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Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

Following her husband’s 
tragic death, so soon after 
the loss of Mark, their 

6-year-old son, Princeton religion scholar 
Elaine Pagels was led to reexamine the 
biblical stories of Adam and Eve and the 
encounter with the serpent; Job and his 
struggle with the loss of family and for-
tune; and, the role of evil and Satan in our 
world. 

In her latest book, “Why Religion? A Per-
sonal Story,” Pagels writes, “If we believe 
that an all-powerful God created a ‘very 
good’ world, what happened to it? … 
Jewish and Christian theologians … speak 
of ‘the problem of suff ering,’ as if suff ering 
and death were not intrinsic elements of 
nature but alien intruders on an originally 
perfect creation.”

She wanted to believe in a “morally 
ordered universe, in which someone or 
something — God or nature? — would keep 
track of what’s fair.” Recalling how her 
physicist husband, Heinz Pagels, talked of 
chaos theory and randomness in the phys-
ical world, led her to reconsider the role of 
nature. She writes, “Now I was living in a 
world where volcanoes erupt because that’s 
what volcanoes do, regardless of whether 
anyone in their path is good or evil, and in 
which children often die young, for no rea-
son we can fi nd.”

In reading the Gospels, she sees a new 
understanding of reality: the old script, 
“things turn out well for the righteous, 
badly for evildoers? — no longer worked.” 
The writer of the Gospel of Mark reports 
Jesus’ warning to his disciples of wars, 
persecutions and death: “For in those days 
there will be suffering, such as has not 
been from the beginning of the creation.” 
(Mark 13:19) Pagels sees Mark’s “vision of 
a world where evil is more powerful than 
previously imagined … while refusing to 
give up hope that God reigns in heaven.”

She recounts the history of living in this 
hope, from the early followers of Jesus to 
modern prophets like Lutheran pastor 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, killed by the Nazis, 
and Martin Luther King Jr. Pagels writes, 
“each acutely aware of the power of hate, 
greed and fear, nevertheless held on to 
what King called ‘a dream,’ a vision of jus-
tice and brotherhood, while taking action 
to realize it here and now. Every one of 
them knowingly risked death … and was 
killed.”

She sees Mark’s Gospel story as not 
ending in death, rather as a promise that 
“God’s victory is coming soon — but com-
ing beyond the frame of his narrative, per-
haps even beyond the frame of human his-
tory. … He writes not about failure, but 
about an unfi nished victory.” Looking at 
her own grief, she continues, “Such sto-
ries stirred something in me, and I won-
dered, even though Mark and Heinz are 
dead, could there be something mysteri-
ous going on in the universe that we don’t 
yet see?”

Pagels also returns to the Gnostic Gos-
pel texts that had been hidden for so many 
centuries and that she had translated 
and studied in her graduate work at Har-
vard. She fi nds there an openness to wis-
dom, spirit and mystery. She also fi nds suf-
fering not as punishment but something 
that can show us how we are connected 
to each other and to God. In studying the 
text, “The Gospel of Truth,” Pagels writes 
that it “is all about relationships — how 
when we come to know ourselves, simulta-
neously we come to know God. Implicit in 
this relationship is the paradox of gnosis — 
not intellectual knowledge, but knowledge 
of the heart.” These writers are less con-
cerned about beliefs than in spiritual prac-
tices, especially those leading to a “healing 
of the heart.”

She reflects not only on the ancients’ 
concern for healing the heart, but the 
search today for various ways to heal the 
heart, from chemical remedies to exercise 

and support groups, as well as meditation 
and therapy practice. Following the death of 
her son and then her husband, she was com-
pelled to seek healing “beyond anything I’d 
ever imagined.”

Pagels recounts the invitation to receive 
an honorary degree from Harvard where, 
decades earlier, she had been a graduate stu-
dent. In the excitement and revelry of such 
occasions, she suddenly stops, and asks, 
“Where are they, those who aren’t here, 
now lost to us?” She refl ects on how she had 
survived such unimaginable loss, but then 
sees her two children and their families and 
writes, “Yet the children left for me to raise 
were both here, alive and well, and so am I: 
How is that possible?”

She concludes: “During that noisy and 
joyful ceremony, the pomp and privilege 
of that scene receded, and the invisible 
bonds connecting everyone there, and con-
necting all of us with countless others and 
with our world and whatever is beyond it, 
felt stronger than ever, echoing the words 
of an ancient Jewish prayer: ‘Blessed art 
Thou, Lord God of the Universe, that you 
have brought us alive to see this day.’ How-
ever it happens, sometimes hearts do heal, 
through what I can only call grace.”

Pagels’ very personal story, as well as 
her scholarship refl ected in her eight other 
books, will be the focus of her two presen-
tations Wednesday in Grand Rapids  at the 
annual Interfaith Consortium conference. 
Plan to join us for this event.

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Seeking healing of the heart 
through relationships

Rabbid David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Saul asks, “There was a pot-
luck today, and I brought a 
lunch because I didn’t know 

about it. Somebody asked me why I didn’t 
grab any food, and I explained what I just 
described. Is it rude to eat food at a potluck 
when you haven’t brought anything to share?”

We welcome a new Ethics & Religion Talk 
panelist this week. Chris Curia is a writer 
and youth director at Fairway Christian 
Reformed Church. He has authored articles 
for several online publications, including 
Sojourners, Relevant and the Network. Curia 
also curates an online forum called Through 
the Darkness (chriscuringle.wordpress.com) 
in which he and his collaborators write about 
the intersections of spirituality, art, and cul-
ture. You can follow him across social plat-
forms @chriscuringle.

Curia responds to Saul:
“I love the practicality of your question! 

Author Brene Brown correlates clarity with 
kindness, meaning simply that to be clear is 
to be kind. I would suggest getting in touch 
with your potluck host next time and asking 
upfront what their expectations are. I’m not 
aware of any formal rule of thumb for pro-
viding a dish at a potluck, although diff erent 
cultures admittedly have diff erent expecta-
tions. Those would be important to be aware 
of, especially if you are a guest of a particular 
culture with which you may be unfamiliar.”

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

“Our church often holds potlucks after 
our Sunday service. During the service, we 
welcome everyone to join us, including fi rst-
time visitors. We understand that we may 
be feeding families that did not, or were 
not able to, contribute. We want to provide 
for those who are unable or those who just 
forgot. For Unitarian Universalists, it is not 
about getting our fair share equal to what 
we brought to the meal, but about hospital-
ity, building community and fellowship. It is 
about sharing a meal together. In my opin-
ion, it is not rude to eat food at a potluck 
when you haven’t brought anything to share. 
If this still feels uncomfortable, off er to help 
clean up after the meal.”

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

“It cannot be rude to partake of a ‘potluck’ 
supper or lunch, since the very idea is that 
all who happen to be on hand share what-
ever has been provided. You should have put 
the makings of your lunch on the table and 
shared them with the others, as did the wee 

lad with his two barley loaves and fi ve small 
fi shes (John 6:9).

“For Presbyterian and Reformed Chris-
tians, there is no ‘luck’ involved. God knows 
who will be there, and he furnishes the 
table. In God’s providence, there is always 
enough and often more. When harvesting 
‘manna,’ or the bread God gave them in the 
wilderness, some Israelites gathered more, 
and others less. But when they measured 
the haul, ‘he that gathered much had noth-
ing over, and he that gathered little had no 
lack; they gathered every man according 
to his eating’ (Exodus 16:18). Trust in God, 
enjoy what he provides, and bring what you 
can to the next ‘potluck.’”

The Rev. Michael Nasser, who writes 
from an Eastern Christian perspective 
and is pastor of St. Nicholas Orthodox 
Christian Church, responds:

“My guess is that since potluck is, by 
defi nition, a shared meal, I’m sure that no 
one would think you rude for sharing your 
lunch and partaking of what they brought. 
One of the often-unnoticed miracles in our 
community is that even when it seems ‘no 
one’ brought anything for potluck, there is 
always enough for everyone.”

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

“This is an easy one. I cannot fathom 
not insisting that someone in your posi-
tion partake of the feast if I were in charge. I 
would even extend that hospitality to some-
one who was informed about the occasion, 
but for any reason didn’t bring a dish. Nor 
can I envision myself not indulging, should 
I be the one to come empty-handed by mis-
take. If there is food, I eat.”

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

“I remember from the priest who taught 
me logic that to respond to a question with 
another question is fallacious. However, 
if the individual who asked this question 
did not know about the potluck, why would 
he/she be culpable for being rude simply 
because he/she did not bring a dish to pass?

“No, it is not rude to eat food at a pot-
luck when you did not bring anything to 
share, especially if you did not know about 
it beforehand. If one has conscience pangs 
because he/she did not know about the pot-
luck with enough notice to bring any food, 
then it is possible to either acquire some-
thing toothsome from a grocery store that 
delivers, or even purchase prepared food 
from a restaurant that delivers or use a 
delivery service.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Is a potluck open for  even 
those who don’t contribute?

Emily McFarlan Miller   Washington Post

In some ways, how Tiff any Shlain and her 
family observe Shabbat doesn’t look that dif-
ferent from how many Jewish families do.

Shlain, who identifies as a cultural Jew, 
gathers friends and family for dinner on Fri-
day evening. Then she, her husband and their 
two daughters unplug their devices for the 
next 24 hours.

For Shlain, who created the Webby Awards 
to honor the best of the internet, the emphasis 
of her family’s Shabbat, however ironically, is 
on taking time away from technology.

“We’ve been doing it for a decade now, and 
it’s just been the best thing I’ve ever done in my 
life,” she said. “And it feels like the longer we’ve 
done it, the more crazy society has become 
with their addiction to the screen, and so the 
more profound it became as a life practice.”

Shlain calls this practice a “Technology 
Shabbat.”

It’s something she’s spoken and made 
short fi lms about over the past decade.

She published a book titled “24/6: The 
Power of Unplugging One Day a Week,” 
explaining not just the practice of Tech Shab-
bat but also its benefits for body, mind and 
soul.

“When the iPhone came out, I think every-
one can remember how it started to blur every 
boundary that existed in our lives (between) 
work and rest. So I was feeling incredibly dis-
tracted all the time,” Shlain said.

Within days of each other, her father died 
and her daughter was born.

“It really felt like life was grabbing me by 
the shoulders and saying, ‘Focus on what’s 
important.’”

Soon after that, Reboot, a group she is 
involved in, had one ceremonial day of 
unplugging.

“We did it that one day, and we never 
stopped,” Shlain said.

She said the weekly practice has changed 
her and her family.

“We’re just so much more with each other 
on our Tech Shabbat,” Shlain said. “We 
always have a big Shabbat meal with fam-
ily and friends, so there’s that incredible 
sense of empathy and humor. We’re laugh-
ing, we’re cooking, we’re around the table, 
and there’s not a screen in sight. Everyone’s 
present in a very diff erent way when there’s 
no screens anywhere.”

She also said it has improved their sleep, 
given them chances to make art and exer-
cise.

“It also feels like it makes time slow down. 
I think technology is speeding up our sense 
of time. So I feel like we have this great 
device to press the pause button and just 
slow it all down,” she said.

She said taking a Tech Shabbat also 
changes how she feels about technology 
when the break is over.

“Every week, I can’t wait to turn it all off  
and close off  the whole world and create a 
‘palace in time,’ as the Jewish philosopher 
Heschel calls it,” Shlain said. “And then 
every Saturday night, I’m excited I live in a 
time where there’s this connectivity.” 

Emily McFarlan Miller is a national 
reporter for Religion News Service based in 
Chicago.

Take a break from modern 
technology to reconnect

IF YOU GO

What: Elaine Pagels, Interfaith Consortium 
Conference

When: Wednesday, 2 p.m. — What do “secret 
gospels” suggest about Jesus and his teach-
ing?; 3:45 p.m. — Panel discussion with Elaine 
Pagels; 7 p.m. — Why Religion? A Personal 
Story

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

More information and free registration: 
InterfaithUnderstanding.org 

“Why Religion? A Personal Story” is by 
Elaine Pagels.   Ecco Press, HarperColllins

Best-selling author and 
scholar Elaine Pagels is 
a professor of religion at 
Princeton University.

“Every week, I can’t wait to turn it all off and close off 
the whole world and create a ‘palace in time.’”
Tiff any Shlain

Self-Realization
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