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Saints and sinners: Charles Sheldon’s simple question

Charm bracelets, wristbands and sweater-
pinswith the letters WWJD on them areworn
mostly by young people. Everywhere you go
you can see people wearing them, and theini-
tialsalwaysstart conversations. If youask what
thelettersstand for, thewearerswill begladto
tell you. Infact, they hopeyou will ask.

Sold in religious bookstores and supply
houses, they also come in the form of desk
mottoes.

Thelettersstandfor “ What would Jesusdo?’

Thisisthe story behind the story.

Charles Sheldon was the pastor of the Cen-
tral Congregational ChurchinTopeka, Kan.,in
the late 19th century.

To bolster his sagging Sunday evening ser-
vices, Sheldon began reading to hiscongrega

tion from the chapters of a novel he had writ-
ten. Likethelater movie serials, heleft hisau-
dienceshangingin suspensewhen hebrokeoff
hisnarrativefor the evening.

According to Ferenc Morton Szasz's “The
Protestant Clergy in the Great Plains and the
Mountain West” (University of New Mexico
Press, 1988), Sheldon soon found his church
filledto overflowing.

Whenhewroteanother novel, “InHisSteps”
(Fleming H. Revell, 1993), he continued the
practice with the same good results. Not only
that, “In His Steps’ became abestseller.

Theplot of the book isasfollows: The Rev.
Henry Maxwell asks the members of his con-
gregation to make avow that for oneyear they
will ask themselves “What would Jesus do?’
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before undertaking any action.

In the novel welearn how anewspaper edi-
tor, abusinessman, asinger, acollegepresident
and several clergymen fulfill the vow.

When Sheldondiedin1946, aChristian Cen-
tury editorial questionedwhether asking“What
would Jesusdo?’ inevery situationinlifewas
asolution for “the manifest problems of per-
sonal and social conduct, given the great dis-

saints & sinners

tance separating our time from his.”

Still, said the magazine, Sheldon “made his
generation conscious of the shortcomings of
their Christian professionsand confronted vast
numbers of peoplewith anideathey could not
easily dismiss.”

Asking “What would Jesusdo?’ may not al-
ways result in clear-cut replies. But on many
occasions, whenweareabout totakeaquestion-
able step, the answer may cometous, “1 don’t
know what Jesuswould do in such asituation,
but I know hewouldn’t dothis.”

Without knowing about Sheldon’s experi-
mentinstorytelling, | oncetried somethinglike
it. One summer, when | wasin the parish min-
istry in Boston, | read the story of Joseph and
hisbrothersin serial form to my congregation

on Sunday mornings.

This moving story of human passions anc
familial intrigue, of deceit and pathos, and ulti-
mately of reunion and reconciliation, takes up
13 chaptersinthe book of Genesis— too long
toberead asaBiblelesson on asingle Sunday.
(Thereare459 verses.)

So | broke the story up into partsand read &
section of the dramatic narrative each week.
One man who had cometo church for thefirst
time when | was just beginning the story told
me at the end of the summer that he had come
each Sunday just to find out how the story was
going to end.

If the church is going to hold our attention,
maybe it will have to relearn the art of
storytelling.

U.S. Jains seek adherence to ancient Indian religion in modern times

By Bennie M. Currie
Associated Press Writer

ROSEMONT, lll.—They avoideat-
ing potatoes, carrots and onions be-
cause uprooting them would harm the
plant, or damagethe micro-organisms
living in the soil around it.

Somesweepthegroundintheir path
toavoidtreadingonbugs. Othersdon’t
wear leather.

For followers of Jainism, faith de-
mands a deeply spiritual deferenceto
all living beingsand astrict adherence
to nonviolence.

The ancient Indian religion has
gained atoehold in this country, and
adherentsare now trying to passalong
their beliefsto theyounger generation
of American Jains.

“We have established ourselvesand
we are trying to give back to others,
particularly by teaching our youth,”
said Prabodh Vaidya, of Bolingbrook,
whoownsatravel agency and helpsrun
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two medical clinics. “It'sachallenge
and ablessing at the sametime.”

Teaching young Jains and giving
themthetoolstopracticetheir religion
are ongoing objectives of the Federa-
tion of Jain Associations in North
America. About 6,000 Jains gathered
outside Chicago for the group’s bien-
nial conferencelast week.

Accordingto conferenceorgani zers,
there are between 60,000 and 100,000
Jainsin North America. Likeother In-
dianreligiousgroups, their numbersin
the United States begantoincreasein
themid-1960swhenimmigrationlaws
were made lessrestrictive.

ButJains' presenceonthiscontinent
amountsto just a brief moment in the
long history of the faith, which goes
back about 2,600 years. The faith de-
rivesitsnamefrom atitlethat isgiven
to 24 great teachers, or spiritual lead-
ers.

Jainism is often considered to be a

ains
3605
9:15 am

ht: 7 pm
h Group

C

401 Caldwell
899-6185
Sunday:. Bible Study:

Evening Service: 6

,? Wednesday: Bible Stu

Church of Christ

Worship Service: 10:45 am

3

9:45 am

pm

dy: 7 pm r\j ||

Third & Caldwell
899-2080 or 899-37

Pastor: Matthew Delp

Sunday: Sunday School:
Worship Service: 10:50 am
Evening Service: 6 pm

Eighth & Arcade « 899-5233
Sunday: Worship Service: 9 am
Activities: Junior High & High School Youth Groups,
Adult Bible Study, Choir, Men’s and Women’s Groups,
Devotions Study, Monthly Fellowship
Special Notice: Handicap Accessible, Hearing
Assistance Equipment and Infant and Toddler

primordial offshoot of Hinduism, since
bothIndianfaithssharesomebeliefs—
athoughthat view isdebatableamong
Jains.

Bothreligionsteachthat eachsoul is
repeatedly reincarnated and that good
and evil deeds determine its statusin
future lives (the law of karma). How-
ever, Jainsbelievethe soul isindepen-
dent and indestructible, while Hindus
believeall soulsarein principlepart of
oneuniversal spirit.

In practice, “al that we do is built
aroundnonviolence,” said Jainfedera-
tion president Bipin Parik, of Des
Plaines.

Hesaid that while Jainsmay protect
themsel veswhen attacked, evenan act
made in self-defense is done so with
nonviolencein mind. Nonviolence“is
apart of our thoughts, our words and
our deeds,” hesaid.

InIndia, moredevoutfollowers, such
as nuns and monks, sweep the ground
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as they walk to avoid killing insects.
Someal sowear maskstoavoidkilling
insects by breathing, while othersin
India and in the United States wear
them as a symbolic gesture during
prayers.

WhiletheJaindiet doesinvolveharm
totheplantsthat areeaten, itisregarded
asameansof survival thatinvolvesthe
minimum amount of violence toward
living beings.

“Of al of the (religious) traditions,
Jainism has the strongest address to
nonviolence,” said Jim Kenney of the
Council for aParliament of theWorld's
Religions, aChicago-based groupthat
promotes cultural and religious rela-
tions.

“1 think the Jains in the West have
donevery well against difficult odds,”
Kenney said. “ Peoplearenot necessar-
ily hostileagainst them but they dolive
inahostileworld.”

For HamaPokharna, leadingalifeof

nonviolence in American society can
produce some unexpected benefits. A
biochemistry researcher at theUniver-
sity of Chicago, Pokharnaisoftenkept
out of office disputesin ashow of re-
spect by co-workers.

“People will say, 'Hamais nonvio-
lent. Let's not hassle her,”’ Pokharna
said.

Whilefirst-generation Jainsarecon-
cerned with whether their childrenre-
main devoted to their faith, some sec-
ond-generation members are actually
more adherent than their parents, said
Vivek Jain, who lives on Chicago’s
South Side.

“A lot of younger Jainswant to con-
nect with their parents’ past,” he said.
“Some of them are more conservative
in their value structure than their par-
ents.”

Others, likeArunaJain, areincorpo-
ratingsomeideasthey wererai sedwith,
and following their own path in other

ways.

When the 27-year-old from Chevy
Chase, Md., was a child, her parents
madeit clear to her elementary school
teachersthat shewasn’t supposedto eat
meat. She's still a vegetarian, but
doesn’t consider herself adevout Jain.

“1 kind of celebrateit in my own
way,” she said. “| appreciate the reli-
gionwithout tryingtoimposeit onany-
oneelse.”

Catholic groups merge

WASHINGTON (AP) — The Na-
tional Conferenceof Catholic Bishops
andtheUnited StatesCatholic Confer-
ence have completed their merger and
will now beknownastheUnited States
Conference of Catholic Bishops.

Monsignor William Fay, theconfer-
encegeneral secretary, saidtherenam-
ing will not affect activities or pro-
grams, but will simply changehow the
conferenceisidentified.
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