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        T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS        T H U RS DAY, N OV E M B E R  2 1 , 20 1 9    B5

Kyle Kooyers   associate director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

“It’s not a dinner!”
Every year, the planning committee for the 

Interfaith Thanksgiving Celebration jokes 
that this phrase should be the unoffi  cial tag 
line for the event. This annual celebration is a 
service in which various traditions off er grat-
itude in their own traditional language, cus-
toms, songs and scriptures for the beautiful 
diversity of our community. Light refresh-
ments, in the form of potluck desserts and 
hors d’oeuvres follow the celebration — but it 
is not a dinner!

The image of a potluck is an apt way to 
view many of our interfaith spaces, especially 
the Thanksgiving Celebration. Eboo Patel, 
founder of Interfaith Youth Core and author 
of “Out Of Many Faiths,” uses the potluck 
analogy to critique the idea that interfaith 
spaces are attempting to be “melting pots” in 
which traditions all blend and become indis-
tinguishable from one another. A potluck, by 
contrast, is a gathering in which each food 
item refl ects the diversity and distinctiveness 
of the home from which it came.

As Patel explains, “For the larger commu-
nity to eat, everybody is expected to bring 
a dish. Certain guidelines are given, but 
nobody is expected to follow a precise rec-
ipe.” Therefore, the more diversity you have 
among food items, the more enjoyable the 
potluck! As a community grows, the repre-
sentation around the table expands. Patel 
writes, “As the demographics of the popula-
tion shift, so will the fl avors of the food on the 
table. Along the way, conversation happens, 
palates widen, fusions emerge. There are ten-
sions, there is feasting.”

Certainly as our own interfaith community 
building eff orts have grown, we have experi-
enced that tension and feasting. As a part of 
the ongoing Standing Together Partnership, 
which brings together churches and mosques 
in the region, a Grand Rapids church off ered 
to host a summer potluck for their own con-
gregation and one of their neighboring Bos-
nian mosques. As food responsibilities for 
the event were being discussed, the pastors 
expressed concerns about Christian attend-
ees being unfamiliar with the halal dietary 
restrictions.

In response, the imam smiled and 
quipped, “That’s an easy one. The Muslims 
will bring all the meat!” In the end, the church 
supplied the veggies and dessert, while the 
mosque brought delicious halal chicken and 
kafta (a lamb and beef based sausage). In this 
case, the tension had an easy remedy, and the 
feasting took place with ease.

However, in other cases — like our annual 
community Thanksgiving — the tensions 
are not so easily resolved. Beyond the typ-
ical event decisions of location and keynote 
speaker, this celebration follows the more 
nuanced conversations pertaining to cultural 
representation and the historical implica-
tions of the event itself being associated with 
the Thanksgiving holiday.

On one hand, it is wonderful that for 20 

years, diverse religious, spiritual and secular 
communities have gathered from around our 
city to tell stories, sing songs, refl ect on scrip-
tures, chant mantras and off er words of grati-
tude for our shared home. On the other hand, 
Thanksgiving as a holiday is problematic for 
many in that it represents a history of colo-
nialism, oppression and extermination — 
which understandably excludes native com-
munities and indigenous spiritualities from 
the celebration.

In this tension, Patel is wise to point out 
that “conversation happens, palates widen, 
fusions emerge.”

When we come together to share our sto-
ries and diff erent experiences within this city, 
we begin to see each other in a new way. Our 
perspectives widen. Connections emerge. 
We see that we are neighbors in this place. 
We also see that we are neighbors with vastly 
diff erent experiences within this place — for 
some very good, for others very diffi  cult. 

In sharing and listening, we begin to see 
ourselves in the “other” and the “other” in us. 
As we hear the diff ering ways each of us expe-
riences Grand Rapids as home, we inevitably 
fi nd that our very life and well-being is bound 
up in the lives and well-being of the people 
living around us. We find that we can have 
“thick dialogue” about the ways our history 
and holidays aff ect those around us. And we 
fi nd that our stories can in fact intersect with 
those who at fi rst seemed vastly diff erent.

Certainly, as the Interfaith Thanksgivings 
of years past have shown, there is tremendous 
power in sharing gratitude with the many 
religious, secular and spiritual traditions that 
call Grand Rapids home. The 20th annual 
Interfaith Thanksgiving Celebration will 
take place Monday at the Cathedral of Saint 
Andrew. Whether you have attended over the 
past two decades or join us for the very fi rst 
time, I can promise that you will see and hear 
some new things. We invite you to join in the 
spiritual potluck, the tension and the feast, to 
be fi lled and changed by the rich experience 
of community.

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Through tension and feasting: An interfaith Thanksgiving

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Eric K. writes, “My wife and 
I have been married for over 
30 years. We have a wonder-

ful relationship. The challenge is that all this 
time I’ve made it a point to keep physically 
fi t. But my wife really has let herself go. She’s 
quite overweight and not really very attrac-
tive anymore. I do love her and am in this 
marriage for the long haul. As you can expect, 
she enjoys conjugal union from time to time. 
Out of love for her, I participate vigorously. 
But to do this, I have to visualize women other 
than her. I know that Jesus encouraged men 
not to fantasize, claiming that it’s virtually 
the same as adultery. I get that. However, I do 
this to be a good husband. Can’t a guy get a 
break for making the eff ort to please his wife? 
I’m interested in seeing what the panel says. 
For the record, I never demean her for her 
looks or weight, and I do not use porn.”

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

“With all due respect for the author of this 
question, signifi cant details are missing. For 
example, how many children did you have? 
Who primarily raised the children? Did your 
wife work in addition to running the house-
hold? What was your family doing while you 
were seeking to be physically fi t?

“My assistant novice master, God rest his 
soul, had an endearing statement whenever 
someone went to him with a problem that 
was great for the individual but the antithe-
sis of the life the individual was seeking. His 
words were, ‘brother, you need to adjust your 
happiness!’

“Love is not a feeling, it is a choice. To this 
end, the definition of conjugal love is ‘the 
mutual love between a man and a woman 
that becomes an image of the absolute and 
unfailing love with which God loves man’ 
(Catechism of the Catholic Church, p. 401). 

Try adjusting happiness accordingly.”

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

“Before anything else, please know you 
have my highest admiration. That must be a 
challenging situation. Your commitment to 
the marriage is a noble example.

“Our religion does teach something sim-
ilar to what Jesus encouraged. Yes, we are 
the accumulation of our thoughts. It is much 
better for our spiritual growth if we are able 
to keep our minds elevated, away from baser 
ideas. And yes, this would include avoiding 
sexual fantasy. However, as a husband com-
mitted to his marriage, you have an obli-
gation to engage in the conjugal union you 
speak of. Thankfully, you indicate that adul-
tery and self-gratification are not options; 
so those on the table are either to move to a 
life of celibacy, more or less forcing your wife 
into the same, or to continue what you are 
doing now.

“However, in Hinduism there is a saying: 
‘When a lesser duty confl icts with a higher 
duty, it ceases to be a duty.’ In my estimation, 
you are foregoing the lesser duty in order to 
fulfi ll the higher one. While you might retard 
any evolution by indulging in your imagina-
tion while cuddling, you more than make up 
for it in maintaining your marital bond.

“It should be noted as well that the 
Dharma teaches the spiritual value of main-
taining health and fi tness. It is my sincere 
wish that seeing your example, your wife 
may, without any heavy-handed sugges-
tions on your part, come to fi nd the value in 
a healthful lifestyle.”

The Rev. Rachel J. Bahr, pastor of Plym-
outh United Church of Christ, responds:

“All of us are shaped by our patriarchal 
culture that values some bodies over oth-
ers, and considers some bodies unattractive 

and disposable. We all internalize false 
and destructive messages about self-worth 
formed by patriarchal culture, ‘the thin-
ner the better,’ even if this is detrimental to 
health. Women’s bodies are not products to 
be consumed. To be clear, Jesus always sided 
with folx considered disposable, in fact, 
Jesus preferred them. 

“In the United Church of Christ and the 
Unitarian Universalist Association, we have 
a curriculum called Our Whole Lives that 
teaches sexuality and values, including self-
worth, sexual health, responsibility, justice 
and inclusivity, and as a participant you 
would transform some of the inherited val-
ues that you name above. 

“You state, ‘Jesus encouraged men not 

to fantasize’? I believe you are referencing 
Jesus’ words from Matthew 5, specifically 
verses 27-28. I don’t believe that Jesus was 
condemning admiring the beauty of God’s 
creation and the divine within folx, I believe 
that Jesus was really condemning objecti-
fication, when we make bodies objects for 
our consumption. When we do not have a 
relationship with a person, mutual consent 
is not possible, there is harm done even if 
only within our own minds, because bodies 
become more like objects and not treated as 
sacred. Going to counseling may be helpful 
... the truth hurts.”

NOTE: Look for another set of responses to 
this question in part 2, in two weeks.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Husband says he is no longer attracted to his wife

20th annual Interfaith 
Thanksgiving Celebration

When: 7 p.m. Monday 

Where: Cathedral of St. Andrew, 301 Sheldon 
Blvd. SE, Grand Rapids

Information and free registration at: 
InterfaithUnderstanding.org

The Interfaith Thanksgiving Celebration this year will be Monday evening at the Cathedral 
of St. Andrew, 301 Sheldon Blvd. SE in Grand Rapids. To learn more, go to InterfaithUnder-
standing.org.   Submitted by Douglas Kindschi

The Interfaith Thanksgiving Celebration brings together people of various religious, secular 
and spiritual traditions.   Submitted by Douglas Kindschi

Kyle Kooyers is associate 
director of the Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute at Grand 
Valley State University.

When we come together to share our 
stories and different experiences , we 
begin to see each other in a new way.
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