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Douglas Kindschi   director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

“I have to take charge of my 
own life and make my own 
decisions. … I can choose to 

respond with hatred and violence, or with 
grace and love.”

So writes Aziz Abu Sarah in the recent 
book, “Strangers, Neighbors, Friends: Mus-
lim-Christian-Jewish Refl ections on Com-
passion and Peace.” The book features 
three authors from these traditions writing 
short refl ections (3 to 5 pages each) on how 
they have come to engaging the stranger in 
ways that develop friendships.

The book was organized by Kelly James 
Clark, Senior Research Fellow at the 
Kaufman Interfaith Institute, and includes 
reflections from Rabbi Nancy Fuchs 
Kreimer and Aziz, a Muslim, as well as 
Kelly’s own as a Christian. We are pleased 
that all three authors will be in Grand Rap-
ids on Oct. 6, as a part of their national 
book tour.

Aziz is a Palestinian living in Jerusa-
lem. He describes how as an 8-year old he 
witnessed his 18-year-old brother being 
taken out of their home to prison for hav-
ing thrown rocks at Israeli military jeeps. 
Following eight months in prison, he 
was released, but died shortly thereafter 
from internal bleeding and failure of his 
liver and spleen caused by torture he had 
received. Aziz then describes the rage and 
hatred that consumed him as he vowed to 
avenge his brother’s death.

His family was forced to move out of 
their home into a “small, stuff y, two-bed-
room rental apartment … which housed 
me, my parents, my three brothers, two sis-
ters-in-law, and four nieces and nephews.” 
He goes on, “The dismal life of a Palestin-
ian boy — displaced, disenfranchised and 
distressed — is fertile ground for the radi-
calization of justifi ably angry young men.” 
His parents, however, urged him to seek 
“the higher and more beautiful path, the 
path of forgiveness.” They also reminded 
him that the Quran encourages believers to 
be forgiving and to “control their rage and 
pardon other people.” (Quran 3:134)

At the time, Aziz was not ready to accept 
this admonition. But as he continued 
his education, he encountered an Israeli 
teacher who respected him, as well as fel-
low students whom he found to be “nice 
people.” He describes his change of heart 
and realized, as he writes, “I would have to 
rethink my beliefs and ideology. I had been 
full of rage and anger for years. … I have to 
take charge of my own life and make my 
own decisions.”

He went on to learn more about those 
he had previously hated, and even visited 
Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Remembrance 
Center in Jerusalem. As he learns to forgive 
and expand his vision, he attends an evan-
gelical Bible college in Jerusalem to learn 
more about Christianity. His journey to for-
giveness began, he writes, “with my will-
ingness to step out of my comfort zone and 
into an uncomfortable zone. … I wanted 
to be the kind of person who forgives. … I 
chose grace and love.”

Each of the three authors writes 16 
short refl ections, and Rabbi Nancy Fuchs 
Kreimer, in one of her chapters, describes 
a time some 40 years ago while traveling 
in Germany. A small group of Jews and 
Christians were there speaking to Ger-
mans about post-Holocaust theology. She 
and a Hasidic rabbi were staying in a Chris-
tian home in a small German village on a 
Friday as their Sabbath approached. How 
would they celebrate in this small commu-
nity with no Jewish community, and in 

a country that had been responsible for the 
near destruction of her people?

Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, referred 
to by Nancy as Reb Zalman, knew just what to 
do. He asked the young daughter of the fam-
ily to go to the bakery and buy two loaves of 
braided egg bread, common in Germany 
and traditional for the Sabbath ritual. Upon 
her return with the bread, and as sunset 
approached, he placed his hands on the young 
girl’s beautiful blond head, and in Hebrew — 
and then translating into German — gave her 
the traditional blessing, “May God bless you 
like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah.”

Rabbi Nancy then explains the Hebrew 
word “hesed,” found 248 times in the Bible, 
usually translated as mercy, kindness, 
love and most often loving-kindness. Reb 
Zalman showed hesed to this young girl who 
had helped him bring in the Sabbath. She 
continues, “Reb Zalman did not deny the dif-
ferences between cultures. … In fact, Reb Zal-
man relished religious diff erences, drawing 
an analog to organs of the body, each with a 
different function. We would not want the 
entire body to be a liver; we need a heart, 
lungs and skin. Difference should be cele-
brated because, like the body’s organs, they 
combine to create a more vital world.”

Reb Zalman’s quest was to “meet life’s 
challenges with as much integrity and grace 
as we can” and he approached it with hesed, 
loving-kindness. In the 1950s, shortly after 
his ordination as a Hasidic rabbi, he attended 
a class with an African American theologian, 
the Rev. Howard Thurman, to explore Christi-
anity. He then went on to study and pray with 
Sufi  mystics, Trappist monks, the Dali Lama 
and many other compassionate and wise peo-
ple, with hesed.

Kelly James Clark, the coordinator and 
originator of the project, and writer of the 
Christian reflections, writes in one of his 
chapters about what he has learned from his 
Jewish and Muslim friends.

He shares his experience during his first 
trip to Turkey, of being invited into the 
home of a Muslim family. The genuine hos-
pitality and desire to share their food and 
culture with nine strangers was, he found, 
later repeated many times in other Muslim-
majority countries, from Indonesia to Iran. 
He also learned to appreciate the Muslim 
act of prayer and Muslims prostrating them-
selves as a frequent reminder that there is one 
God, and they themselves are not God. He 
writes, “Just about everyone — from funda-
mentalist Christian to devout atheist — could 
profi t from bowing down fi ve times a day to 
remind themselves that they are not God. We 
all need to be constantly decentered, con-
stantly reminded that we are not the center 
of the universe.”

It is a distinct privilege for our community 
to meet these three authors and hear more of 
their stories about how we can turn strangers 
into friends, as we become more open to new 
experiences in our life journey. Plan to join us! 

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Moving from enemy to 
friend, three perspectives

Rabbi David Krischef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Laura W. asks: “Where do you 
draw the line between helping 
to improve or change a group 

you are a part of, and leaving the group? 
For me personally, I would leave an extreme 
group but wonder about less extreme groups 
where people hold harmful beliefs I disagree 
with. People will never have a chance to grow 
and learn about new things if we segregate 
ourselves into groups where everyone is in 
agreement.”

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

“If you mean the church you belong to, 
the answer is, if ‘harmful beliefs’ are taught 
or accepted in that church, you have a duty 
to leave it and seek another church to join. 
Harmful beliefs always involve false teach-
ing, that is, any doctrine that adds to, takes 
away from, belies or distorts the truth of 
God’s word. False teaching includes false 
ways of interpreting Scripture or applying it 
to the lives of God’s people.

“Presbyterianism holds that ‘truth is in 
order to goodness.’ It is a mark of true Chris-
tian doctrine that it only does good to those 
who believe it, and makes them better peo-
ple. False doctrine is poisonous, doing great 
harm to those who teach it and those who 
believe it. So, as Solomon says, ‘Buy the 
truth, and sell it not’ (Proverbs 23:23).

“But there should be room in any church 
for diff erent kinds of people, diff erent views 
on issues of the day and diff erent approaches 
to living the Christian life (Romans 14:1-23). 
Presbyterianism affi  rms ‘Christian Liberty, 
and Liberty of Conscience,’ the enjoyment of 
‘the liberty which Christ hath purchased for 
believers’ (Westminster Confession, Ch. XX). 
Our doctrinal standards set forth the com-
mon faith that unites us, but leave ample 
room for each church member to do his or 
her own thinking and work out how best to 
live that faith day by day.”

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

“This is an important question with the 
present status of dialogue in our culture. 
I employ the four cardinal virtues of pru-
dence, temperance, courage and justice 
when addressing controversial issues using 
three questions. These questions are: is it 
true, is it kind and is it necessary? When con-
versations are no longer constructive, then I 
extract myself from them.

“Yes, it is unhealthy to segregate one’s self 
from those with whom we may disagree. But, 
do we separate from those with whom we are 
in dispute because the other persons are 

not willing to listen, learn and grow? Even 
if I might be willing to discuss the pros and 
cons of the issues, there is no point in trying 
to continue a one-sided argument. Remem-
ber, a person does not need to remain in such 
conversations at personal expense. In other 
words, others refusing to enter construc-
tive dialogue may not be worth expending 
the necessary time and energy because one 
is not willing to listen to any point of view 
opposed to what is held dearly, regardless of 
whether it is objectively true or not.”

Sharif Sahibzada, the director of 
Islamic Center and Imam of the Mosque 
of Grand Rapids, responds:

“Like-minded people form groups under 
common approach and understanding of set 
principles. Groups exist and promote their 
objectives in accordance with mission state-
ments. These groups will be functional and 
motivational if every member is satisfi ed to 
enjoy its membership and required aims are 
met.

“Whenever deviance occurs, expecta-
tions of a member are shattered. Objectives 
are not furthered in a set manner. Results 
are not fruitful. Members focus most of their 
time on irrelevant subjects ending in a waste 
of time. They do not give weight to well-es-
tablished expressed opinions. Honor and 
feelings are hurt. If it is an extremely hard 
situation and unbearable circumstances are 
happening to carry on, then it is the time 
to make a decision.  … It is recommended to 
stay on until the time is appropriate to draw 
the line for leaving the group. God has given 
us a lifetime opportunity to reform ourselves 
and come back to him fi nally.”

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

“What is important in this question is 
your ability to be heard and respected. It 
is very brave and vulnerable to speak to a 
group particularly about change, beliefs and 
disagreements. If there is an atmosphere 
of healthy and respectful dialogue, I would 
do my best to say what is on my heart and 
mind and commit to staying through the 
change if it does occur. But if the group is so 
entrenched in their extreme beliefs that they 
will be unable to hear what is being said, I 
would advise stepping away. I would, how-
ever, suggest that you let them know why 
you are leaving; so often people tend to drift 
away from groups without saying why. Say-
ing why or speaking your truth is always 
important. This question speaks to your 
integrity and your willingness to have a diffi  -
cult conversation with others; we need more 
of these conversations to happen.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Must we agree with all 
that a group promotes?

Veery Huleatt   Washington Post

When I was a child, I spoke to trees. I 
knew my secrets would be safe with these 
great green friendly things. And, I thought, 
the trees spoke back to me. I’d press my ear 
against their trunks to hear the reverberating, 
strangely musical sound of branches knock-
ing against one another in the wind, a sound 
that seems to be traveling to your ear from the 
decades coded into each tree’s annual growth 
rings.

I’m comfortable talking to plants, but I’m 
not sure if I could do so through a microphone 
in front of a bunch of seminarians, as a student 
at Union Theological Seminary is doing in a 
photo tweeted out recently by the seminary .

Union later explained on its website that the 
service was part of a class titled “Extractivism: 
A Ritual/Liturgical Response,” with liturgical 
responses to the state of the climate. Detrac-
tors saw in it everything from idolatry to New 
Age nonsense to an opportunity for jokes 
about “VeggieTales” and church plants.

But beneath the very human tendency to 
jump on the virtual bandwagon, I think there 
is a pressing question that many Christians 
and people of no faith are grappling with: 
What is our moral responsibility to nonhuman 
life forms? If we can sin against the natural 
world, how do we name and atone for that sin?

Confession is the Christian response to 
guilt. While it takes various forms in differ-
ent traditions, confession is a private or pub-
lic acknowledgment of sins as the first step 
in repentance and reconciliation with God 
and the church.  Confessing these sins is the 
fi rst step in mending those relationships and 
restoring the covenant with God and other 
people. But plants?

It’s easy to think of environmental harms 
in terms of a list of losses: so many extinct 
species, so many disappearing glaciers. More 
profound, however, is the way species exist 
in community. In a beautiful essay on prai-

rie grasses, Potawatomi ecologist Robin Wall 
Kimmerer writes: “I want to raise a song for 
all of those beings knit together by the roots 
of prairie sod. I refuse to write a eulogy for one 
alone, because the very notion of separabil-
ity is at the root of the crisis we have created. 
The life of one is inseparable from the life of 
another.” 

I hear in it an echo of the Apostle Paul’s con-
ception of the church as a body in his letter to 
the Romans: “For as in one body we have many 
members, and all the members do not have the 
same function, so we, though many, are one 
body in Christ, and individually members one 
of another.”

Just as the death of one person can rend the 
fabric of a congregation or family, the death of 
a species can spell the end of a particular eco-
system. 

But what do these biological and ecologi-
cal facts have to do with our morality and the 
expressions of our faith?  In her excellent essay 
“Duties concerning islands,” moral philoso-
pher Mary Midgley writes:

“To speak of duties to (non-human) things 
... is not necessarily to personify them super-
stitiously, or to indulge in chatter about ‘the 
secret life of plants.’ It expresses merely that 
there are suitable and unsuitable ways of 
behaving in given situations  .”

If we can think of morality only as a con-
tract or transaction, we will never be able to 
understand our duties to the natural world or, 
for that matter, to each other or God. 

 Fumbling our way toward a better environ-
mental ethic will probably involve some awk-
wardness and false starts, confessing to plants 
among them, but refusing to admit our ecolog-
ical guilt is arguably a worse sin than taking 
our succulents to church. 

Veery Huleatt is senior editor for Plough 
Quarterly.

CHRISTIANITY

What moral responsibility 
do we have to nature?

IF YOU GO

What: “Strangers, Neighbors, Friends” Book 
tour

When: 7 p.m. Oct. 6

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

Information and free registration: 
InterfaithUnderstanding.org

“I had been full of rage and anger for years. … I have 
to take charge of my own life and make my own 
decisions.”
Aziz Abu Sarah
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