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This stained-
glass 
window 
inside Christ 
Chapel at 
Cornerstone 
University 
in Grand 
Rapids ref-
erences the 
binding of 
Isaac.   
MLive.com 
fi les

Douglas Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

“Don’t think we can confi ne 
God into our categories. God 
is bigger than religion.”

These were the words of Rabbi Jonathan 
Sacks in an interview with him conducted 
by Krista Tippett on her radio program “On 
Being.” She was interested in exploring with 
Sacks how we bring our individual partic-
ularities and identities into discussions 
with those who are diff erent in background, 
culture and identity. She suggests that we 
honor “the essential mystery and dignity 
of the other … not as an adjunct to faithful-
ness, but as an article of it.” She asks Sacks 
how he can retain the truth claims of Juda-
ism while honoring the others who believe 
diff erently.

Sacks was for more than 20 years the 
chief rabbi in the United Kingdom and 
well known for his books, including “The 
Dignity of Difference” and “Not in God’s 
Name: Confronting Religious Violence.” 
He responds by pointing to the passage in 
the Torah in which Moses is confronted by 
the burning bush and asks God, “Who are 
you?” The three-Hebrew-word response 
Sacks translates as, “I will be who or how or 
where I will be”; or as Sacks writes, “Don’t 
think you can predict me. I am a God who is 
going to surprise you.”

He goes on to explain, “One of the ways 
God surprises us is by letting a Jew or a 
Christian discover the trace of God’s pres-
ence in a Buddhist monk, or a Sikh tradition 
of hospitality, or the graciousness of Hindu 
life. Don’t think we can confine God into 
our categories. God is bigger than religion.”

In 1965, Pope Paul VI promulgated the 
final document from the Second Vatican 
Council, titled “Nostra aetate,” Latin for 
“in our time.” It was a declaration of the 
Church’s relationship with non-Christian 
religions and began by refl ecting on what 
all of humanity has in common while 
seeking unity and love among all peoples 
and nations. Furthermore, the document 
declares that it “reveres the work of God in 
all the major faith traditions.” It continues 
by recognizing Hinduism’s affi  rmation of 
the divine mystery and seeking freedom 
from human suff ering. Buddhism is noted 
for its recognition of the “insufficiency 
of this changeable world.” While clearly 
affi  rming its own teachings regarding the 
centrality of Christ, it goes on to note that 
these religions “nevertheless often refl ect a 
ray of Truth which enlightens all.”

The declaration continues by expressing 
“esteem” for the Muslims, as “they adore 
the one God … merciful and all-powerful, 
the Creator of heaven and earth.” Muslims 
also honor the Virgin Mary, await the Day 
of Judgment and “value the moral life and 
worship God especially through prayer, 
almsgiving and fasting.”

The Council goes on to acknowledge that 
the Church’s faith begins with the patri-
archs, Moses and the prophets. Its rev-
elation begins with the “Old Testament 
through the people with whom God in His 
inexpressible mercy concluded the Ancient 
Covenant. Nor can (the Church) forget that 
she draws sustenance from the root of that 
well-cultivated olive tree onto which have 
been grafted the wild shoots, the Gentiles.”

More recently, in one of his daily medita-

tions, Franciscan Richard Rohr reminds us 
“unity is not the same as uniformity. Unity, 
in fact, is the reconciliation of differences, 
and those differences must first be main-
tained — and then overcome by the power of 
love.”

Rohr quotes Brian McLaren, a writer and 
former pastor recognized by Time magazine 
as one of the 25 Most Influential Evangeli-
cals in America. McLaren writes of a “Chris-
tian identity that is both strong and kind. By 
strong I mean vigorous, vital, durable, moti-
vating, faithful, attractive, and defi ning. ... 
By kind I mean something far more robust 
than mere tolerance, political correctness, 
or coexistence: I mean benevolent, hospita-
ble, accepting, interested, and loving, so that 
the stronger our Christian faith, the more 
goodwill we will feel and show toward those 
of other faiths, seeking to understand and 
appreciate their religion from their point of 
view.”

I recall a sermon by former West Michigan 
pastor Richard Rhem, who was refl ecting on 
his visit to Chartres Cathedral a few miles 
outside of Paris. He noted that these great 
cathedrals, built centuries before the print-
ing press, told the faith stories through their 
stained glass windows. As one enters the 
nave and looks to the west, you see the cre-
ation story, and then the stories of the patri-
archs, exodus and the prophets. Going fur-
ther, one observes the birth of Jesus and the 
stories of his life and teaching.

Rhem imagines what it would be like if one 
group of people only looked at the windows 
in the west wall of the nave and another who 
huddled in the transept or in the choir. What 
if they didn’t move out of that location and 
only knew the light coming from that partic-
ular story? “The only part of the story they 
knew was Creation or Christmas or Easter, 
or whatever it may be. Would they not think, 
‘That’s it! That’s the story.’ But it wouldn’t be 
the story at all. It was a chapter of the story. It 
was a facet of the story.”

Rhem then imagines various windows 
from the diff erent faith traditions. “What if 
all of these respective groups were gathered 
before their windows where the story was 
told, their story? And what would be the com-
mon thing that would bind them together? 
Being unconscious of one another and with-
out knowledge of anyone else’s story, what 
would be the common thing? Well, it would 
be the light that streams through all the win-
dows, that illuminates all the stories.”

Could we mistake our various “windows” 
as reality itself and not be aware of the light 
that makes that view possible? Is the whole 
truth of God’s revelation contained in what 
my fi nite mind and understanding can per-
ceive?

In my own Christian tradition, I recall the 
final verses of the famous “love chapter,” 
1 Corinthians 13: “For now we see through 
a glass dimly, but then I will see face to 
face.” Let us not mistake our particular lim-
ited window as the full reality of what God 
is doing in our world. Let us be open to how 
God might be working far beyond what I can 
see through my tiny window. I can affi  rm my 
faith, but at the same time be humble about 
my limited view.

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Seeing beyond the view 
at my particular window

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Jose writes, “I’m a passion-
ate student of the word. I’ve 
recently encountered a young 

man in church who leads worship. His attire 
and mannerism disconcert me. Those who do 
not know this young man personally will label 
him as gay. However, he has been asked by the 
pastor, and he claims he is not gay. I’ve shared 
with the pastor that many people are not 
happy with this situation, and his only reply 
is that he cannot do anything. I would love to 
read an ethical as well as a biblical response 
on the matter.”

Rabbi Krishef’s note: Not surprisingly, 
this question exposes a chasm of differ-
ence of opinion among our panelists, even 
among Christians of various Reformed tra-
ditions. We’ll present the responses in two 
parts. Watch next week for Muslim, another 
Reformed Christian, United Church of Christ 
and Unitarian responses.

The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head pastor of 
Conklin Reformed Church, responds:

“Unless the church has a specific dress 
code for leaders, I don’t think this young 
man is violating any dress code; so, ethically 
what he’s doing is not wrong. The issue of 
being gay and being a leader in the congre-
gation is a diff erent issue, and if your pastor 
is not addressing it, it’s most likely because 
he’s too afraid of taking a clear stand in favor 
or against it. So, you may have some diffi  cult 
decisions to make as you continue to worship 
in this congregation. You say you’re looking 
for a biblical response on the matter, so I’ll 
give you mine: The Bible is clear and unapol-
ogetic in addressing the issue of homosexu-
ality as sin (See Romans 1:26-27 and 1 Timo-
thy 1:10). The problem is that many people 
today — even within the church — are echo-
ing the Serpent’s words to Adam and Eve in 
the Garden: Did God really say that? (Gene-
sis 3:1).”

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

“From schola rly Cat holic biblica l 
research, the word ‘homosexual’ is not found 
anywhere in Catholic versions of the Bible.

“The Roman Catholic Church does not 
struggle in its teaching on homosexuality. 
Same-sex attraction is not a sin, but homo-
sexual acts are sinful and gravely disor-
dered. This is because the homosexual act 
cannot bring forth life, i.e., produce chil-
dren.

“Members of the Church struggle with the 
topic, which is the reason the Church asserts 
with certainty that individuals with a homo-
sexual orientation are to be treated with dig-
nity under all circumstances. The bishops 

of the United States demonstrate their dig-
nity for those who are homosexual with 
two pastoral documents, titled, ‘Always 
Our Children: A Pastoral Message to Par-
ents of Homosexual Children and Sugges-
tions for Pastoral Ministers’  and ‘Ministry 
to Persons with a Homosexual Inclination: 
Guidelines for Pastoral Care.’ 

“A careful study of these documents may 
provide insight into how to proceed with 
not only those who are gay but also those 
who are perceived to be gay.”

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

“As a student of God’s word, you know 
that time and again Scripture warns 
against judging others by outward appear-
ance. The prophet Samuel was schooled 
in this matter when he was sent by God to 
anoint the fi rst two kings of Israel, Saul and 
David. Standing head and shoulders above 
all others, Saul was ‘a choice young man, 
and a goodly: and there was not among the 
children of Israel a goodlier person than he’ 
(I Samuel 9:2). He looked the part, but Saul 
failed as king because he didn’t have the 
heart for it.

“So Samuel was sent to Bethlehem to 
find a new king. Looking on Eliab, eldest 
son of Jesse, Samuel was sure he had found 
his man. But God said, ‘Look not on his 
countenance, or on the height of his stat-
ure; because I have refused him: for the 
Lord seeth not as man seeth; for man 
looketh on the outward appearance, but the 
Lord looketh on the heart’ (I Samuel 16:7).

“The New Testament word for judging 
by outward appearance is translated as 
‘respect of persons’ in the King James Ver-
sion (see James 2:1). ‘Person’ is the outward 
appearance of a man or a woman. It may 
or may not be a reliable indicator of what’s 
behind it. Rather than draw inferences from 
mannerisms or fashion choices, we need to 
hone our powers of perception and discern-
ment. Look for indications of what’s inside. 
Is there evident faith in God’s word? Love 
for Jesus Christ? Joy in the Holy Ghost? If 
so, your part is to embrace the young man 
as a brother in Christ and bear with his out-
ward foibles and frailties. Tell his critics that 
they err greatly in their superfi cial and evil-
minded judgments.

“One more thought: In Reformed 
churches, leadership of public worship is 
restricted to those who have been trained, 
tried, called and ordained for this import-
ant task. The young man may be out of his 
depth as a worship leader. The Corinthi-
ans erred greatly when they reduced public 
worship to an every-member talent contest 
(I Corinthians 14:26).”
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Worship leader’s style 
confuses church member

 Michelle Boorstein   Washington Post

Theodore McCarrick, a former D.C. arch-
bishop and cardinal who was defrocked 
this year amid allegations that he sexually 
abused two minors and sexually harassed 
seminarians, is facing new accusations that 
he abused at least seven boys from about 
1970-90, according to three sources, includ-
ing a person with direct knowledge of the 
claims U.S. church offi  cials sent to the Vat-
ican in January.

In addition, six allegations of sexual 
abuse by seminarians and former seminari-
ans also were sent to Rome, according to this 
last person.

In an interview, an accuser told The 
Washington Post that many of the boys 
knew one another. They often would travel 
together with McCarrick on fundraising 
trips to churches and the homes of donors 
nationwide, where the abuse allegedly 
would occur. The accuser and his family 
met McCarrick at a church function when 
the man was a young child.

As adults, some would speak about their 
alleged abuse to one another.

It wasn’t until late last year, however, 
after allegations involving two other boys 
became public, that the man said he and 
other accusers contacted officials. The 
Washington Post does not identify victims 
of sexual assault or abuse without their per-
mission.

‘COMPLETELY DISARMING’
The man said the ex-cardinal was able to 

get away with it because of his natural gifts: 
“He was charming. He was self-effacing. 
He was completely disarming. And he ran 
that game on everyone. He ran it on his col-
leagues, donors and on young boys. Every-
one around this guy is just a diff erent shade 
of victim.”

The man said he and other victims since 

last year have cooperated with church and 
civil investigators as well as Vatican offi  -
cials.

After that, he said, he wanted to move 
on. He was driven, however, to speak out 
following a recent interview McCarrick 
gave to Slate in which the onetime fund-
raising and diplomatic church star denied 
wrongdoing.

In a September article, McCarrick said 
he is “not as bad as they paint me. I do 
not believe that I did the things that they 
accused me of.”

McCarrick, 89, is unlikely to face crim-
inal prosecution for his alleged abuse and 
harassment of the youth and seminarian 
cases fi rst reported in the summer of 2018. 
Those allegations relate to crimes that 
would be beyond the statute of limitations 
in the United States, where they are said to 
have occurred.

McCarrick’s attorney, Barry Coburn, 
declined to comment on the new accusa-
tions. McCarrick was laicized — or reverted 
to the status of a layperson — in February, 
the most signifi cant abuse-related punish-
ment given to a Catholic cardinal in mod-
ern history.

The victim said the group of accusers 
of which he is a part have communicated 
with civil offi  cials, including the New York 
County district attorney. A spokeswoman 
there declined to comment on the status 
of any ongoing inquiries. The archdiocese 
of Newark and the diocese of Metuchen, 
N.J., also declined to comment on inves-
tigations of McCarrick, which they charac-
terized as continuing.

The man said of McCarrick’s interview 
with Slate, “He attempted to discredit the 
victims of his sexual abuse while creating 
further division and confusion within our 
church.”

CATHOLICISM

More people tell authorities 
about abuse allegations
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