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Advance Praise for We Refuse to Be Enemies

“Rehman and Ruby are each activists in the growing movement of Muslim-Jewish engagement. We Refuse to Be Enemies is an epiphany—a profoundly American book.”

—Rabbi Burton L. Visotzky, PhD, Appleman Professor of Midrash and Interreligious Studies, Director, Milstein Center for Interreligious Dialogue, Jewish Theological Seminary

“I salute Sabeeha Rehman and Walter Ruby for their important contribution to strengthening Muslim-Jewish relations chronicled in We Refuse to Be Enemies. . . . A gripping account of how our two communities stood up for each other in the face of Islamophobia and anti-Semitism, and a prescription for how we can work together going forward to buttress pluralism, democracy, and religious liberty in this country. Not to be missed.”

—Dr. Sayyid Syeed, President, Islamic Society of North America

“An essential book for the vital and important emergence of a Muslim-Jewish alliance in the United States. It takes more than a shared disgust with Donald Trump’s myriad forms of bigotry to bridge the gap between Jews and Muslims in America. Now this book helps light the path. . . . Rehman and Ruby draw on personal experience, history, theology, and concrete examples of effective partnership to show the hard work that our two communities must continue to do.”

—Samuel G. Freedman, award-winning author and professor at Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism

“Today, Pakistan and Israel do not recognize each other. But here are two brilliant writers—one rooted in Pakistan, the other in Israel—who do recognize, understand, and respect each other. Sabeeha Rehman and Walter Ruby, a Muslim and a Jew, are both proud of their faith traditions, while being wise enough to see the deep ties and bridges between them. Their stories and insights give us some hope for the future of the world, including the Middle East, at a time when their current state of affairs isn’t too bright.”

—Mustafa Akyol, Cato Institute Senior Fellow, opinion writer for the New York Times, and author of Islam without Extremes: A Muslim Case for Liberty

“This is a unique and remarkably compelling book written as a dialogue between a Muslim woman and a Jewish man. We learn what it takes to understand the many historical issues and experiences of both communities through their lens. They explore challenges as well as the unity among Jews and Muslims in the United States without losing their deep attachments to Pakistan and Israel. A vital contribution for dialogue and peace between Jews and Muslims.”

—Mehnaz M. Afridi, PhD, Holocaust, Genocide and Interfaith Education Center at Manhattan College

“A Muslim woman living in an Orthodox Jewish neighborhood; a Jewish man hanging out with Arab Bedouins in Israel. Their stories of transformation and bringing communities together offers hope for America.”

—Wajahat Ali, author of The Domestic Crusaders and contributing New York Times op-ed writer

“Sabeeha Rehman and Walter Ruby’s work is at once daring and careful, forgiving and demanding. They share their stories with disarming honesty, having come to their positions through deep listening and personal experience. This book gives a taste of what real Muslim-Jewish dialogue can look like.”

—Rabbi Jeffrey Saxe, Temple Rodef Shalom, and Dr. Maqsood Chaudhry, Founder and Trustee, McLean Islamic Center

“In this important book, Walter Ruby and Sabeeha Rehman give us unique insight into their own personal transformation journeys and their years of work on the ground to build authentic Jewish-Muslim relationships in the United States. The authors don’t shy away from the difficult issues, but rather show how—through lived experience—they have been able to build lasting relationships that go far beyond the surface. This is a must-read for anyone looking to deepen their own interfaith engagement.”

—Dr. Catherine Orsborn, Executive Director, Shoulder to Shoulder Campaign

“Having spent a lifetime building dialogue between members of different religious traditions, I am truly excited for the release of Walter Ruby and Sabeeha Rehman’s We Refuse to Be Enemies, which focuses on efforts to bring together Jews and Muslims in peaceful coexistence. Given the massive importance of the Jewish-Muslim relationship, I consider Ruby and Rehman’s work to be a prerequisite for anyone interested in interfaith dialogue.”

—Dr. Akbar Ahmed, Ibn Khaldun Chair of Islamic Studies at the American University’s School of International Service, former High Commissioner of Pakistan to the UK and Ireland
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To my husband, Khalid, my soulmate; and our sons Saqib and Asim, who have brought so much joy in our lives.

—Sabeeha

To my late parents, Stan and Helga, who would have loved to read this book; my son Gene, a compassionate and philosophical soul; and my life partner, Tanya, whose love gives me the strength and inspiration to engage the world each day.

—Walter


PREFACE

We write these words soon after the inauguration of Joe Biden as president of the United States, an historic event offering hope that our country will return to core values of democracy and mutual understanding and respect between people of diverse racial, ethnic, and religious backgrounds. However, Donald Trump’s success in convincing tens of millions of Americans that the 2020 presidential election was stolen from him and the storming of the U.S. Capitol by thousands of his fervid followers as well as the emergence of conspiracy theory–spewing extremists at high levels of the Republican Party, including in the halls of Congress, show that Trumpism—that potent brew of authoritarianism, nativism, mendacity, and fearmongering—is certain to remain a powerful factor in American political and cultural life for years to come. It is also all too clear that anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, and diverse forms of bigotry that Trumped stoked during his term as president are here to stay for the foreseeable future.

When we decided to write We Refuse to Be Enemies, our original intent was to chronicle the highly successful and largely unheralded work in which the two of us have been engaged for many years, building vibrant ties of communication, cooperation, friendship, and trust between grassroots American Muslims and Jews. However, as we began writing in earnest during the summer of 2017, we decided that our book should also serve as a manifesto for Muslims and Jews—the largest religious minorities in America—to join forces with like-minded Americans of conscience in a tenacious defense of the core American values of pluralism, inclusivity, and democracy. Safeguarding these values is vital to the safety, human rights, and continuation of a decent life for both our communities.

Consider the cascade of disturbing events that confronted us during those ominous months. Within days of coming to power in January 2017, President Trump had acted on his campaign rhetoric calling for a “complete and total shutdown of Muslims entering the United States” by issuing an executive order banning entry by refugees, immigrants, and travelers from seven majority Muslim countries. Despite multiple court rulings around the nation declaring the so-called Muslim ban to be unconstitutional, the Supreme Court would eventually uphold a later iteration of the ban, preventing virtually all travel from six Muslim and two non-Muslim countries.

Then, in August, we witnessed the shocking march of white supremacists and neo-Nazis in Charlottesville, Virginia, holding aloft tiki torches and chanting “Jews will not replace us,” and heard a president of the United States blandly whitewash that evil by declaring that there were “very fine people on both sides.” Just over a year later, on October 27, 2018, eleven Jews were savagely murdered while at prayer at the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh by a neo-Nazi who blamed American Jews for supposedly enabling Black and Brown immigrants from—what Trump infamously termed—“shithole countries” to flood into the US. It was clear, we realized, that neither Jews nor Muslims were safe in a xenophobic America in which white supremacists, who hate both of our communities, were being validated by the holder of the highest office in the land.

Today, four years on, we are proud of how Muslims and Jews rose to the occasion during the Trump years; repeatedly standing up for each other and fighting bigotry together during multiple moments of crisis. Nevertheless, we cannot afford to let our guard down now. Given the ongoing spread of fear and loathing of the Other in this country, Jews and Muslims must continue to strengthen our alliance and remain active in a coalition of Americans of all faiths and ethnicities committed to upholding the transcendent belief set forth in the Declaration of Independence: that all human beings, regardless of religion, race, or ethnicity, are created equal and deserve an equal chance to realize life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. We must reignite the torch of welcome of Lady Liberty and ensure that America becomes again a nation of immigrants where people from countries around the world can realize their own version of the American Dream.

The struggle for a humane, pluralistic, and democratic America continues, and Jews and Muslims must remain at the forefront of that fight. If our communities can join forces as friends and allies, it will serve as a powerful, inspirational example to all Americans that people of diverse backgrounds can indeed come together to build a radiant future. Now is the time for Americans of all faiths, ethnicities, and orientations to step beyond their comfort zones, extend a hand to each other, and declare, “We refuse to be enemies.”


[image: image]


Part 1






STARTING THE CONVERSATION

Embracing Our Commonalities


CHAPTER 1

WE REFUSE TO BE ENEMIES

We have witnessed humanity at its finest. We have been there in moments when members of our communities have come together, cast aside fear, and embraced each other. We have tasted the joy and felt the promise.

This Is Heaven

“We need two Muslims at this table,” a Jewish man stood up and called out.

A Muslim man from another table stood up. “We need a Jew at our table.”

I was at an interfaith feast, and the emcee had announced the ground rules: each table had to have an equal number of people from each faith. Voices were calling out for a Jew, a Muslim; men and women were leaving their seats to make room for the Other, crisscrossing one another as they rushed to fill the seats, a Muslim taking the seat vacated by a Jew, a Jew nodding thank-you to the Muslim offering her chair and beaming at the welcoming roar of their tablemates.

Rabbi Roly Matalon took the stage for the invocation.

“This is heaven,” he said. “When I hear someone call out, ‘We need a Muslim, we need a Jew,’ this is heaven.”

In that moment, I, a Muslim woman, found my lost paradise—for just an instant. I had witnessed a glimpse of the future I want for my children, my grandchildren, and my country.

Making a Joyful Noise

It was the moment when it all came together—an eclectic concert at which I, a Jewish man, experienced an ecstatic realization of the dream for which I had worked for nearly a decade: Muslim-Jewish friendship and trust taking flight.

The concert, “Together in the City of Angels: A Musical Celebration of Muslim-Jewish Unity,” was held at the site of LA’s historic first synagogue building, built in 1906, which houses a variety of interfaith activities, including the nation’s first women’s mosque. It featured Judeo, a raucous band devoted to traditional Jewish klezmer music, and Riad Abdel Gawad, a hypnotic musician specializing in the oud, a lute-like Middle Eastern string instrument. Noor-Malika Chishti of the LA Sufi community articulated the exuberant energy of the celebration: “Not only should Muslims and Jews work together fruitfully, but we also must celebrate together, share our heritages, and make a joyful noise.”

It was a joyful noise indeed: an explosion of musical effervescence that reached its climax when the diverse musicians came together in a jam session that brought the audience of four hundred out of their seats to link arms and form a conga line that snaked around the auditorium. In that blessed old synagogue, they created an island of love; a safe sacred space in which Muslims and Jews could step beyond the poison of the past century and embrace each other as friends, allies, and fellow human beings flowing from the same source.

The pure joy shared by so many of us in that magical encounter showed me that Muslim-Jewish outreach wasn’t just about talking earnestly, finding commonalities, and forming alliances. Under the right circumstances, Muslims and Jews could truly love one another.

We Couldn’t Have Been More Different

The two of us, coauthors of this book, are an American woman and man of about the same age (late sixties/early seventies), but of vastly different life experiences. One of us is a devout Muslim who immigrated to America from a traditional culture; the other an iconoclastic, non-believing American-born Jew shaped by the utopian spirit of the 1960s.

Sabeeha:

I was born in Pakistan. I came to America in 1971 at the age of twenty to join my Pakistani husband, Khalid, who was doing his medical residency in New York. In the ensuing decades I raised a family, participated in the building of a Muslim community in New York, and recently launched a new career as a writer, sharing my love of Islam with my fellow Americans. Growing up in Pakistan, I had never met a Jew and viewed all Jews through the lens of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Walter:

I’m an American-born Jew who spent several of my formative years as an adolescent and young adult living in Israel. I grew up in the suburbs of Pittsburgh and Chicago, with a year in Israel from age eleven to twelve. In those days, I had never met a Muslim and viewed Muslims through my readings of the stridently pro-Zionist novel Exodus, published to great acclaim by Leon Uris in 1958.

Sabeeha and Walter:

As young people, we couldn’t have been farther apart in our political leanings and cultural orientations, not to mention our tribal loyalties. Yet, after encountering the “Other,” each of us experienced a profound change of heart and outlook, moving toward a universalist approach that emphasized the shared humanity of all people, regardless of faith or ethnicity. We became actively engaged in interfaith dialogue, each on our separate tracks, until one afternoon in 2009 when our paths crossed.

Walter:

I was planning the Weekend of Twinning—pairing mosques with synagogues—to hold joint events in cities all over America and Europe. At the time, I was serving as the Muslim-Jewish Program Director for the Foundation for Ethnic Understanding (FFEU), an organization committed to building relations between Muslims and Jews. One of the calls I made was to the American Society for Muslim Advancement (ASMA).

Sabeeha:

And I answered the phone. I was volunteering as the director for interfaith relations. I was floored. I had no idea that there was an organization working specifically to build Muslim-Jewish relationships. A week later, we were sitting around the table in our office.

From that moment on, we often found ourselves in the same space, doing the same work, with the same purpose, be it delivering food packages on the Lower East Side to homeless and hungry New Yorkers from a van operated by Muslims Against Hunger or taking part in a Muslim-Jewish twinning event at Congregation B’nai Jeshurun on the Upper West Side.

A Moment of Crisis

In November 2016, America elected a new president with an exclusionary credo. Abruptly, Islamophobia and anti-Semitism became the new normal, and amid heightened xenophobia, the safety and well-being of both American Muslims and Jews had become very much at risk. In this maelstrom, we knew we had to write this book. It was to be a clarion call for building Muslim-Jewish friendship, affirming our shared moral values and our common humanity.

We recognize that in this hour of crisis, Muslims and Jews cannot afford to let the Israeli-Palestinian conflict divide us. At this pivotal moment in American history, we need to come together as core constituencies of an interfaith alliance to preserve pluralism, religious freedom, and democracy.

Can we make that vision of heaven and a joyful noise a reality even in these dangerous times? Our experience tells us: yes, we can. Indeed, that is the experience we want to share with you: one of initiating heartfelt communication, listening deeply, and in time coming to know each other as individuals, rather than as part of a collective “Other.” At first, we came together to learn about each other’s faith traditions. Then, as we strengthened fragile ties of friendship and trust, our relationship evolved into a joint commitment to stand up for each other and to defend religious freedom and human and civil rights for Muslims, Jews, and Americans of all backgrounds. We have understood that whatever our differences—and they are considerable—as two individuals and members of two faiths that uphold the values of kindness, compassion, and service, and as fellow Americans who strive to succeed in our own lives and leave a better world for our children and grandchildren, we have much more in common than what separates us.

In this book, the two of us are role-modeling profound and sustained communication and putting the evolution of our friendship under the microscope. We are coming together as a proud Muslim and a proud Jew to explore our differences, celebrate our commonalities, and embrace our shared humanity. In the process, we are appealing to all Jews and Muslims—and ultimately, to people of all faiths and ethnicities—to undertake such personally transformative outreach and join us in that collective bear hug.

Realizing the Promise of America

Through our extended conversation, we have come to understand that we can have it both ways—three ways, in fact. We can be wholly Jewish or Muslim, be wholly American, and embrace all of humanity. We can be deeply connected to Israel or Pakistan, be patriotic Americans, and hold the universal truths to be self-evident. In this book, we will share how we made it to our promised land; how we have each evolved from particularistic visions celebrating the warmth and beauty of embracing one’s own faith, ethnicity, and culture to a universalistic ethic that affirms the goodness and equality not only of Muslims and Jews, but of all of humanity.

Yet, we remain lovers of our own peoples. A big part of who we are grew out of our formative years, which Sabeeha spent growing up in Pakistan and which American-born Walter spent living in Israel, once as a child on the cusp of adolescence, and later as a young adult. Each of us needed to feel at one with our own, to relish and cherish what is sublime and joyous in our respective traditions, before we could reach beyond our communities and fully embrace the Other.

We humbly offer this account of mutual discovery and inspiration based on lessons drawn, to show how precious is the zone of interfaith togetherness; how easily it can dissolve; and how Muslims, Jews, and people of all faith, ethnic, and racial backgrounds can stand united and fight to preserve it.

Let the record show that neither of us is an imam or rabbi, and neither claims to be a religious scholar, historian, politician, or moral paragon. Rather, we are an everyday Muslim American and American Jew, each of whom has made plenty of mistakes along the way. Yet we’ve both been on this planet for a fair chunk of time, and over the years we’ve learned a few things about the complicated relationship between our peoples. Here, as equal citizens of these United States, and on the basis of separation of church/mosque/synagogue and state, we can build a resplendently pluralistic society where people of all faiths and ethnicities can connect with each other while fulfilling their God-given potential.

Yes, our message is about Muslim-Jewish brotherhood and sisterhood, but it is ultimately bigger than our two communities. If Muslims and Jews, long alienated from each other by mutual antagonism over the Middle East conflict, can join together as friends and allies sharing common values, it would inspire Americans of all backgrounds with the conviction that diverse communities can unite in pursuit of a just cause and overcome the darkness of fear and bigotry now afoot in the land. We must come together to ensure the country we all love survives as a pluralistic and democratic entity. America can and must be a place where people of all races, religions, beliefs, and orientations celebrate our commonalities and differences, a place where all of us can live together in peace, brotherhood, and mutual embrace. Now is the moment for action.


CHAPTER 2

MUSLIMS AND JEWS BELONG TOGETHER

Coming from such different backgrounds, what led each of us to engage in Muslim-Jewish relationship building?

Sabeeha:

As a Muslim mother, I was driven by my concern for my children’s future in the US, later by the necessity to survive in a post–9/11 era, and now in a post–2016 election era. My approach was organic at first, totally unplanned, and later morphed into grassroots activism, totally planned.

Walter:

As an American-born Jew, I was motivated by my desire, in the wake of the collapse of the Oslo peace process of the 1990s between Israelis and Palestinians, to commence an alternative path to peace and reconciliation: bringing together Muslims and Jews in America and around the world. The idea was to prevent the poison of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict from spreading to the many countries in which Muslims and Jews live side by side and to build a global Muslim-Jewish movement for reconciliation and cooperation that eventually would inspire Israelis and Palestinians to renew their own efforts to come together. My work began as a top-down strategy led by faith leaders, which soon led to grassroots initiatives and one-on-one encounters.

What was the impact of our respective efforts? Did we face resistance? Setbacks? What were some of the most inspiring encounters? Did Muslim-Jewish relationship building ultimately work?

Let’s find out, and why don’t you be the judge?

Sabeeha:

Interfaith Dialogue by the Sidewalk

For me, it started with sidewalk chats, mothers talking to mothers. In the 1970s, I was a stay-at-home mom living in the Willowbrook section of Staten Island, New York. It was only after we moved in that we noticed most of our neighbors were Orthodox Jews. Our new neighborhood was in close proximity to the Young Israel shul (synagogue). My neighbors and I—some Orthodox, some Reform Jews—would be hanging out on the sidewalk, watching our children ride their Big Wheels. How did small talk move into an interfaith conversation? Perhaps when I extended a dinner invitation to Gail and the exchange led to a discussion on dietary restrictions. I remember Gail, a Reform Jew, saying, “I never knew that Muslims don’t eat pork either.” Within a year, our conversations had graduated to Interfaith 201. If you walked by, you were likely to hear “When does Ramadan start?” or “How long will your sukkah tent be up?” No longer were we gasping at the shock of first revelation, as in “You mean when you fast you can’t drink water either?” or “Aren’t you cold at night in the sukkah?”

Nothing got the Jewish ladies more excited than talking about arranged marriages. And I loved to enchant them with my arranged marriage story. They would pore over the photos in my red wedding album, swoon over my glittering red dress, wonder at the bride with eyes downcast, and delve into the tradition of separating the wedding couple during the religious ceremony. I would explain that in Islam, sex outside marriage is forbidden. Hence, in some cultures, dating is not permitted, and therefore the only solution to finding a partner is through an arranged marriage. One of the ladies, whose son was marrying a Catholic girl, said, “I wish I could have arranged my son’s marriage to a nice Jewish girl.” Speaking of which, when Nancy showed me her white wedding album, it was my turn to be enchanted by the canopy and crushing of the champagne glass.

“Has a groom ever gotten hurt by the shattered glass?” I asked.

We were discovering that we could enjoy one another’s differences. As winter approached, we would huddle indoors and exchange notes.

“Does one name a baby after an elder relative?” Nancy was pregnant.

“No. It would be disrespectful to yell at your child calling him by an elder’s name. How about you?”

“Only if they are deceased.” Nancy explained that it is an honor for a deceased person to have a relative named after him or her.

We would nod with agreeable comments, like “It’s all about respect for the family.” In their company, I felt at ease expressing my “Muslimness.” We didn’t always understand one another. One day I complimented my neighbor on her beautiful hairdo and how her hair was always so well-coiffed. She accepted the compliment with a nod. When she left, Gail gave me an education.

“She wears a wig.”

“Oh! Is she getting chemo?”

“No! She is Orthodox, and married Orthodox Jewish women cover their hair.”

“So instead of wearing a scarf like some Muslim women, they wear a wig?” I asked.

Got it. No, I didn’t get it. I had always assumed that the idea behind covering the hair—at least in the Muslim tradition—was for modesty, and, as I said, the wig my neighbor wore enhanced her beauty. But I didn’t probe further. I didn’t want to come across as questioning tradition.

There would be many more Gails and Nancys—mothers sharing their stories—each opening the door of understanding wider, letting the light in and bringing me closer to my Jewish sisters. It was only a matter of time before you heard me say, “Why, some of my best friends are Jewish!”

From Garden Chats to Grassroots Activism

It wasn’t enough to have Jewish friends. As my two boys started school in 1977 and 1980, Khalid and I wanted a platform where we could make our Muslim voices heard. We were feeling the sting of the sound bites on TV—Arab terrorists. It had become so predictable that whenever an attack took place, we knew we would be encountering the term Palestinian terrorists over and over again. Our two little boys were hearing these high-pitched voices blaring from the TV. How does it make them feel? What effect is it having on their little hearts? Our son Saqib was in kindergarten. I shuddered at the thought of him coming home one day and saying, “Mummy, why are the boys in school calling me a terrorist?” Something had to be done to dispel that image before it eroded our children’s self-esteem.

Khalid and I were pro-Palestinian. On the geopolitical spectrum, my Jewish friends and I were on opposing sides, but in the social arena, we dined together, shopped together, compared mommy notes, carpooled for soccer games, exchanged books, went to the movies—the usual stuff that friends do. How does one reconcile friendship with politics, or religious commonalities with political division? Maybe you don’t have to reconcile these differences. What if you agree to disagree and build on what we have in common? Would that recipe work? And what would it achieve? Well, for one, it would hopefully dispel the image that Muslims are violent. Secondly, it would impress upon Muslims how close their beloved Islam is to the Jewish ethos and how similar our values are. Finally, it would allow us to get to know one another as fellow Americans and build trust.

Why the need for trust building? In my living room conversations, when immigrant Muslims of Pakistani descent gathered over a meal and the talk shifted to current events in the Middle East, one could sense the tension, particularly among the women. Some were homemakers who preferred to socialize among their own—understandable for first-generation immigrants. They had not been exposed to Jews and viewed all Jews through the lens of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Men—not social animals to begin with (sorry, guys)—limited their interaction with their Jewish colleagues to 9-to-5 professional relationships. Saying to them, “I know many Jewish families, and they are all really nice people” simply wasn’t going to cut it. They would have to experience interaction firsthand. Likewise, I didn’t want my Jewish friends to believe that my husband and I were outliers, the “not-like-the-rest-of-them” kind of Muslims.

Well, if you don’t make an effort to get to know one another, then how are you going to get to know one another? You are just going to continue to believe what you always believed or what is fed to you. Right? So, where does one begin?

Resistance from within the Muslim Community

There was one person I knew who was a step or two ahead of us. Dr. Faroque Khan, a founding member of the Islamic Center of Long Island (ICLI) and a friend, started holding interfaith dialogues at ICLI. That was the first time I heard the term “interfaith.” Fascinated by the concept, Khalid and I decided to attend. People of all faiths had gathered at the mosque to talk and to listen. I recall what a Jewish woman said to me: “Let’s just agree that there are things we won’t agree on and move on.” She had never missed a meeting.

Well, why should we be left behind? If they can do it on Long Island, we can do it on Staten Island. Khalid and I broached the subject with our community members. We got pushback. “What’s the point of it? We can’t solve the Israeli-Palestinian issue. We need to focus on teaching our children about Islam. Interfaith dialogue will dilute our efforts. It’s no use. Thanks to the media, we won’t be able to change hearts and minds.”

The community support was just not there—at least, not yet. However, there was no stopping Khalid and me from going ahead on our own. It’s a free country—thank God! To my surprise and delight, it turned out to be more than a free country. America revealed itself as a nation brimming with people with open hearts and open minds, yearning to learn and get to know the Muslim next door. As a prominent physician in Staten Island and president of the Richmond County Medical Society, Khalid was well known. All he had to do was ask, sometimes not even ask, and faith and civic communities would open their doors, inviting him—and sometimes me as well—to talk about Islam. Khalid and I had to scramble to educate ourselves, reading up and reaching out to seasoned speakers with urgent pleas for “Any advice?” Dr. Khan advised, “If you don’t know the answer to a question, just say, ‘I don’t have the answer, but I can get back to you,’ and then take their phone number and call them back.” This was before the days of email, so each unanswered question became the springboard for our continuing education and further dialogue/future conversations.

Word of mouth and face-to-face contact are powerful. We were holding interfaith dialogues in places of worship, with professional associations, even on TV. Khalid got himself recruited as a columnist on Islam for the local newspaper, the Staten Island Advance. For ten years, he wrote a monthly column and became the go-to Muslim for the media. Not bad, right? We had transitioned from sidewalk chats to grassroots interfaith dialogue. And it was working! People were saying, “We had no idea that Islam gave women all these rights,” or “Your values are so similar to ours.” A man serving meals at the hospital cafeteria counter said to Khalid, “I read your article about a Muslim father’s advice to his son, and now I know what advice to give my son.” But despite the work that we and other Muslim pioneers in interfaith relations were engaged in, the balance remained tilted. There were more non-Muslim organizations opening their doors to Muslims than the other way around. It would take a tragedy of immense proportions—9/11—to change that.

Walter:

Turning Point

Meanwhile, as Sabeeha was learning the skills of interfaith engagement, I covered Israeli-Palestinian relations as a journalist and commentator for Israeli and American Jewish newspapers. By the early 2000s, having spent nearly three decades as a journalist, I was feeling bereft as I witnessed the tragic flameout of the Oslo peace accords. I watched with anguish while the prospects for Israeli-Palestinian peace and reconciliation, which had seemed so close to fruition during the 1990s, turned to ashes in the wake of the failed 2000 Camp David summit between President Bill Clinton, Palestinian president Yasir Arafat, and Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak and the subsequent eruption of the Second Intifada. Searching about fitfully for another path to reconciliation, I began exploring whether efforts to build Jewish-Muslim ties in the Diaspora (herein defined as the world beyond Israel-Palestine and Dar-al-Islam, Muslim-majority countries) might prove to be part of the answer. As a reporter, I had covered the blossoming of one of the first successful dialogues between two prominent Jewish and Muslim communal leaders in America, Rabbi Jerome Davidson of Temple Beth El of Great Neck, Long Island, and Dr. Faroque Khan of the Islamic Center of Long Island (the leader who had inspired Sabeeha and Khalid Rehman with his interfaith efforts), and what I had witnessed influenced me. The experience of living through 9/11 in New York, witnessing firsthand the enormous damage religious zealotry and radicalization can cause if allowed to fester, also drove me to act.

At that bleak moment, I had no idea just how fruitful the path of strengthening Muslim-Jewish relations might turn out to be. Not, that is, until I participated in and reported on the World Congress of Imams and Rabbis in Seville, Spain, in March 2006. The congress was convened by Hommes de Parole, a French interfaith organization created by Alain Michel, a humanitarian visionary. Among the three hundred participants were a delegation from the Chief Rabbinate of Israel and a group of imams from Gaza and the West Bank. There were imams in attendance from places like Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Indonesia who had never met a Jew and prominent rabbis from Europe and North America who had never had a meaningful conversation with a Muslim.

What everyone at the congress imbibed was an infectious spirit of mutual discovery, with many manifesting a deep intellectual excitement about commonalities in the two faiths few had been aware of. These included a web of similarities between halacha and shari’ah, including injunctions enjoining the giving of charity to succor the poor, hungry, homeless, and others in society most in need; the importance of modesty, performing ablutions, and fasting; and in dietary, circumcision, marriage, and burial customs.

Many of the participants had studied portions of this material years or decades earlier during their theological training. Yet it is one thing to learn about the Other from academic sources taught by a member of your own faith, and very much another to directly explore commonalities and differences in heartfelt discussion with religious leaders from the other faith. Participants basked in a warm atmosphere of ecumenism and the mutual celebration of a common Abrahamic heritage, which was expressed in joint recitation of Jewish and Muslim prayers and nightly jam sessions between Sufi and Jewish mystics strumming ouds and guitars.

I vividly recall one impassioned discussion between an imam from the town of Beit Hanun in the Gaza Strip and a rabbi from Sderot, a small Israeli town hard on the Gaza border, which had been the target of missiles from Gaza that killed and injured several Israelis. As a knot of Muslim and Jewish attendees gathered around them, the rabbi from Sderot spoke about a young woman—a cousin of his—who had been killed by a missile fired from the environs of Beit Hanun. He then added emotionally that despite the death of his beloved cousin and the continuing carnage caused by the missiles, he realized that people on the other side had also suffered greatly from the conflict and that retaliatory violence was not the answer. The rabbi concluded that he deeply desired peace and reconciliation with the people of Beit Hanun and Gaza.

The imam responded by expressing sorrow for the death and destruction in Sderot but explained that Israel’s sealing off Gaza from the world was causing devastation for its people, and that this terrible situation was pushing desperate Gazans to sanction violence. The imam pleaded with the rabbi to urge his government to end the blockade and allow food and supplies to cross the border. The rabbi responded that he would see what he could accomplish, and the two men then embraced tearfully.

For me, witnessing that embrace was not only deeply moving but personally transformative. Here were two devout clerics figuratively stepping across the tightly sealed border separating their communities to hug each other and declare that their shared humanity transcended politics and enjoined them to work together for the good of both peoples.

That embrace remains a sacred moment for me today, fourteen years later, even though both the Hamas and Israeli governments effectively ensured that no such cross-border relief effort ever happened. Hamas refused to countenance any change in its rigid policy of non-recognition of Israel’s right to exist, and Israel rejected international pleas that it relax its smothering blockade of Gaza. Instead of relief and healing, we have seen horrific cross-border wars between Israel and Gaza in 2009, 2012, and 2014, which killed thousands of Palestinians and a much smaller but significant number of Israelis. We have seen many more deadly clashes in the years since, such as the Israeli army shooting dead nearly two hundred Palestinians, including thirty-two children, who marched to the border fence in 2018.

Nevertheless, despite the terrible bloodletting in and around Gaza that continues to this day and the overall downward trajectory of Israeli-Palestinian relations, the embrace of the imam from Beit Hanun and the rabbi of Sderot, and the collective embrace of imams and rabbis from around the world at the congress in Seville, created for me a new paradigm and a new hope.

After the congress, I understood that the two religions and the millions who devoutly practiced them could be part of the solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and Muslim-Jewish estrangement throughout the world, rather than being an endemic part of the problem. Suddenly anything seemed possible. If we could get Muslims and Jews talking to each other, we could at the very least prevent the violent dynamic of Beit Hanun/Sderot from spreading.

Resistance from within the Jewish Community

The desire to recreate Seville-like moments of mutual embrace would impel me to search for opportunities to bring Jewish and Muslim faith leaders to the table. It wasn’t easy. Some in my own American Jewish community were catching the new wind and reaching out to Muslims, but there was plenty of resistance as well.

In the summer of 2006, Rabbi Eric Yoffie, president of the Union for Reform Judaism (URJ), gave a well-received speech at the national convention of the Islamic Society of North America (ISNA), calling for the building of cooperation between the two communities. ISNA and the URJ subsequently collaborated to write a guidebook called The Children of Abraham for mosques and synagogues to use in relationship building, and several flagship synagogues and mosques across the country undertook dialogue.

However, after this hopeful beginning, there was little sustained follow-up on the part of URJ, which cited budgetary constraints. Meanwhile, two other major national Jewish organizations, the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) and American Jewish Committee (AJC), insisted that the Jewish community should not talk to either ISNA or the Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR), claiming that the latter was fundamentally anti-Israel and the former tainted by alleged murky, decades-old ties with the Muslim Brotherhood, a dubious claim relentlessly pushed by a coterie of Washington-based self-described researchers like Steven Emerson and Daniel Pipes, whose stock in trade, barely disguised under the cover of scholarship, appeared to be anti-Muslim propaganda. The AJC and ADL’s opposition to working constructively with ISNA, a policy that continued until 2016, made moving forward on Muslim-Jewish relations even more difficult.

A Very Rocky Start

The glacial pace of outreach to Muslims by the American Jewish establishment left an opening for Rabbi Marc Schneier, founder and president of the Foundation for Ethnic Understanding (FFEU), upon which he decided to act. Now in his early sixties, Schneier is an Orthodox rabbi with a highly unorthodox style, often brash and self-promoting but with a generally liberal political perspective and an enduring commitment to strengthening relations between American Jews and minority communities like African Americans and Hispanics.

In the wake of the devastating riots in 1991 when African American youths attacked Orthodox Jews on the streets in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, and one visiting Torah scholar from Australia was knifed to death, Rabbi Schneier vowed to rebuild the Black-Jewish alliance of the civil rights era in the 1960s, which many leaders in both communities considered all but dead. His outreach effort included leading the way in making the MLK holiday, celebrating the life and legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., almost obligatory in synagogues across the United States and building ties with Black leaders largely boycotted by mainstream Jewish leaders, such as Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton. By 2005, Schneier was ready for an even greater challenge: improving Muslim-Jewish relations. After a visit to a Muslim school in Queens that I arranged, the rabbi launched his initiative in November 2006. He invited Imam Omar Abu Namous, then the leading imam at New York’s most prominent mosque, the Islamic Cultural Center of New York (ICCNY) on East 96th Street in Manhattan, to visit his New York synagogue. At the very least, the visit by the seventy-two-year-old, Palestine-born-and-bred Abu Namous would create some buzz.

It accomplished that and more. Abu Namous, who later said he had accepted the invitation believing he would be attending a private meeting with Rabbi Schneier, instead walked into the synagogue to find that he was to participate in a public dialogue with the rabbi, attended by hundreds of congregants and representatives of the media, including myself, who covered the event for the New York Jewish Week. (The mis-communication may have been due to language issues, as Abu Namous’s conversational English appeared to be a little shaky.) After a few desultory questions about similarities and differences in the two faiths, the moderator began pressing Abu Namous to explain why Muslim leaders were not speaking more forthrightly against terrorism.

Abu Namous responded that there were extremists among adherents of Christianity and Judaism as well, mentioning Israel’s deputy prime minister, Avigdor Lieberman, as one example. That turned the conversation into a heated debate on Israel and the Palestinians, culminating in an exasperated comment by Abu Namous that, given Israel’s massive settlement buildup on the West Bank, he saw no viable two-state solution. He urged instead the creation of a binational Israeli-Palestinian state with full equality for both peoples. That opinion was far more outrageous to mainstream Jewish ears in 2006 than it would become later. Amid groans and catcalls from the congregation, the moderator pleaded with audience members to remain civil and then quickly declared the dialogue closed.

In the Jewish community, there was widespread agreement that the encounter had been a disaster and was not likely to be repeated. Yet, rather than back away, Rabbi Schneier characteristically determined to push forward undeterred, albeit ready to learn from mistakes committed in the first go-round. He made a conciliatory call to Abu Namous to thank him for his visit and urged him to arrange a Muslim-Jewish program to take place at the 96th Street Mosque on Martin Luther King Day 2007, which Schneier promised he would attend together with his good friend Martin Luther King III. Abu Namous may have seen the occasion as an opportunity to clear the ICCNY of the stigma created a few years earlier by his predecessor, Imam Muhammad Gemeaha, who had charged that Zionists, supposedly in command of the nation’s air traffic control towers, colluded in the 9/11 attacks. In any event, he invited Schneier to the mosque, with both men agreeing that the Israel-Palestine issue would not be on the agenda.

The second meeting went much better. Speakers on both sides were on their best behavior and promised to move Muslim-Jewish relations forward in fulfillment of the vision of Martin Luther King. Afterward, Schneier was able to point out that he had achieved something tangible: giving a well-received speech at New York’s largest and most prestigious mosque to a mixed audience of Muslims, Jews, and Christians.

Two Steps Forward, One Step Back

In 2007, Rabbi Schneier invited me to work in a consulting capacity on a project to create a national summit of imams and rabbis in New York, with the participation of one imam and one rabbi each from thirteen cities across the United States and Canada. I came up with the idea of holding three separate discussions: “Sharing Our Religious and Cultural Commonalities,” “Defining an Agenda for Joint Action on the American Scene,” and “How American Jews and Muslims Can Act Together As Allies in Times of Crisis.”

From the start, there was a warm, upbeat, and mutually curious atmosphere at the summit, held that November, that reminded me a lot of Seville. Most of the rabbis and imams had already dipped their toes into Muslim-Jewish relations locally and were grateful to find a sponsor like FFEU ready to give them a national platform. If any of the participants on either side had doubts whether taking part in a Muslim-Jewish summit would be accepted as kosher or halal by their respective establishments, they received strong positive reinforcement from two heavyweight speakers from their respective communities. These were Dr. Sayyid Syeed, national director of ISNA, and Ronald Lauder, president of the World Jewish Congress (WJC), who was widely seen as a hard-liner on Israel-related issues. At the end of the summit, participants issued a statement calling for the creation of an annual event spotlighting the growth of Muslim-Jewish engagement through myriad local events linking mosques and synagogues in as many cities as possible across North America. This was the genesis of the annual Weekend of Twinning, which would be held for the first time in November 2008. After the success of the summit, Rabbi Schneier hired me in March 2008 as FFEU’s Muslim-Jewish program director.

Sabeeha:

Keep Politics Out of It

As Walter was entering the world of Muslim-Jewish dialogue, I was doing the same in a Muslim-Jewish-Christian context. In both cases, the rules for engagement were similar: (1) Let each group define itself; (2) Enter with an honest intent to listen; (3) Focus on commonalities— our shared heritage and shared values; (4) Stress pluralism as enjoined by the faith; and (5) Keep politics mainly out of it, which in the Muslim-Jewish context means agreeing to disagree respectfully on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict while keeping the focus on working together here at home. The above ground rules had worked for the clergy; they could work for us common folk. Taking cues from their faith leaders, people flocked to the basements and community halls of mosques, synagogues, and churches, curious to encounter the Other: Muslims anxious to be understood, Jews and Christians eager to get to know a Muslim. Calendars of Jews and Christians started getting populated with interfaith iftar, Eid, Jumma; Muslims were marking Sabbath, Rosh Chodesh, Seder, Yom Kippur, Easter, and Christmas on their calendars. To be sure, only the curious, the eager, and the committed made the time, yet those who came were genuinely wowed by the power of these encounters, and many walked away exchanging emails and phone numbers.

One organization sponsoring these encounters was the American Society for Muslim Advancement (ASMA), headed by Daisy Khan, a New York–based organization which young volunteers were joining in droves, eager to make a difference. I too joined the staff in 2007 as director of interfaith programs, the only volunteer over age thirty. Occasionally, I would hear someone calling me “auntie.”

This Is Heaven

Is there anything that bonds and binds people better than breaking bread? That year, 2008, the theme was Interfaith Green Feast—for the scripture of each faith instructs us to protect the environment. My assignment was to bring twenty-five Muslims to the interfaith feast. I had to beg, plead, and cajole to fill my quota. Jeeesh! Jews and Christians were knocking down the doors to get in . . . well, enough said.

When leaders of each faith read from the scriptures, if you didn’t know who was reading from which holy book, you would think they were all reading from the same book. Check it out.1 People nodded at one another with the look “We are all the same.”

“Tell your name to your tablemates and explain what it means,” the emcee announced to the icebreakers.

“My name is Rehman, which means ‘mercy,’” Khalid told them as he took a bite of the latke.

“That’s also ‘mercy’ in Hebrew,” remarked a Jewish tablemate, relishing the veggie kebab.

“My name is Sarah. Its Qur’anic meaning is ‘one who brings joy.’”

“Why, that’s a Hebrew name!” Rachel was spooning her potato salad.

Was there an Ishmael and Isaac at the same table? Or a Sarah and Hagar? Figuratively, yes. There we were breaking challah and pita bread together, looking one another in the eye and, more often than not, seeing eye to eye as we shared vignettes and peeled away the layers of mystique of the Other. By the time people parted, they got to know more than just the names of their tablemates; they left with a promise to stay in touch.

In the years to come, we had a Peace Feast, a Music Feast, and a Fall Feast, but the most joyful was the Comedy Feast. Think of it! Muslims, Christians, and Jews laughing at themselves. If we ever make it to heaven, we believe the sounds we hear will be the sounds of laughter.

That is heaven.

Walter:

Our Kumbaya Moment

That same year, in November 2008, I organized the first Weekend of Twinning—based on the premise of one mosque and one synagogue pairing up in cities across the United States and Canada to hold joint events. I tend to consider myself the most disorganized person on the planet, yet somehow managed to convince leaders of synagogues, mosques, and other venues across North America to put considerable time and resources into organizing local twinning events. The goal was to give grassroots Muslims and Jews across the continent the opportunity to encounter and learn from each other. The specifics of each program were left to local folks.

As the continent-wide events came together, it was a relief to understand the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was not turning out to be an insurmountable barrier to Jewish-Muslim dialogue and cooperation in America. In city after city, Muslim and Jewish leaders seemed to buy into the ground rules: agree to disagree respectfully about Israel-Palestine while building ties of communication and cooperation in their hometowns. I urged “twinners” in various cities to open their sessions with a heartfelt prayer for Israel-Palestinian peace, but then to caution participants that, in the interest of strengthening local ties, there would be no further discussion about the Middle East. In other words, don’t try to brush the elephant in the room under the rug, because it is simply too large for that. Yet at the same time, don’t let the Palestinian-Israeli issue take over and short-circuit critically needed Muslim-Jewish encounters in our hometowns.

Rabbi Schneier originally set a target of bringing together twenty-five mosques and twenty-five synagogues, but by the time the weekend arrived, there were more than fifty mosques and fifty synagogues involved, not to mention Jewish and Muslim students on campuses. It was a heady time for all involved. Barack Obama had been elected president two weeks before, and the chant of “Yes We Can” seemed to symbolize the exalted feeling of nearly limitless possibilities. If an African American could be elected president of the United States, then could not Muslims and Jews also do what had seemed impossible: reach across the barricades and embrace each other?

Rabbi Alan Brill of New Jersey termed the 2008 Weekend of Twinning “the Kumbaya moment” between American Jews and Muslims, likening it to the late 1950s and early 1960s when synagogues began pairing off with churches because of the efforts of the National Conference of Christians and Jews. I liked that analogy. I also was ecstatic about the overwhelmingly positive media coverage the Weekend of Twinning was receiving in cities across North America. For that brief shining moment, it appeared that Muslim-Jewish brotherhood was truly the “flavor of the weekend” for a media looking for the next big thing after the election and hungry for upbeat “all things are possible” stories.
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