
Interfaith Learning
and the Liberal Arts
— Eric Christensen

Hippocrates once said, “Wherever 
there is love of the art of medicine, 
there is also love of humankind.” 
I have found this intuition to 
be profoundly meaningful and 

helpful as I have transitioned from humanities to sciences 
in my studies and as I look forward to beginning the 
journey through medical school this coming fall. And 
couldn’t we substitute any area of academic study or 
professional practice for the word “medicine” here? The 
liberal arts education we have received at Saint John’s 
and Saint Ben’s certainly urges us to see the world in this 
light, to integrate all aspects of our lives—in short, to be 
more human, to be more whole. In this spirit of opennes 
and holism, I encourage everyone to ask oneself in what 
manner one’s own vocation can best serve other people 
and bring much-needed healing to our world. 

I have deeply appreciated and have been thoroughly 
enriched by the interfaith opportunities I have had with 
the Jay Phillips Center. One thing that has particularly 
inspired me is the way in which students have brought 
their unique experiences and personalilties to bear in 
interfaith encounters; by doing so, they have really given 
such encounters a unique substance and flavor. With a 
very fond farewell, I wish all the best for the communities 
of Saint John’s and Saint Ben’s, and especially for all those 
who work for better interfaith understanding.
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The Jay Phillips Center is a joint enterprise of Saint John’s University and the University of St. Thomas 
and also serves the College of Saint Benedict. This newsletter focuses on the center’s presence at CSB/SJU.
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Thanks and Congratulations
to Eric Christensen 

and Jinxi Han
— John Merkle

On behalf of everyone associated 
with the Jay Phillips Center, I 
am delighted to extend deep 
gratitude to Eric Christensen and 

Jinxi Han, who are winding down their time with the 
center. Eric and Jinxi have contributed immensely to the 
center’s flourishing and are now about to embark on new 
adventures. As happy as I and others are for them, we are 
saddened at the thought of how much we will miss them.

Eric has been involved with the center since January 
2011, when he began organizing what turned out to be 
highly successful reading groups, film viewings, and shared 
meals and discussions with CSB/SJU students, as well as 
assisting with the center’s public events programming. In 
January 2012 he became this newsletter’s editor and since 
then has designed and produced eight marvelous issues. 
He is resigning from this position because he has been 
accepted into the University of Minnesota Medical School 
at Duluth.

Since his college days, Eric, a 2007 SJU graduate 
and 2010 graduate from SJU’s School of Theology, has 
combined his theological and scientific studies beautifully. 
He perceives that, at their best, religion and medicine have 
in common the enhancement of human life, the mending 
of human lives. I and others with the center wish him the 
very best as he pursues his medical studies, and we won’t 
be surprised to see him go on to distinguish himself as 
an outstanding physician—one whose contributions to 
interfaith relations are bound to continue.

Jinxi, who will be graduating in three weeks, has 
done outstanding interfaith work on the CSB and SJU 
campuses for the past two years. During her junior year 
here, she was a vital and creative member of the center’s 
student group, InterFaith Leaders (IFL). This academic 
year Jinxi has excelled as one of the center’s three student 
leadership coordinators.

Along with junior Bridget Barry and sophomore 
Hannah Houts, Jinxi has helped my colleague Hans 
Gustafson and me promote the center’s public events 
and, again with Bridget and Hannah, she has designed 
and facilitated highly successful student-run activities, 

including interfaith meals with particular themes, film 
screenings followed by interfaith discussions, and visits to 
diverse houses of worship in the Twin Cities. With Jinxi’s 
many talents and very friendly personality, we at the center 
have every confidence that she will excel at whatever she 
chooses to pursue—and we trust that she will continue 
to foster harmonious relations among people of diverse 
backgrounds.

Congratulations, Eric and Jinxi, in reaching these new 
milestones in your lives, and thanks again for all you’ve 
done to promote interfaith learning, friendship, and 
service on our campuses!
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Rabbi Rachel Timoner,
Breath of Life: God as Spirit 
in Judaism (Brewster, MA: 
Paraclete Press, 2011), 180 pp. 

Reviewed by Eric Christensen, 
editor

This short and supremely 
accessible book by Rabbi 
Rachel Timoner holds a depth 
and richness of writing and 

thinking that is sure to captivate readers. The author is 
clearly steeped in her Jewish tradition and offers readers 
a compelling invitation to explore with her how one can 
speak of God as spirit and how one’s life and even the 
world can be impacted by this idea. 

Rabbi Timoner structures her book in a manner 
similar to the Hebrew Bible (or Tanakh): the three main 
themes are creation, revelation, and redemption. The 
theme of creation is tied closely, as one might expect, to 
the book of Genesis. The central concept here is that of 
ruach, which can be translated as “spirit, breath, or wind” 
and refers to God’s creative force. Significantly, Timoner 
notes, “Creation is an ongoing event. It happened in the 
beginning, and it happens now, in every moment.” God 
is continually breathing new life into the world, into us. 
Furthermore, “One of the most extraordinary features 
of God’s spirit, God’s creative force, is that some of its 
creations also have spirit, enabling God’s creations to 
create as well.”

The second part of the book focuses on revelation, 
using the paradigm of the covenant of God with the 
Israelites at Sinai—a moment, Timoner says, that has never 
ended. God chose to speak to human beings collectively, as 
a community, which is significant for understanding how 
we ought to live. Affirming that we all have responsibilities 
to care for others and to be partners with God in healing 
the world, Timoner writes, “In Tanakh, ‘salvation’ refers to 
collective redemption in this world as opposed to the fate 
of an individual soul after death.”

In the third part, Rabbi Timoner explores the idea 
of redemption and the aspiration to wholeness using the 
Jewish notion of tikkun olam, repair of the world. Here she 
focuses on integrating the internal and external aspects of 
faith, with the goal of overcoming the dissonance between 
our values and the reality of our surroundings, which are 
too often unjust. God’s ruach inspires us, individually 
and collectively, to see from a perspective beyond the self: 
“This is the lesson [of the Exodus]: there’s a demand in 
the bargain of delivery. Once we have been saved from the 
crush of oppression, redeemed, we belong to God. And we 
will forever be expected to save others as we were saved.”

Throughout her book, Rabbi Timoner weaves 
together theology, tradition, and scripture and leaves the 
reader with plenty of insight and inspiration regarding the 
relationship between spirituality and justice.

Listening for the Spirit of God 
in Our Pursuit of Justice:
Spirituality and Justice 
in the Jewish Tradition
Lecture by Rabbi Rachel Timoner

Monday, April 28, 7:30 p.m.
Founders Room (Quad 170), SJU

Judaism is an action-focused tradition. From the 
commandments given at Sinai and the shouts of Israel’s 
ancient prophets to the teachings of contemporary women 
and men of prophetic vision and witness, Judaism calls 
upon people to end poverty, oppression, and all forms of 
injustice. But what is the relationship between spirituality 
and justice in Jewish tradition? In this lecture, human 
rights activist and author Rabbi Rachel Timoner will 
explore the meaning of God as spirit, ways of discerning 
God’s spirit in and around us, spiritual practices that help 
us nurture the gifts of God’s spirit in our lives, and how 
all of this relates to the covenantal call for creating a better 
world.

Song of Wonder
Concert of South Indian and Judeo-Spanish music
featuring Nirmala Rajasekar and David Jordan Harris

Thursday, May 1, 6:30 p.m.
Sacred Heart Chapel, Saint Benedict’s Monastery

Exploring the theme of wonder through the music and 
poetry of South Indian and Judeo-Spanish traditions, 
vocalists and string musicians Nirmala Rajasekar and 
David Jordan Harris are joined by Carnatic percussion 
master Thanjavur Muruga Boopathi, percussionist Mick 
LaBriola, ‘ud player David Burk, and vocalist Shruthi 
Rajasekar. 

Nirmala and David, inspired by the poetry of a 
thousand years in each of their traditions, probe the 
many facets of wonder as gateways to an illumined and 
impassioned life. Highlights of the concert include excerpts 
from the oldest extant piece of notated Jewish music; 
improvisational performances by Nirmala on the veena 
in both familiar and rare ragas (the melodic soundscapes 
of Indian music); ancient Tamil Sangam poetry; plangent 
Judeo-Spanish and Hebrew chants from traditional Jewish 
communities in Bosnia, Turkey, and Morocco; and new 
musical arrangements flowing from this evening’s cross-
cultural collaboration.
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Experiencing Religious 
Diversity in India
— Bridget Barry

Note: Bridget Barry is a student leadership 
coordinator for the Jay Phillips Center on 
the CSB/SJU study abroad program in 
India this semester. 

As I write this from my bedroom in the heart of Kolkata, 
I can hear the call to prayer (an Islamic worship tradition) 
that happens like clockwork, five times a day. I can see a 
shrine to Ganesh, a Hindu god. I can hold the Buddhist 
prayer beads on my desk. I can feel the small Saint Bridget 
metal resting on my neck. Faith traditions and philosophies 
are an integral part of life in India, and many of my most 
meaningful and treasured experiences and conversations 
here have been related to the spiritual practices and beliefs 
I’ve been lucky enough to observe and participate in. 

India is exploding with 
people, sights, sounds, 
and smells. So much of 
daily life here is public 
and uninhibited. Walking 
down the street, one sees 
so many different facets of 
the human experience on 
display. People are bathing, 
yelling into cell phones on their way to work, chatting over 
tea, and selling fresh fish within two feet of each other. It is 
only fitting that people practice their religions and express 
their spirituality in the same public, uninhibited fashion. 
There are religious shrines everywhere, with objects from 
Hindu idols to Mother Teresa statues. One often sees 
people praying, and there’s not really a cultural reluctance 
to have thoughtful conversations about beliefs, like there 
is in the United States. I spend hours talking to my host 
mother about the traditions and history of Hinduism and 
what the practices mean to her, a modern Indian woman. 
I imagine that many of her American peers that I know 
would not talk as readily or extensively about their beliefs. 

Religion and spiritual philosophies are ever present in 
Indian society, and religious and spiritual identities often 
divide people into polarized groups. The political parties 
are almost all associated with particular religious groups. 
There is a subtle but significant divide between Hindus 
and Muslims in society. This divide creates a tension in 
the interactions of the groups with different beliefs, which 
weakens the security of everyone in the society. It’s also 
a loss of something intangible but precious—human 
friendship and belonging. When we create a world where 
people are divided by religious lines, we lose something of 
our freedom and our individual identities. 

I’ve visited many Hindu, Sikh, and Jain temples. I’ve 
visited Catholic churches and Mother Teresa’s grave. I went 
to Saranath, which is where Buddha found enlightenment. 
At the holy sites there are always elderly women who pray 

seriously and vigorously. While watching them, I am often 
reminded of my grandmother, a devout Catholic. They 
chant in Bangla, similar to the way she chants Hail Marys. 

A few obnoxious taxi drivers and street vendors aside, 
everyone I’ve encountered here has been very helpful 
and compassionate toward me. My Hindu host family 
welcomed me into their home with open arms, and they 
have been relentless about making sure I don’t get hurt 
or cheated. My Sikh friend at school has spent hours 
explaining things to me about life in India and what it 
means to be a young adult here. My Muslim vegetable 
vendor is the coolest person I’ve ever met. All of these 
people could be probably take advantage of me, an obvious 
foreigner, but they don’t. They are all guided by a moral 
code that leads them to treat me with kindness. Even if it 
isn’t identical to my moral code, there is enough common 
ground that we can all be thankful for the driving force 
behind one another’s actions. 

The religious diversity of India has been stimulating 
and beneficial for me on an intellectual level. But it has 
more significantly impacted me on a personal level. As a 
Catholic from the Midwest, I find that parts of my identity 
are tied to the church that helped form me. But I also 
find that parts of my identity conflict with the traditions 
and beliefs of the church. From the age of about fifteen, 
I’ve really questioned the role I play in the church and 
the role the church plays in my life, and in a way I gave 
up on the church. I didn’t think that being Catholic was 
central to my identity as a person. Being in India, I am 
forced to view many parts of my identity (as an American, 
a woman, a student, etc.) differently. The main realization 
that I have had is that being Catholic is an inherent part 
of my person. I need to embrace that while consistently 
challenging myself to question how my Catholicism is 
manifested. 

I’m by no means a perfect Catholic, but it’s a start. 
I think that’s a universal feeling among those seeking 
spiritual fulfillment, or those who subscribe to a religious 
tradition—that none of us perfectly embodies our 
philosophy or faith, but many of us get better as time goes 
on. Maybe the way to get 
there is through each other. 

My time in India has 
given me a whole new 
perspective on the need for 
interfaith cooperation and 
dialogue, here and across 
the globe. The different 
religions and philosophies 
are beautiful because of the 
diversity and vibrancy they bring to society. Despite some 
deeply rooted social conceptions and separations between 
some faith traditions, I’m optimistic that the religious 
tension in India will decrease. But I don’t belong to West 
Bengal the same way I belong to Midwestern America. 
Being here has made me more interested in creating 
interfaith dialogue in my corner of the universe.

When we create a world 
where people are divided 

by religious lines, 
we lose something of 
our freedom and our 
individual identities.

Being in India, I am 
forced to view many parts 
of my identity differently. 
The main realization that 
I have had is that being 
Catholic is an inherent 

part of my person. 
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Sister M. Christine Athans, professor emerita of church 
history and spirituality at the St. Paul School of Divinity, 
presenting “In Quest of the Jewish Mary: The Mother of 
Jesus in History, Theology, and Spirituality” at SJU on Feb. 
12, in which she gave special consideration to what might 
have been Mary’s experiences as a first-century Jewish 
woman, including her prayer life, and how this may serve 
as an inspiration for twenty-first-century Christians.

Past Spring 2014 Public Events

The film “If I Give My Soul: Pentecostalism in the Prisons 
of Rio,” which documents the work of Minnesotan 
Andrew Johnson on why Pentecostalism thrives among 
inmate populations in Rio de Janeiro, received its 
premiere screening at SJU on Feb. 17 and was followed 
by a panel discussion featuring Johnson (second from 
left) and filmmaker Ryan Patch (far left) in conversation 
with Minnesota prison chaplains Rabbi Lynn Liberman 
(center), Robert A. Klanderud (second from right), and 
Damon Drake (far right) on the role of religion inside 
prisons in Minnesota and elsewhere. The Jay Phillips 
Center sponsored this program in collaboration with 
Intercultural and International Student Services and the 
Department of Sociology at CSB/SJU.

Indian-American journalist Asra Nomani, who teaches 
at Georgetown University, presenting “The Paradox 
of Women in Islam” at CSB on Feb. 19, in which she 
chronicled the struggle Muslim women face in reclaiming 
the rights women were granted at Islam’s birth in the 
seventh century. The lecture was sponsored by Intercultural 
and International Student Services at CSB/SJU in 
collaboration with the Sister Nancy Hynes Institute for 
Women’s Leadership at CSB and the Jay Phillips Center.

SJU president Michael Hemaseth (left) in conversation 
with Dr. Paul Haidostian, president of Haigazian 
University in Beirut, Lebanon, after Dr. Haidostian’s 
lecture, “Religious Diversity in the Middle East Today: 
A Blessing or a Curse?” at SJU on Mar. 24, in which he 
analyzed current religious developments that challenge 
communities in the Middle East and elsewhere. The lecture 
was sponsored by the Jay Phillips Center in collaboration 
with Intercultural and International Student Services and 
the Center for Global Education at CSB/SJU.



We invite you to join our conversations on Facebook, Google+, and Twitter. 
Details regarding our center and our programs can be found here:
www.csbsju.edu/Jay-Phillips-Center 5

Loveleen Kaur (center), a CSB student of the Sikh religion, 
with SJU student Alvee Rahman (left) and CSB student 
Sarah Allen at the Sikh Society of Minnesota Gurdwara 
in Bloomington on Apr. 6. Fourteen CSB/SJU students 
and three faculty visited the Gurdwara and received an 
introduction to Sikhism, attended a religious service, and 
shared in a community meal. CSB students Alul Yesak (left) and Hiwote Bekele 

preparing food for a Jay Phillips Center “Eat Better 
Together” dinner enjoyed by 28 students on Apr. 11. Alul 
and Hiwote also spoke about Ethiopian Orthodoxy and 
interfaith relations in Ethiopia, and they facilitated a JPC 
“Talk Better Together” session with the dinner guests. 

Rabbi David Wirtschafter, the Jay Phillips Center’s visiting scholar in Jewish studies, 
speaking with students in his course, Studies in Jewish Thought, on Apr. 8, before 
beginning a model Passover Seder meal with the students.

Past Spring 2014 Student-Led Events

http://www.csbsju.edu/Jay-Phillips-Center.htm
https://plus.google.com/117627762479412178231/posts
https://www.facebook.com/SJUJPC
https://twitter.com/JPCIFL

