion

Rabbi David Krischef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Sue L. asks, “How can anyone 
be condemned to hell or ‘saved’ 
if God has preordained what 

that individual will do with their life? Are 
some people destined to spend eternity in hell 
before they are even born?”

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

“Presbyterians confess that ‘God from all 
eternity, did by the most wise and holy coun-
sel of his own will, freely and unchangeably 
ordain whatsoever comes to pass’ (Westmin-
ster Confession, Ch. III). As the creator of all 
things, God has power to do what he wills 
with his creatures and possessions. In the 
case of those whom God has elected to sal-
vation and life, we must all confess that this 
is sheer grace and love most mysterious. We 
certainly did nothing to deserve it. We are no 
better or wiser than others.

“In the case of those who in the will of God 
are passed by and left to go on and perish in 
sin, what can be said? They choose to defy 
God and go their own way. Some are so fool-
ish as to deny that God exists (Psalm 14:1). 
How can they complain? God gives them 
what they want. In hell they must forever live 
with the choice that they made.

“Every day that they lived on Earth, they 
experienced the goodness, forbearance and 
long suff ering of God (Romans 2:4). He gave 
them life and breath and all things (Acts 
17:25). He gave them space to repent, and 
every day his great works as the maker of 
heaven and Earth attested his eternal power 
and deity, ‘so that they are without excuse’ 
(Psalm 19:1, 2; Romans 1:19-21). You cannot 
turn your back on God and not expect to face 
the consequences.”

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

“Hinduism has a form of the doctrine of 
predestination. That is, each soul, being 
a pure reflection of the divine which has 
entered the material world, is predestined 
to reunite with its sacred source at some 
point. We hold to the belief that the soul will 
reincarnate multiple times, but when the 
soul reaches a full maturity, it will cease an 
earthly existence and know the joy of God. 
To be clear, we are talking about every soul; 
not just Hindu souls. This is one reason why 
Hindus do not, as a rule, attempt to persuade 

others to convert. To paraphrase Billy Joel, 
‘Don’t go changin’… He loves you just the 
way you are.’ ”

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

“As Unitarian Universalists, we would 
look to our Universalist teachings where we 
believe in universal salvation for all people; 
in other words, all souls will get into heaven. 
For those of us who believe in God, we believe 
in a loving God and not a vengeful God.

“We believe we are called to create heaven 
here on Earth right now in this lifetime. This 
is how we interpret the Gospel of Luke 17:21 
— ‘The kingdom of God is not coming with 
things that can be observed; nor will they 
say, “Look, here it is!” or “There it is!” For, in 
fact, the kingdom of God is among you.’ ”

Ty Silzer, a former pastor in the Presby-
terian Church in America, responds:

“You’ve succinctly pointed out either 
the core issue or the core problem of what 
is known as the theology of predestination, 
also known as Calvinism, due to John Cal-
vin’s (1509-1564) writings within Christian-
ity.

“To break your questions down, Calvin-
ists believe that God’s preordaining them to 
hell is the same as condemning them to hell. 
They cite verses such as, ‘Jacob (the saved) 
have I loved, Esau (the condemned) have I 
hated’ (Malachi 1:3, Romans 9:13, parenthe-
ses, mine), and ‘What if God … has endured 
with much patience vessels of wrath pre-
pared for destruction’ (Romans 9:22), inter-
preted as God preparing these vessels (peo-
ple) for destruction (hell). To flesh out the 
logic of predestination, these individu-
als can’t help themselves towards a path of 
destruction that ends in hell. Likewise, the 
‘saved’ must follow God on a path that leads 
to heaven. As far as when, they point to, ‘For 
he chose us in him before the creation of the 
world …’ (Ephesians 1:4) — so, yes, before 
anyone was ever born, Calvinists believe 
God chose the saved and the damned. And 
in both scenarios, free will is but an illusion.

“But this isn’t the only Christian view on 
this matter. Many other views look to verses 
such as ‘(God) desires all men to be saved,’ 
(1 Timothy 2:3), and ‘(Jesus died) for our sins, 
and not only for ours but also for the sins of 
the whole world” (1 John 2:2).

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Struggling with the concept 
of being ‘saved’ by God

Julie Zauzmer   Washington Post

As fans of Christian author Rachel Held 
Evans mourned her death Saturday at age 37, 
many women came forward with testimoni-
als of how her writing and personal encour-
agement changed the trajectory of their lives.

Because of Evans’ writing about the place 
of women in Christianity, the women wrote, 
they are pastors now. Or they are Christian 
authors because she promoted their early 
work and told them to keep going. Or they 
held on to their faith despite their doubts 
because she wrote so eloquently of her own 
doubts.

Because of Rachel Held Evans, they wrote 
over and over — until it became a hashtag, 
#BecauseofRHE, which trended on Twitter 
over the weekend.

Becky Castle Miller tweeted: “I wouldn’t 
be in seminary on the track to becom-
ing an ordained pastor if it weren’t for 
@rachelheldevans. I can’t believe she’s 
gone, and I have so many questions for God. 
#becauseofRHE”

Osheta Moore tweeted: “I confront scar-
city, I owned my calling to be a preacher/
pastor, I ask harder questions, I’m not terri-
fi ed if my kids wander in their faith, I have 
deep life-giving friendships with queer peo-

ple, I trust White women to use their voices 
against white supremacy, #BecauseOfRHE”

Evans came from a conservative evangel-
ical background, where most interpret the 
Bible to say that women cannot lead con-
gregations. Evans challenged that interpre-
tation — a challenge so powerful that some 
women said she led them right to seminary.

Some paid tribute to Evans by posting 
snippets of emails she sent them over the 
years, part of her consistent habit of lifting 
up other Christian writers, especially those 
outside the evangelical mainstream.

Evans wrote about a range of issues, 
including feminism, sexuality, politics, race 
and Scripture. That writing spoke to a range 
of people: evangelicals and mainline Protes-
tants, those unsure of where they fell on the 
spectrum of faith, men and women, gay and 
straight, conservative and liberal.

Nate Pyle tweeted: “Woke and read 
#BecauseOfRHE. It’s a collection of misfi ts 
and outcasts, seekers and doubters; people 
dubbed ‘lost’ who found solace and belong-
ing because of her commitment to love, 
kindness, and grace. Gatekeepers called her 
theology dangerous. But its fruit looks like 
Jesus’s.”

Writer’s legacy is more 
people embracing their faith

IF YOU GO

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

When: 2-4 p.m. and 7-9 p.m. May 16

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

Registration: Free, but necessary for parking

Info: InterfaithUnderstanding.org

Rabbi Rachel Sabath Beit-Halachmi will 
speak at a symposium May 16 at DeVos Cen-
ter of Grand Valley State University.   
Submitted by Douglas Kindschi

Rachel Held Evans, a bestselling author, died Saturday.   Submitted by                
Canterbury UMC, Birmingham, Alabama
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