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        T H E  G RA N D  RA P I DS  P R ESS        T H U RS DAY, O CTO B E R  3, 20 1 9    B5

Allison Egrin   program coordinator, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

Fall has always been my favorite season. 
I’ve always loved the changing of the leaves, 
the cooler temperatures, pumpkin-fl avored 
everything, getting back to a set routine after 
summertime, and taking the time to self-
refl ect.

As a child, the fall is a time for change 
and reset as school is starting up once again. 
For the Jewish people, fall is also our time 
for change and reset as our new year, Rosh 
Hashana, lands somewhere in September or 
early October. This year, it was celebrated 
from Sunday evening, Sept. 29, to Tuesday 
evening, Oct. 1. Coincidentally and conve-
niently, the Jewish new year coincides with 
the academic new year.

As daily schedules — perhaps even chap-
ters of life — are changing, so too are we 
able to fi nd internal change. This season of 
change could be a new living situation, new 
job, new friendships, new opportunities. 
This newness coupled with the Jewish new 
year allows for people to stop and reconsider 
their priorities for the upcoming year. What 
have we done in the past year that we would 
like to continue or grow? What have we done 
that we may want to leave behind? We exam-
ine who we are, what we have done, both 
the good and the bad, and look towards the 
future of who we strive to be.

For me personally, the Jewish new year 
is when I set my “new year’s resolutions.” 
Although I would not consider myself very 
religious, I do find myself connected with 
the high holidays, Rosh Hashana and Yom 
Kippur. I very much believe that we as 
humans have the ability to change and grow, 
on a continuous journey to becoming our 
best selves.

For me, having the opportunity to self-re-
fl ect and set meaningful intentions twice a 
year is a blessing. On Jan. 1, I fi nd that my 
resolutions are along the lines of: work out 
more, sleep more, be healthier, etc. How-
ever, my mindset for my Rosh Hashana res-
olutions is a bit more meaningful, such as 
less negative self-talk and thoughts, engag-
ing more in my local Jewish community and 
improving my listening skills.

There are 12 days between Rosh Hashana 
and Yom Kippur, providing a time to self-
reflect, with each representing a month of 
the previous year. Yom Kippur is our day of 
atonement, where we fast from sundown to 
sundown in order to ask for G-d’s forgiveness 
and be rewritten in the book of life. This two-
week period is meant to refl ect on both the 

good and bad that we have done in the pre-
vious year, and how we can better ourselves 
moving forward as we enter the new year.

I love this idea of accepting one’s flaws, 
acknowledging our wrongdoings, and hav-
ing the opportunity to ask for forgiveness 
and move forward. I fi nd the process to be 
incredibly uplifting, positive and encour-
aging. It is one of my favorite parts of Juda-
ism. I love that we are able to recognize that 
we are not perfect, accept where we are and 
constantly work towards bettering ourselves 
and the world around us.

Instead of dwelling on our past sins and 
negative traits, I find the prayers and ser-
vices to be more supportive, uplifting and 
focusing on our chance to improve. Just as 
in everything we do in the Jewish faith, we 
are surrounded by community during this 
time. We feast together, fast together, break 
the fast together, spend the entire day at ser-
vices together and encourage one another to 
do better and be better.

As a student, I was not always able to make 
it to services. My parents never took work off , 
and they would rarely let me carpool to shul 
with my grandparents or friends, because 
they felt that it was more important to go to 
class. Whether or not I made it to services, I 
have always partaken in the holidays. Fresh-
man year, I ate apples and honey and recited 
the prayers in my dorm with a friend. I would 
share the delicacy that is “Rosh Hashana 
challah” with my non-Jewish friends. 
Throughout the year, they constantly ask me 
for the “special challah.”

During my time at Grand Valley, if I was 
unable to make the drive home, I would 
either celebrate with my Hillel friends, or 
my family would drive here and prepare the 
feast for my roommates and me. Of course, 
regardless of where I am, I never forget to call 
my grandma to wish her a “Shana Tova,” or 
sweet year.

I am not always successful in my Yom 
Kippur fasting eff orts. But when I am, I love 
being able to suff er with my friends and fam-
ily all over the world via smartphone and 
social media, sending one another whiny 

texts and selfi es. Hopefully, from this year 
moving forward, every year I will success-
fully have an easy and meaningful fast.

I am looking forward to entering this 
new year and new chapter of life with a new 
mindset and new intentions. I am excited to 
continue turning my passions into actions, 
surrounding myself with a supportive and 
inspirational community, working on 
self-confi dence, and fi nding opportunities 
for mitzvot (fulfilling biblical command-
ments and religious duties) in my daily life. 
May we all acknowledge our imperfections, 
accept where we’re at, and continuously fi nd 
ways to becoming our best selves.

This year, the Jewish people enter the reli-
gious year 5780. I think about how long the 
Jewish people have survived, how much we 
have endured and how far we have come, 
both physically and mentally. We have 
endured so much, yet continue to thrive. Our 
drive and determination to continue to prac-
tice our divine traditions is the trait I look 
forward to passing down the most.

Welcome to the ’80s, and regardless of  
whether you’re Jewish or not, I challenge you 
to take a few moments to refl ect on who you 
are versus who you wish to be. I challenge 
you to be OK with your imperfections, set 
some new goals or intentions and dip some 
apple slices in honey.
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Roy E. asks, 
“What are the 
moral/ethical 
implications 
of mone y in 

politics?”

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

“What has been come to 
be known as the caste sys-
tem in Hinduism has influ-
enced much of the rest of the 
world to take a dim view of 
the religion. One would get 
no argument from me as to 
acknowledging the oppres-
sion and absurd discrim-
ination its corruption has 
caused. But there was an ini-
tial wisdom that inspired it. 
Those vast complexities are 
not on point here, but there 
is one element of the tradi-
tion that might be appre-
ciated by Westerners. The 
more appropriate word for 
caste, Varna, off ered society 
a signifi cant benefi t: separa-
tion of powers.

“There was something of 
a wall between the govern-
ing (kshatriya) class and the 
mercantile (vaishya) class. 
Ideally, there should have 
been no influence on mat-
ters of state by those who 
held wealth. Foreign chron-
iclers visiting India were 
impressed at the function-
ing of society when this was 
in eff ect. However, this was 
not representative govern-
ment, as we know it. Since 
Indian independence after 
World War II, the nation has 
been a strong democracy. 
However, sadly, graft and 
corruption have severely 
wounded its growth, as they 
have strayed from the high-
minded principles of their 
forebears.

“Certainly, we seem to be 
in a situation not dissimi-
lar. At this moment, we have 
many laws on our books that 
were crafted by large corpo-
rate donors that are more 
profit-oriented than peo-
ple-centered. In addition, 
this transcends the political 
into the realm of morality 
when it eff ects the quality of 
the lives of the impoverished, 
the environmental landscape 
and human dignity.”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, 
minister at All Souls Com-
munity Church of West 
Michigan, a Unitarian 
Universalist Congrega-
tion, responds:

“Money in politics erodes 
our democracy because our 
elected officials make pol-
icy and laws based on who 
is contributing to their cam-
paign rather than legislat-
ing changes based on the 
will and wants of the people 
they represent. For exam-

ple, a recent NPR article 
reported that 61% of citi-
zens want stricter gun laws, 
yet, because of the sizable 
fi nancial infl uence that gun 
lobbyists have on our poli-
ticians, the will of the peo-
ple is being ignored. This is 
both morally and ethically 
wrong, because politicians 
are elected to represent all 
the people they serve and 
not just the wealthy.”

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

“ M a t t h e w ’ s  G o s p e l 
reports that when Christ 
rose from the dead, the 
watchmen posted at his 
tomb reported to the chief 
clergymen what had hap-
pened that day. The min-
isters met with the elders 
and decided to give ‘large 
money’ to these soldiers 
and instructed them to say, 

‘His disciples came by night, 
and stole him away while we 
slept.’ Matthew notes: ‘They 
took the money, and did 
as they were taught’ (Mat-
thew 28:11-15). A very believ-
able account of very human 
behavior, on all sides.

“Where ‘large money’ is 
given and taken, there is an 
implied contract. The one 
who gives the ‘large money’ 
makes an investment and 
expects something in return. 
The one who takes it agrees 
to do as he is told. It’s called 
bribery. Presbyterianism 
teaches that bribery is a sin 
forbidden by the eighth com-
mandment (‘Thou shalt not 
steal,’ Exodus 20:15; Larger 
Catechism Q. 142).

“But it costs a fortune to 
run for public office! It fol-
lows that politicians must 
take ‘large money’ from 
wealthy donors and will tend 

to do their bidding, not ours. 
Rare is the man or woman 
with the faith and fortitude 
to resist the corrupt dynam-
ics of the situation (Psalm 
15). Is there no better way 
to meet the real costs of the 
election process? To ensure 
that the people we elect are 
free to seek the common 
good, not serve the special 
interests of wealthy donors? 
‘ The king by judgment 
establisheth the land: but 
he that receiveth gifts over-
throweth it’ (Proverbs 19:4).”

My response:
A central biblical princi-

ple of leadership and judg-
ment is not to let wealth or 
privilege aff ect the fairness 
of law or judgment:

You shall not render an 
unfair decision: do not favor 
the poor or show deference 
to the rich; judge your kins-

man fairly (Leviticus 19:15).
Hear out your fellow men, 

and decide justly between 
any man and a fellow Israel-
ite or a stranger. You shall not 
be partial in judgment: hear 
out low and high alike (Deu-
teronomy 1:16-17).

Abraham Lincoln began 
his Gettysburg Address 
with a mention of a princi-
ple derived from the Bible 
that all people (men) are cre-
ated equal, and concluded 
by describing government as 
“of the people, by the people, 
for the people.” In a properly 
constituted government, all 
people have a voice in mak-
ing the laws of the country. 
Money becomes an unethi-
cal infl uence when access to 
lawmakers requires money 
or when small numbers of 
contributors can purchase 
infl uence beyond their num-
bers.
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When money and politics mix, the outcome can be dangerous

Allison Egrin is program 
coordinator at Grand Valley 
State University’s Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute.

Emma Duhamel blows the shofar during 
Rosh Hashana services at Fairmount Temple 
in the Cleveland area. This year, the holiday 
was observed from Sunday evening to Tues-
day evening.   Advance Local fi les

Regardless of  whether 
you’re Jewish or not, I 
challenge you to take a 
few moments to reflect 
on who you are versus 
who you wish to be. I 
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with your imperfections, 
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