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Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Can learning of other faiths, 
and getting to know oth-
ers who believe diff erently, 

strengthen our own faith understanding?
This is the theme of the recent book by 

Barbara Brown Taylor, “Holy Envy: Find-
ing God in the Faith of Others.” Taylor, an 
Episcopal priest and a retired professor of 
religion at Piedmont College in Georgia, 
tells the story of her own faith journey as 
she fully realized that “all religions are not 
alike.”

“Their followers see the world in very 
distinct ways,” Taylor writes. “I found 
things to envy in all of the traditions.” She 
then asks, “Could my faith be improved 
by the faith of others?” She describes her 
book as being “about how my envy of other 
traditions turned into holy envy, off ering 
me the chance to be born again within my 
own tradition.”

She traces the term “holy envy” to the 
biblical scholar Krister Stendahl, who was 
on the faculty and served as dean of Har-
vard Divinity School. He then returned to 
his home in Sweden and was elected the 
Bishop of Stockholm. Stendahl proposed 
three rules for interfaith understanding:

1. When trying to understand another reli-
gion, you should ask the adherents of that 
religion and not its enemies.

2. Don’t compare your best to their worst.

3. Leave room for holy envy.

He explained that holy envy is being 
willing to recognize elements in the other 
religious tradition or faith that you admire 
and wish could, in some way, be refl ected 
in your own religious tradition or faith.

As Stendahl practiced his own inter-
faith rules while dealing with minority 
religious traditions in Sweden, he con-
cluded, “In the eyes of God, we are all 
minorities. That’s a rude awakening for 
many Christians, who have never come to 
grips with the pluralism of the world.”

Taylor writes about her students com-
ing to grips with pluralism and embrac-
ing it but with little help from their elders. 
She writes, “No preacher has suggested to 
them that today’s Good Samaritan might 
be a Good Muslim or a Good Humanist. 
No Confi rmation class teacher has taught 
them that the Golden Rule includes hon-
oring the neighbor’s religion as they would 
have the neighbor honor theirs.”

She also writes about the attitude of 
some who approach religion as wanting 
to “play on the winning team, the wish to 
secure divine favoritism.” Our desire to 
understand and experience God is not a 
contest where we have to see ourselves as 
the winners and the others as losers. Even 
in sports competition, one can learn from 
the other team and become better.

This gets to Stendahl’s second rule, 
“Don’t compare your best to their worst.” 
Taylor suggests, “Compare your best to 
their best, so that each becomes better in 
its own distinct way.”

In my many years with the Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute, I have found that, for 
nearly everyone who has become deeply 
involved with learning about and learning 
with others of a diff erent faith, the expe-
rience has deepened one’s own faith. If 
our only interaction is with people who 
believe as we do, we can stay at a shallow 
level. The benefi t of engaging beliefs dif-
ferent from one’s own pushes us to think 
more deeply about our beliefs.

Taylor also urges us to “engage those 
who are different without feeling com-
pelled to defeat or destroy them. This 
requires skills. It also requires spiritual 
and psychological maturity, which makes 
it a work in progress for humans of any 
age.”

Taylor also warns against the “race 

to the lowest common denominator.” 
We are not trying to say that all religions 
are the same, because doing such pre-
vents us “from exploring the differences 
in any meaningful way.” In our interfaith 
efforts here in West Michigan, we have 
warned against “thin dialogue” where we 
water down our faith so we will all agree. 
We learn from “thick dialogue,” where we 
bring the thickness of our faith to the table 
but in a way that respects the thickness of 
the other’s faith.

Interacting with those of a different 
faith can get tricky when it comes to how 
far one goes in sharing worship practices. 
Taylor tells of a time when she stood next 
to a Jewish colleague at a Christian service 
that included communion or the Eucharist. 
While the Christian leader made it clear 
that all were welcome to participate, it was 
also clear that her Jewish friend was not 
planning to do so but to just observe. Tay-
lor did the same, but then, as she writes, 
“What had I just done? Why had I done it?” 
She knew that her colleague did not expect 
that gesture from her. Then Taylor writes, “I 
still do not know whether I failed Christian-
ity that night or passed.” But she did know 
that her act was one that involved the rela-
tionship of that human being standing next 
to her.

We don’t always know what is the right 
thing to do in a given situation, but, as a 
Jewish reviewer of her book, Nancy Fuchs 
Kriemer, commented, “We are not God, so 
we don’t know how God most wants to be 
worshipped. We have a better idea how 
people want to be treated. We are not com-
manded to love our religions. We are com-
manded to love our neighbors.”

Taylor shares the insight of British theo-
logian John Hick, who has called for a 
“Copernican revolution in theology.” Before 
Copernicus, we believed that the Earth was 
the center of the universe. Now, we under-
stand that we are one of a number of planets 
circling the sun that is the center. In Hick’s 
Copernican revolution in theology, “God 
assumes the prime place at the center and 
Christianity joins the orbits of the great reli-
gions circling around.”

In Hick’s theological image, we act with 
humility and do not assume that we have 
absolute truth. As Taylor puts it, “Absolute 
truth moves to the center of the system, 
leaving people of good faith with meaning-
ful perceptions of that truth from their own 
orbits. This does not require anyone to give 
up the claim to uniqueness. It only requires 
the acceptance of unique neighbors, who 
concur that the brightness they see at the 
center of everything exceeds their ability to 
possess it.”

Can each of us affi  rm our own insights 
while staying open to the insights of oth-
ers? Can we even be open to a little holy 
envy?

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Finding God in the faith of 
others through ‘Holy Envy’

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Lately, Ethics and Religion 
Talk has received a number of 
questions about sexual prac-

tices. Bring it on! We’ll tackle the most dif-
fi cult of questions! Contact us as Ethicsan-
dReligionTalk@gmail.com.

JM writes, “I’m married to a man who I’m 
not sure is a Christian. He is adamant about 
following the works of Jesus by helping the 
poor and needy. He is also adamant about 
engaging in the swinging lifestyle. I’m trying 
really hard to balance my biblical upbringing 
about marriage and sex with engaging in the 
lifestyle, while pleasing my husband in being 
a submissive wife. I’m so confused and in spir-
itual turmoil. I need answers!”

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

“Your husband is trying to do a trade-off 
with God. To compensate for the sin of for-
nication and adultery, he does the works of 
a Christian in helping the poor and needy. 
Many have attempted such ethical trade-off s. 
For example, King Herod the Great rebuilt and 
beautifi ed God’s temple in Jerusalem, while 
he imbrued his hands in the blood of count-
less victims of his savage tyranny. ‘Be not 
deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a 
man soweth, that shall he also reap’ (Galatians 
6:7). Herod came to a bad end, and so will your 
husband, if he continues in gross sin.

“Your duty as a wife is ‘to be obedient unto 
(your husband) in all lawful things, as to the 
Lord,’ as it says in the Liturgy of the Reformed 
Churches. Fornication and adultery are 
unlawful things, that is, sins against the law 
of God. You should refuse to have any part 
in your husband’s ‘swinging lifestyle.’ You 
are free to leave him and to divorce him. The 
way out of confusion and turmoil is to remind 
yourself that your fi rst duty in life is to ‘fear 
God and keep His commandments’ (Ecclesi-
astes 12:13).”

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

“Unitarian Universalists see marriage as 
an equal partnership between two adults. 
The idea of having one spouse be submissive 
to the other spouse is quite foreign to us. As 
a minister, I would counsel that, if you are 
uncomfortable engaging in the swinging life-
style, then please do not do it. It is unhealthy 
to engage in activities, whatever they may 
be, because your spouse is being adamant. 
I think part of your spiritual turmoil is that 
your Christian upbringing is in direct con-
fl ict with what your husband is demanding 
of you. Everyone deserves a marriage where 
they feel loved, respected and appreciated.”

Chris Curia, the director of youth min-
istries at Fairway Christian Reformed 
Church, responds:

“Thank you for your vulnerability. First, 
for what it’s worth, I affi  rm your confusion, 
spiritual turmoil, and desire for answers. 
I wish we could talk more so I could bet-
ter understand your specifi c hurts. But I 
empathize with what I do understand. 
What you’re experiencing is really diffi-
cult.

“Psychologically speaking, our experi-
ence of trauma over prolonged periods of 
time actually rewires us to become more 
self-protective, which partially explains 
why maintaining healthy relationships 
can become so diffi  cult. Without knowing 
either of you or your situation in depth, I 
wonder how your husband’s behavior has 
aff ected your emotional well-being. I also 
think it would be helpful to discern how 
his behavior reinforces how you have been 
taught to see yourself in terms of the roles 
and expectations that have been put on 
you. I would recommend processing some 
of those feelings deeper with a therapist or 
trusted spiritual director.

“If you feel that having a conversation 
with your husband would be safe and bene-
fi cial, I think you can start by (1) asking him 
to have the hard conversation; then (2) by 
recalling your observances of his behav-
ior; then (3) by speaking to your feelings 
about his behavior and how it has caused 
you hurt and confl icted with your core val-
ues; then (4) by inviting him, when you are 
ready, to help you understand where he is 
coming from.

“Moreover, if you have any ideas about 
how he might be able to change his ways to 
be kinder to you, let him know. If he makes 
no apology or concerted eff ort to change, 
then I would consider seeing a mar-
riage counselor to help you both navigate 
through the confl ict.”

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

“Doing good works and helping the poor 
and needy does not make anyone a Chris-
tian. Jesus promoted holiness and faith-
fulness, and the swinging lifestyle is not 
congruent with holiness and faithfulness. 
Furthermore, anyone who claims to be a 
Christian must exhibit the fruit of the Spirit 
in his or her life. ‘But the fruit of the Spirit 
is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and 
self-control. Against such things there is no 
law’ (Galatians 5:22-23). I am so sorry that 
you are in this predicament and confused 
as to whether submission to your husband 
includes submitting to his lifestyle. I would 
say that submission to God and your faith-
fulness to Him comes fi rst.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Must a wife submit to her 
husband’s sexual choices?

John Starke   Washington Post

As a pastor, it’s hard to be 
vulnerable, and most of us 
feel an inordinate pressure to 
never show weakness.

I experienced a long sea-
son of depression in 2015. I 
remember sitting in a diner 
with a close friend, sharing 
my inability to shake it. I was 
half expecting him to dis-
tance himself and give me 
some well-meaning encour-
agement that would end our 
meeting.

Instead he leaned in and 
listened. He asked probing 
questions. He demonstrated 
love. It was one of those 
moments where it was safe to 
fall apart with another per-
son. I could just be myself and 
be loved.

Christianity teaches it can 
be experienced in this one, as 
well, and prayer is the regular 
context for it. While our mod-
ern world clamors to build 
an identity through perfor-
mance, accomplishments 
and becoming what we think 
other people will want, Chris-
tianity teaches us that we can 
receive a deep identity.

The regular rhythm of 
prayer is being yourself and 
being loved by God. It’s the 
otherworldly experience of 
being weak but received into 
his transcendence.

I encourage you to expe-
rience being received not 
for adapting to what others 

think you ought to be but 
simply because God loves 
you. That’s called grace. The 
presence of God is a safe 
place to fall apart and be 
needy. In a world of perfor-
mance, it’s a renewal.

St. Augustine tells us that 
humans have infi nite desires. 
We’re actually made for 
infi nite, transcendent things.  

The practice of prayer is 
how humans with infinite 
desires meet God, who is 
infi nite fullness. 

The new year can be a time 
to reorient how we seek God’s 

fullness and joy. 
Christians often come to 

prayer not knowing what to 
say . That’s OK. God, who is 
our help,  invites us just to 
be present. He tells us not to 
expect to be received for our 
many words, but because we 
are loved.

John Starke is the lead 
pastor at Apostles Church 
Uptown in New York City. 
His book “The Possibility of 
Prayer” will be published 
by InterVarsity Press in 
February.

COMMENTARY

Adding prayer to your day 
may improve your 2020

IF YOU GO

What: Interfaith book group discussing Barbara 
Brown Taylor’s “Holy Envy: Finding God in the 
Faith of Others”

When: Alternate Tuesdays, 3-4:30 p.m., 
through March

Where: Seidman Center, 50 Front Ave. SW, 
Grand Rapids

Information and parking permits at: 
InterfaithUnderstanding.org

Barbara Brown Taylor, 
an Episcopal priest and a 
retired professor of religion, 
is the author of “Holy Envy: 
Finding God in the Faith of 
Others.” 

Self-Realization
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with special music by the 

Greater Joy Trio

 www.grandvillebible.org

Sunday,
January 19, 2020

Time: 6 P.M.


