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For Leia and Taymor

and all Abraham’s children

Burdens are the foundations of ease

and bitter things the forerunners of pleasure.

—JELALLUDDIN RUMI




For Anne, Thomas, and Theodore,

with gratitude for my sister Kristin

Judge not, and you will not be judged;

condemn not, and you will not be condemned;

forgive, and you will be forgiven;

give, and it will be given to you;

good measure, pressed down, shaken together,

running over, will be put into your lap.

For the measure you give will be the measure you get back.

—LUKE 6:37




For Jimmy, Max, and Jack

When two people relate to each other

authentically and humanly,

God is the electricity that surges between them.

—MARTIN BUBER
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Preface



Meet the Faith Club. We’re three mothers from three faiths—Islam, Christianity, and Judaism—who got together to write a picture book for our children that would highlight the connections between our religions. But no sooner had we started talking about our beliefs and how to explain them to our children than our differences led to misunderstandings. Our project nearly fell apart.

We realized that before we could talk about what united us we had to confront what divided us in matters of faith, God, and religion. We had to reveal our own worst fears, prejudices, and stereotypes.

So we made a commitment to meet regularly. We talked in our living rooms over cups of jasmine tea and bars of dark chocolate. No question was deemed inappropriate, no matter how rude or politically incorrect. We taped our conversations and kept journals as we discussed everything from jihad to Jesus, heaven to holy texts. Somewhere along the way, our moments of conflict, frustration, and anger gave way to new understanding and great respect.

Now we invite you into our Faith Club to eavesdrop on our conversations. Come into our living rooms and share our life-altering experience. Perhaps when you’re finished, you will want to have a faith club of your own.









Chapter One

In the Beginning

Ranya:




The phone rang on the morning of September 11th. It was my husband, screaming for me to turn on the TV. With sheer horror, I watched as the second plane hit the World Trade Center.

“Please don’t let this be connected to Islam,” I thought desperately.

As the city began to mourn, churches and temples opened their doors for worship and emotional support. I longed for a mosque, or a Muslim religious leader, an imam, who could help support my family during this horrific time. I needed a spiritual community, a safe haven where we could seek comfort.

Back then, I knew of no alternative Muslim voice that could represent the silent majority of Muslims, no nearby place where we could congregate. I did not feel comfortable at the mosque in our neighborhood, where women prayed separately from men. I wanted to feel respected. I longed to enter a mosque on an equal footing with Muslim men, to be treated as an equal, as I know I am in the eyes of God.

Tensions rose, and as some Muslims, or those mistaken for Muslims, were attacked or rounded up for questioning, I began to feel self-conscious about our Muslim identity. I was concerned and fearful for the security of my children as American Muslims. I avoided calling my son by his Muslim name, addressing him in public only by his nicknames, Ty and Timmy. When my grandmother came to visit, I asked her not to speak Arabic in public. And when my parents were in New York, they were approached by a stranger who advised them not to speak Arabic on the street. A well-meaning friend, trying to make me feel better (and warning me not to “take it the wrong way”), told me that my family and I “don’t look Muslim.” This, she thought, might protect us from discrimination. What were Muslims supposed to look like, I wondered?

My husband and I were challenged on both fronts, by Muslims abroad who questioned the very possibility of a future for our children as American Muslims of Arab descent, and on the home front, by the stereotypes and prejudices that were heightened by the attacks of 9/11. On street corners, people joked about Muslim martyrs “racing to heaven to meet their brown-eyed virgins,” a supposed reference to the Quran, but something I had never heard before. While we took heart from our president’s visit to the mosque in Washington, D.C., we were also aware of the voices within his own administration who felt he had gone too far and who maintained that, at its core, Islam was a militant and dangerous religion. I wondered who was representing my faith.

Although my husband and I had at first chosen to spare our children the details of the attacks, we soon found out that our kindergarten-age daughter, who was the only Muslim in her class, was learning a great deal from friends at school. We explained to her that evil men who were Arab and called themselves Muslim had performed an evil deed. Since her only experience of the Arab world overseas had involved her grandparents, she anxiously asked if her grandmother knew these men or was involved in any way.

Soon thereafter, my daughter came home from school and asked me a simple question: “Do we celebrate Hanukah or Christmas?” Her friends at school wanted to know. I wasn’t sure how to respond. I worried that the reality of 9/11 had made it unworkable for my children to be both Muslim and American. Would their sense of belonging be compromised? Would they as Americans feel burdened by their religion and heritage? So far I’d tried to raise my children with moral character and pride in their Muslim heritage despite the fact that we did not practice many specific religious rituals or worship at a mosque. We do celebrate a commercial kind of Christmas. But we’re Muslims. We believe Jesus was a prophet, not the son of God. How could I give my daughter an intelligent, clear answer that she could confidently deliver to other kindergarteners? Was there such an answer? As a concerned parent I created a challenge for myself: If I was unable to give my children good reasons why they should remain Muslims, other than out of pure ancestral loyalty, I would not ask them to remain true to Islam, a religion that had come to seem to me to be more of a burden than a privilege in America.

A student at heart, I started researching Islam looking for possible answers for my concerns. Soon, I stumbled upon the story of Muhammad’s night flight journey and ascension to heaven, essentially an interfaith vision in which Muhammad rides a magical winged horse ridden before him by Jesus, Moses, and other biblical prophets. As he ascends a jeweled staircase to the threshold of the kingdom of God, Muhammad is welcomed by various prophets as a fellow brother and prophet. Along with Jesus and Moses, he stands at the Temple Mount in Jerusalem for communal prayers.

My heart raced with excitement as I read all this. I was dumbfounded. Why weren’t Muslims telling the world this story? It was the perfect way to share the beauty and true voice within Islam when so many, including many Muslims, were so desperately looking for answers. The terror of September 11th turned my alienation and frustration into anger at those who had invoked Islam to justify such heinous crimes. I felt an urgent need to do something. I could no longer be apathetic; I could no longer resign myself to just accepting the prevailing image of Islam, if only for the sake of my children. Wouldn’t it be wonderful, I thought, to find a Christian and Jewish mother to write a children’s book with me that would highlight the connections within Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

Suzanne:

In the fall of 2001, I was an ex-Catholic, happily participating in a vibrant Episcopal church in New York City, when that cozy, homogeneous community was confronted in very different ways by Islam and Judaism. First, terrorists calling themselves Muslims crashed into the World Trade Center killing our neighbors, colleagues, and one parishioner. Then, days later, our neo-gothic, beautifully adorned church closed for renovation, and our Sunday services were moved to a modern synagogue, which had offered to share space with us.

As the 9/11 bombing challenged our perceptions of Islam and Muslims, our church’s relocation to a temple tested our relationship with Judaism and Jews. Many of our church members went elsewhere rather than attend Sunday services there. To some, the setting was off-putting, to others a barricade-protected temple felt like a dangerous place in the aftermath of 9/11.

At the time New York was a city on high alert. Everyone speculated about how and when the terrorists would strike again, but we didn’t have enough information to make an informed judgment. Who were these people? And why did they hate us? My book club started selecting books on the Middle East, and as I began my reading, I thought of a woman I greeted each morning at the school bus stop. Our daughters were in the same kindergarten class. I didn’t know her background. She looked like a stylish blend of Europe and the Middle East, and her name, Ranya Idliby, sounded Middle Eastern to me.

One morning as we waited for the bus together, I asked her where she was from, and she told me that her parents were Palestinian refugees and that she was born in Kuwait and had grown up in Dubai and in McLean, Virginia. I had never heard of Dubai, but I nodded my head anyway. After hearing about Ranya’s family history and her experience studying Middle Eastern politics, I invited her to join my book group discussion. To my surprise, a Jewish member of my book club then declined to host the next meeting. But the book club went on without that hostess, and Ranya and I started to become friends.

As our children played together we shared conversations about Islam, and I became intrigued by the roots Ranya said our religions shared. One afternoon she mentioned to me her idea to bring together a Muslim, a Jewish, and a Christian mother to write a children’s book of miracles, and I jumped at the chance. The intent of the book—to educate children about our common heritage—seemed a necessary and noble goal in the months after September 11th. So I told Ranya I’d love to be part of her trio and offered to find a Jewish woman to join us. A friend recommended Priscilla Warner for our project. She had two sons and experience writing children’s books.

It was an awkward first call. “Hi, Priscilla. I’m calling because you’re Jewish; you’re a mother; and you write.” But the idea of talking religion with a Palestinian Muslim and a Christian didn’t frighten Priscilla, and we made a date to meet.

I walked into our first meeting, my stiff new notebook in hand, ready to share stories of religious inspiration. I was comfortable in my own religion, having made a difficult decision to leave the Catholic Church of my parents for the relative liberalism of the Episcopal Church. After twelve years in Catholic schools, I was finally going to get an interfaith education. That education, however, proved not to be as neatly packaged as I had anticipated. It came with the messiness and complications of the real lives and perspectives of three women with very different relationships to their religions.

Priscilla:

When Suzanne Oliver called me, she wasn’t looking for just any children’s book writer. She was looking specifically for a Jewish mother who wrote.

I had never really defined myself in those terms. I was a writer. And most definitely a mother. But a Jew? Religion wasn’t my field of expertise. Deflecting pain with humor was. I’d joked all my life about being a “neurotic Jew.”

I knew a fair amount about my religion, thanks mostly to my father, who came from a family of conservative Jews and exposed me to Judaism early in life. I knew the rituals and stories of my religion. I had attended a somber interfaith service at my suburban reform temple on September 12, 2001, where my rabbi, along with other local clergy, tried to make sense of the unfathomable events of 9/11. The temple was overflowing that night as people spilled out onto the steps, down into the street, where policemen stood watch. (It occurred to me later that no imam had been present.)

I was comforted by the words of the moving service and the fact that so many people of different faiths had gathered together to support one another. But despite the fact that I prayed along with others to God that night, I wasn’t sure whether I really believed God existed.

Where was God on September 11th? I wondered for weeks afterward. The horrifying images of the World Trade Center attacks played over and over in my head, and I had a persistent fear that New York City would be attacked again. This time, I worried that my husband, who worked in lower Manhattan, wouldn’t be fortunate enough to survive. Would the next attack be a nuclear one? Although my family was alive and well, safe in the suburbs, the horror of 9/11 had hit close to home. Our son’s basketball coach, a kind, compassionate father of four, had died that day and a close friend’s husband had escaped the South Tower just minutes before it collapsed.

For thirty-five years, I’d suffered from severe panic attacks. And after the events of September 11th, I was thrown into one long, never-ending state of low-grade panic. But I tried to keep my fears to myself. I didn’t want to scare my kids. I wanted them to know and love New York as I did. So a couple of weeks after the attacks, I started bringing them back into the city. They wanted to come, and I pretended to be calm. I tried to convince myself that New York was still alive and well as I talked to them.

“Look around you,” I said to my children. “Look at all these people!” We were in the middle of Times Square. People of all shapes, sizes, colors, and ages were streaming past us. “We come from all over the world!” I said. “We’re the best of America! Look what people can do here! They can do anything they want. They can be anyone they want to be. They can worship wherever they want, whenever they want. New York is the very best of what America stands for.”

Although I fantasized about moving my family to a “safer” city, I was still smitten with New York, the city I loved too much to flee.

So when Suzanne Oliver called me, I was eager to collaborate on a children’s book that would bring children hope. And bring me hope. I wanted to try to explain the inexplicable to my kids. And to myself. To allay the fears everyone had. The fears that were overwhelming me.









Chapter Two

A Muslim, a Christian, and a Jew

Walk into a Room…

Priscilla:




Ranya opened the door to her home for our first meeting, and I was immediately intrigued. There was so much to look at: beautiful artwork on the walls, sensual fabrics and furnishings. The space felt both familiar and exotic to me at the same time. Ranya and I both own lush, color photographs by the same photographer. The identical chandelier illuminates the main room of both our homes. I felt that was an unusual omen.

I had never met a Palestinian woman before, but have always had both Jewish and Christian friends. So I focused on Ranya in particular at that first meeting. Suzanne was less mysterious to me, and Ranya was, well, Palestinian. I’m not sure how I expected a Palestinian woman to look or act, but I was intrigued by Ranya as a person. She was beautiful, smart, sophisticated, and warm. She was confident, but refreshingly self-deprecating, one of my favorite traits in any person. I felt an immediate connection to her.

Ranya spoke eloquently about the unique position she was in as a Muslim mother in New York, particularly after the attacks on the World Trade Center. “My daughter’s confused,” Ranya explained. “She knows she’s different from the Christian and Jewish children she’s surrounded by, and I feel it’s time to educate her and my son about what it means to be a Muslim in America today.” This was a difficult challenge for Ranya since Islam now had violent and confusing connotations for most Americans.

I’d never interacted so intimately with a Muslim woman, I kept thinking as I listened to Ranya speak about her concerns. This was going to be an interesting meeting. The air felt charged. Partly because I didn’t know these women and we were getting into personal issues, partly because I didn’t know, as a Jew, what political direction a conversation with a Palestinian woman might take. But primarily the air was charged because I was in a room with two substantial, intelligent women who felt an urgent need to connect and produce something meaningful out of that connection.

I asked Ranya where her family was from, and she told me and Suzanne, in vivid detail, the story of her family’s history in Palestine. I was riveted. Ranya talked with passion and sensitivity. I was hearing the story of a displaced Palestinian family, told to me not by an angry person with a political ax to grind, but by a loving mother with a family and a story to tell. It was as simple as that.

In retrospect, I guess I had been expecting a woman straight out of the evening news shots of anguished Palestinian mothers in refugee camps. A woman who would never sit down and talk to me, face to face, so calmly.

Ranya:

The morning of our first meeting, I lit a scented candle, fussed with the cushions on my couch and waited for Priscilla and Suzanne to arrive. I was not nervous about meeting a Jewish woman. Unlike Priscilla, who was meeting her first Palestinian woman, I had met many Jewish people representing an array of political opinions. Even before I’d moved to New York City ten years earlier, I’d had many Jewish friends. Still, I knew it was possible that Priscilla and I could clash. Palestinians and Israelis were at war. And while I may suffer less than those in refugee camps, my identity is tied up in my family’s displacement from our ancestral home half a century ago.

As soon as I met Priscilla, her eagerness to connect was evident, and, I hoped, an indicator of the warmth and generosity of her spirit. Priscilla was a reform Jew, and in my mind she represented the great Jewish liberal tradition of debate and free thought. As she confirmed later in our discussions, a large part of the Jewish theological tradition is based on the commentaries, which represent centuries of ongoing debate and interpretation of the Jewish Holy Books. The fact that I was able to talk so freely to Priscilla and Suzanne served as a sad reminder to me of the lack of debate in Islam today.

I had grown up hearing of a legendary time in history when the door was closed on Islamic theological debate (Ijthihad). So as Priscilla explained the evolution of the reform, conservative, and orthodox branches of Judaism in America, it occurred to me that Islam needed a parallel experience. America is a country that was built on the principle of freedom of worship, and in America today Islam needs an American journey.

When I shared my family story with Priscilla, although I felt self-conscious of such instant intimacy and a little awkward about sharing my family’s sense of loss and victimhood, I felt that I was in the presence of someone open to meaningful dialogue. While Priscilla accepted my story at face value, she told me later that some of her friends were skeptical.

Suzanne:

From the time I discovered Ranya was Muslim, I was intrigued. I wanted to understand the basis of her faith and how she reconciled her modern, Westernized life with what was widely viewed as an unenlightened religion of the developing world. My knowledge of Islam was meager. I knew Muslims followed the teaching of an Arab called Muhammad, that they worshiped in mosques, that they had a holy book called the Quran, and that they were obliged to make a pilgrimage to Mecca once in their lifetime.

I had visited mosques in Istanbul, and I had heard the enchanting Arabic calls to prayer of the muezzin throughout Turkey and Morocco. But I held an image of Islam as a violent religion controlled by men to promote the continued hegemony of men, a religion of mistreated women, polygamy, and an “eye for an eye” justice system. All of these images fit with stereotypes popularized in books I’d read, like Jean Sasson’s Princess, and were supported by reports in the American media at various times—stories about women being stoned, about the 9/11 attackers being inspired by the Quran, about the death sentence placed on author Salman Rushdie by the Iranian Ayatollah Khomeini.

During my own travels in Muslim countries, I had seen women treated as second-class citizens. They covered their heads with scarves or even their entire bodies in shapeless cloaks. In Istanbul, I was shooed out of the courtyard of a mosque while I could see men prostrating themselves in prayer inside. One man quickly emerged and waved me out of the mosque’s gates. I was not allowed to look.

I had left the Catholic church to become an Episcopalian, in part because Catholics don’t allow women to become priests, so I was curious to learn how Ranya could reconcile her modern life with Islam. After all, she did not wear a head scarf. She drank alcohol. And she wasn’t fighting a jihad against the West, at least as far as I could tell.

In retrospect, Ranya was on a jihad—a word I later learned to mean an inner struggle. She was struggling to define her Muslim faith. And she was struggling to have this faith recognized in the West.

Priscilla:

The first question the three of us asked each other at our initial meeting was “What is your religious background?” Mine, I explained to Ranya and Suzanne, was an eclectic one.

I grew up in Providence, Rhode Island, a diverse city with a sizeable Jewish population. My father was from a small town in Massachusetts, and my mother grew up in Hollywood, California. Although they were both Jewish, they came from very different backgrounds. In their sunny California house, my mother claims that her family served spaghetti as a traditional Passover meal. My father’s conservative Jewish upbringing meant that his seders lasted hours while everyone digested the matzoh balls my grandmother had slaved over for days.

When I was seven, my grandfather died, and my father recited Kaddish, a memorial prayer, twice a day for an entire year, in his father’s memory. At Narragansett Beach, where we rented a cottage that summer, he did this with a tiny group of men who were also in mourning. Clearly influenced by this experience, he enrolled me and my siblings in a Hebrew day school when I was in third grade. I spent four years there studying Hebrew, Torah, and Jewish history all morning and secular subjects like math and history in the afternoon.

I remember the Hebrew day school as an exotic, insular experience, where I began to think the earth was primarily populated by Jews. Boys talked endlessly about Sandy Koufax and girls claimed Paul Newman was 100 percent Jewish. I was afraid of the principal, a stern rabbi in a black suit. The whole experience felt serious and no-nonsense. I was a good student, learned my prayers and began praying by myself at home.

When I was in seventh grade, my father abruptly pulled me out of the Hebrew day school and enrolled me in a Quaker girls’ school. He never explained this sudden shift in my education. In retrospect, I suppose he sent me to what he felt was the best school in the area. While my father was proud to be a Jew, he was a Jew on his own terms. Sometimes he fasted on Yom Kippur; other years he didn’t. On some Passovers he ate no bread; other years he started the day with an English muffin.

As a family, we still went to temple on important Jewish holidays. But at school I went to chapel every day and sang dozens of hymns along with my new blonde friends. There were other Jewish girls in my class, and we all went along with the program. The Quakers never rammed religion down our throats; we were exposed to it as part of a curriculum that would help us become better human beings.

In December, we participated in Christmas Vespers, a musical assembly that included Christmas carols and prayers. I hesitated over the name “Jesus,” but I sang, and appreciated the beauty of the songs.

Every Friday my entire school held a Quaker silent meeting. Designated students and teachers took turns sitting on “the facing bench” at the front of the room. And then everyone fell silent. Anyone could stand up to recite a poem or prayer or say whatever was on their minds. It felt enormously empowering to be able to speak about whatever subject moved us. I enjoyed going to a Quaker school. The religion stressed open-mindedness and felt liberating in contrast to my years at the Hebrew day school, which I remember as rigid and small-minded.

In college I socialized with both Christian and Jewish friends, but my world was less Jewish than ever, since I dated a WASP from Boston. I was the only Jew in the room on many occasions with him. That made me particularly uncomfortable once when an older man visiting from the South asked everyone in our little group to reveal their religions.

Growing up Jewish meant growing up with an attachment to Israel. My family’s attachment was not especially strong or pro-Zionist. But I do remember my father boasting of the bravery of the Israeli soldiers during the Six Day War. I took a trip to Israel with my family when I was twelve, and I recounted that trip to Ranya and Suzanne. My grandmother organized our itinerary, and we visited cousins of hers in a kibbutz near Galilee. “That’s probably quite close to where my family is from,” Ranya told me.

I’d walked the ancient streets of Jerusalem, floated in the waters of the Dead Sea, and peered into the entrances of the caves where the Dead Sea scrolls were discovered. Our trip reinforced my connection as a Jew to Israel, a connection that had been stressed at the Hebrew day school. But when I went on to a Quaker school and adolescent concerns took over my life, Judaism and Israel took a back seat. As I grew older and began to learn about the politics of the Middle East, I became uncomfortable with Israel’s policies on the West Bank. This was not something I discussed with my friends or family. But when I was in my twenties, out working on my own, and the United Jewish Appeal tracked me down to make a fund-raising call, I told them that I was not comfortable sending money to Israel as long as the government was building settlements in what was formerly Jordan. I thought that was an unnecessarily provocative act.

I mentioned this anecdote to Ranya and Suzanne. I suppose I was putting my cards out on the table for Ranya to see, letting her know I was an “enlightened Jew,” a Jew who was open-minded to the issue of Palestinians’ rights. Maybe I was indeed a bit more open to learning about Ranya’s family history and political opinions than another Jewish woman might have been. That was for Ranya to decide. I did, however, stand on the sidewalk outside her apartment building after our first meeting and rave to Suzanne about Ranya, the project, and the ease with which we all seemed to communicate.

Ranya:

Early on, I shared with Priscilla and Suzanne that, when I was a self-conscious, insecure teenager, the worst question you could ask me was, “Where are you from?” Now, as a mother, I tell the story of where I’m from with the hope that my personal journey, with what small insights it reveals, will help my American children feel pride in their heritage in these troubled times.

I am a Muslim woman of Palestinian heritage, and no matter where I have lived I have always been an outcast. I have struggled to develop my own personal identity in the shadow of whatever stereotype others have attributed to a Muslim Palestinian woman. This struggle has affected many aspects of my life, from my choice of a major at university (political science) to my enormous appreciation of the security and comfort that becoming an American citizen has afforded me.

I was born in Kuwait, where Palestinians were not granted citizenship at birth. My parents had lived briefly in Jordan, as refugees fleeing Palestine, and that fact allowed me to inherit their Jordanian citizenship. Rumor had it that because we were Palestinian, our passports were encoded so that Jordanian officials could distinguish us from native Jordanians. Thus, from the beginning, I felt officially documented as an outsider.

I grew up in the oil-prosperous emirate of Kuwait in the 1970s, where my father started his career after earning two degrees in the United States. Although my father was financially successful from an early age, there were elements in Kuwaiti society who resented the success of those they believed were opportunistic refugees. Non-Kuwaiti nationals, especially those considered most threatening to the status quo, such as the Palestinians, were given the derogatory title of “Abu al-Pantalon,” a term that meant, literally “Those of the Pants.” It was an unspoken rule that only Kuwaitis could wear traditional white robes and head scarves. Everyone else was immediately identifiable as a noncitizen and had little hope of ever gaining citizenship, except for a lucky few who won it as a gift through royal decree.

My father rose above any attempts to marginalize him, and he constantly reminded his family that we lived in Kuwait because of economic necessity. He spoke often of our family’s history, and much of my identity grew out of a sense of what my family had lost and what I had never had. My father placed a large premium on our heritage. He told and retold the story of our family’s life in Palestine with a great sense of pride and empowerment in response to those who sought to make us feel inadequate or secondary in a hierarchical society. There were clearly a host of lessons we were supposed to learn from our family’s experiences.

Our family name, Tabari, was derived from Tiberias, the area of Palestine surrounding the Sea of Galilee. It was there that, as governors under the Ottoman Empire, my family members were substantial landowners. My father spoke of a rarified childhood; he and his five siblings were dubbed “the children of the nylon,” when nylon replaced silk stockings as a rare luxury in the intra-war period of Palestine’s history.

His family lived in a large home, which now houses an Israeli sewing school. His father, a medical doctor, owned the area’s first motorcar, a 1933 Ford. His mother, a renowned beauty from Jerusalem, donned a bathing suit and swam in Lake Tiberias, where Jesus of Nazareth walked on water. She was also an astute businesswoman. She spoke five languages and was in the process of developing plans for hotels and resort villas around Lake Tiberias when she was forced to leave Palestine.

After World War I, Palestine was ruled as a British mandate. Then, after World War II, the international community decided to set aside part of Palestine for the Jewish people. So in 1948, when it was evident that the world was ready to recognize a Jewish state of Israel in a partitioned Palestine, the British began their withdrawal from areas such as Tiberias. My father’s family and his Muslim and Christian neighbors felt sabotaged by the UN partition plan, which made Tiberias and other Palestinian villages a part of Israel. The land was appropriated by the Jewish National Fund and set aside for Jews from around the world who wanted to invoke their so-called “right of return.” That period of time, when so many Palestinians lost their property, is known throughout the Middle East as the Nakba (Catastrophe.) It is described in the book The Transformation of Palestine by Ibrahim Abu Lughod and more recently by Israeli historian Benny Morris in his book The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem Revisited.

My grandfather belonged to a local Palestinian committee organized by the men of the area as part of an effort to protect their families and homes. When it became clear that war would break out, he got into his car and drove north to try to obtain arms. (Under British mandate laws, Palestinians had not been allowed to own or carry arms.) While my grandfather was gone, the house next to his was being used as a shelter for these fighting men. My grandmother offered them food and provisions. But when that house was bombed, a Jewish woman who was my grandmother’s friend before the war and had since joined the Hagannah, a Jewish paramilitary organization, warned my grandmother that she and her family were not safe. My grandmother became concerned enough to call General McGregor, an English Army officer and Britain’s representative for Tiberias, seeking his advice. He expressed extreme concern for her safety and that of her children should they remain in their house. He strongly recommended that they all leave and graciously offered them transportation and protection.

My grandmother, without much thought or planning, loaded her five children into the back of a Saladin, an armored military vehicle. The children lay on top of a pair of Persian carpets, the only belongings they took with them. These rugs remain today our most treasured family possessions and cherished symbols of our heritage.

Ironically, General McGregor’s protection of my grandmother and the honor he bestowed upon my family through her special treatment effectively meant that she could never return home again. Thinking they would be gone a short time, she and thousands of other Palestinians left their keys under their doormats when they fled the chaos and danger of war. Little did they know they would never be allowed to retrieve their keys or reclaim their homes. In 1948, the UN estimated the number of displaced Palestinians to be around 750,000. Today these refugees and their descendants are believed to number four million worldwide.

When my grandfather drove back from Syria in search of his family, soldiers stopped his car on the road and discovered a cache of weapons in his trunk. They dragged him in front of a firing squad, and, just as he was about to be killed, a Palestinian Jew pushed his way out of the crowd and pleaded with the Israeli soldiers to spare my grandfather’s life.

My grandfather, Dr. Tabari, was a physician who treated Jews, Christians, and Muslims alike, and when this Palestinian Jew spoke out on his behalf, and related that he himself had been treated with dignity and skill by Dr. Tabari, the soldiers spared my grandfather’s life.

The fact that my grandfather treated Jews, Christians, and Muslims equally was admirable but not miraculous. My parents talk often of a time in Palestine when people of the three faiths coexisted peacefully, when, in an often-told family anecdote, my grandmother drove down to Tel Aviv to buy her wedding dress from the finest Jewish seamstresses.

But all that changed in 1948.

My father’s family left behind everything they owned when they became refugees in Jordan. Distraught and financially ruined, my grandfather managed to secure a full, three-year scholarship for my father at a boarding school in Lebanon. When my father turned sixteen, his father had saved enough money to buy him and his brother two one-way tickets to America, where they joined a cousin in Chicago.

My father had to falsify his age in order to get his first job working the night shift on the Chicago docks. His brother, his cousin, and he shared one coat in the bitter Chicago winter. Whoever got up first each morning had the warmer day. For ten years, my father attended college during the day and worked the night shift as a dock porter. He earned degrees in math and civil engineering from the University of Illinois. The hardships he and his brother endured as teenagers instilled in him an almost Protestant work ethic that he then passed on to his children.

While he was away, his mother died in Jordan. Tragically, my father and his brother weren’t told because no one could afford to buy them plane tickets to return for the funeral. When my father finally returned to the Middle East, his own father did not immediately recognize him. He had left a boy and come home a twenty-six-year-old man.

When my father suffered a heart attack years later, at the age of forty, he attributed this, and his mother’s early death, to the anguish and hardship they had suffered after they left their home in Palestine.

My father and mother, who is also a Palestinian refugee, have instilled in me a sense of pride in my past and a commitment to my heritage. To deny this identity would be nothing short of betrayal of my family. In fact, I told Suzanne and Priscilla, I have always thought it cowardly when Palestinians identify themselves only in terms of their adopted citizenship. I have been determined to set a defiant example as a proud Palestinian. My role model is my thoroughly liberated Muslim Palestinian grandmother, whose mantle I inherited.

Suzanne:

“My background sounds so dull in comparison,” I laughed, giving Ranya and Priscilla a self-conscious smile. “It was ordinary, safe, and Midwestern, like Wonder Bread and Hallmark Cards.”

When I was growing up in Kansas City, I never missed a Sunday mass or even masses on the holy days of obligation that don’t necessarily fall on Sundays. It was never an option in my family. We went to church together every weekend. As my four siblings and I grew older and got involved with sports or jobs that kept us busy on Sunday mornings, our mass attendance was still monitored by our parents. And, with three Catholic churches within an easy drive, there was always a mass going on somewhere, sometime between five o’clock on Saturday afternoon and seven o’clock Sunday evening.

Prayer was part of our life at home, too. We said grace before dinner, and we knelt by our beds for nighttime prayers. In my bedroom I had a plastic statue of the holy family (Jesus, Mary, and Joseph) on whose base were the words, “The family that prays together stays together.” Inside the base was a rosary. One long summer, I told Ranya and Priscilla, my parents asked the three oldest children to take turns reading a chapter of the Bible aloud each night after dinner. As I listened to my eight-year-old brother sound out words like “Sadducees,” my attention tuned to the sounds of the freeze tag game next door. I would have given my new AM/FM radio to jump out of my seat and join the fun.

I spent twelve years at Catholic schools and went to an overabundance of religious services. From sixth through eighth grade, I had to attend mass once a week with my class, once with the whole school and once again with my family on Sundays. My memories of the school services are of sore knees and the smell of vomit sprinkled with antiseptic powder then left to age until the service was over. I also got a recurring pain in my ankle as I stood on the side of my shoe so that I wouldn’t appear taller than all the boys. A few of the sermons caught my attention. I remember one of the priests telling us about saints who suffered stigmata. Saint Francis of Assisi’s hands and feet bled in exactly the same places that Jesus had bled, he told us. And we learned about people in modern life who had similar bleeding experiences. We wondered, “Would this ever happen to us? How would we play volleyball?”

At school, I went to confession once a month. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” I would say through the screen dividing the sections of the confessional booth. “It has been one month since my last confession. In that time I have been mean to my brothers and sister, disobeyed my parents, and taken Twinkies out of the freezer without permission.” For that, I would say three Hail Marys then have a clean, white soul again. How lucky to die right after confession, I thought. I would go straight to heaven.

In spite of twelve years in parochial schools, I didn’t have much of a theological understanding of Christianity. The last substantive Christian religion class I could remember was in sixth grade when we memorized Jesus’ beatitudes. (“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven…”) To fulfill my religion credits, I took two Eastern religion classes, one in high school and one in college. But now it strikes me as odd that Islam was not included in either. I was exposed to Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism. In humanities courses, I learned Greek and Roman mythology. But Islam entered my life peripherally. It came through travel, through books, and through war.

Though I attended church infrequently during college, I still considered myself Catholic. On a tour of St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome I was brought to tears by the tombs of so many courageous Christian martyrs who had died for their faith. And I wept before Michelangelo’s Pietà. For me, the sculpture of Mary holding a crucified Jesus symbolized the tragedy of humanity’s betrayal of Christ, both at his crucifixion and every day when we failed to live according to his teaching. I thanked God for the gift of being raised a Catholic and resolved to be a better one.

Alas, the thrill of being twenty-something in New York City got in the way. Not until I had children did I begin to focus on my spiritual life in a significant way. At that time my husband and I made the switch from Catholicism to the less rigid Episcopal Church.

Ranya:

I explained to Priscilla and Suzanne that although I have sometimes been cautious about speaking up as a Muslim American woman, I was given the tools to do so by my parents. As dispossessed refugees, my mother and father were firm believers in the merits of education as a necessary tool for survival. They worked hard to send me and my siblings to the best schools they could find. In spite of their personal loss they were optimists at heart who nurtured in us the value of independent thinking and encouraged us to believe in our potential as men and women committed to a better future.

In Kuwait and Dubai, where they found the public schools lacking in curriculum and qualified teachers, my parents opted to send me to the privately run French Lycée in Kuwait and The English School in Dubai. This meant that I was often one of very few Muslims, if not the only Muslim, in my class.

At the Lycée, I learned my ABCs in French and wrote letters to “Cher Papa Noel,” or “Dear Father Christmas,” during the month of December. When we lived in Dubai, from the time I was seven until age sixteen, I sang “Silent Night” and “Noel” at school Christmas concerts and I “danced” the color purple in my school’s musical production of Joseph and His Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat.

In those days, religion was not a required part of the school curriculum, and whatever I learned about Islam was strictly through the customs and traditions of my family, especially my maternal grandparents, who were our neighbors. We didn’t attend a mosque, but we practiced Islam at home through prayer, charity, and traditions.

During Ramadan, the holiest month in the Islamic calendar, my parents and grandparents fasted from sunrise to sunset. I remember standing with my brother in my grandparents’ garden, waiting for the sound of the cannon, which signaled the end of the day’s fast. During this month, we exercise discipline and attempt to cleanse mind, body, and soul of vices and bad thoughts. When I attempted to fast, however, I was told I was too young, that my growing body needed nourishment. Instead, my grandmother advised me to participate in the spirit of the month by meeting different challenges. I was urged to control my temper or to give a thirsty person a glass of water before taking care of my own thirst. This, I was told, was a sure way to get to heaven.

The highlight of the month was always Eid, the celebration marking the end of Ramadan. We received gifts and allowances and dressed from head to toe in new clothing for the occasion. I had a particular fondness for new shoes, which I was careful to keep close to my bedside, impatient for morning to arrive.

Islam and the traditions I was exposed to became an integral part of my life. Today I always carry a Quran in my purse and sometimes wear a verse from the Quran around my neck. I pray, but not necessarily five times a day as more traditional Muslims do. I am reluctant to throw out leftover bread without kissing it and asking for God’s forgiveness, a custom reminding Muslims that many people in our world remain hungry. And I still surprise myself when I go through our apartment, making sure that no shoes remain with their soles facing up toward God in a sign of disrespect.

When I was in college at Georgetown University, and it was time to pick a major, international politics was a natural, even a necessary choice. I needed scholarly tools and historical perspective to help me understand my own family’s experience. The Middle East was a volcano waiting to erupt, full of people with claims and counterclaims, people who laid their absolute truths on everything from how a woman should or should not cover her hair to those who invoked the Old Testament promise of Palestine to the Jews to justify Israel’s policies. During my high school years there had been an American hostage crisis in revolutionary Iran and a civil war in Lebanon during which Palestinians were massacred at the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps by Lebanese Christians under the watchful eyes of the Israelis. I felt I needed to study political history and international relations so that I could move beyond these tragic headlines and formulate my own opinions about the motivations, policies, and people behind them.

At Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service, our curriculum required courses in American government, Western civilization and philosophies, and comparative theology. I was smitten with the American dream, the founding fathers, and the democratic principles of the American government. These were more than just historical and political facts to me. They addressed my sense of homelessness and insecurity. I described to Priscilla and Suzanne my pride when, in my twenties, I was first able to return to America from abroad and stand in the U.S. Customs line under “citizen” instead of “alien.”

I was an American protected by law and awarded inalienable rights. Then came the attacks of 9/11, and I felt vulnerable and insecure again.

Priscilla:

A few days after my initial meeting with Suzanne and Ranya, I was still high from the experience, and I told a Jewish friend about it. I even shared Ranya’s history. “It was incredible what her family had to go through in Palestine!” I told Tobi.

“You know,” my friend said, looking somewhat skeptical, “I’m not so sure you’ve got your facts right.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, don’t be so sure that your friend’s family had to leave Palestine,” she said.

“But they did! She told me exactly what happened! Her grandfather…”

“I just wouldn’t necessarily believe that you got the whole story,” Tobi repeated. “People weren’t kicked off their lands. A lot of Palestinians chose to leave.” My friend Tobi is fairly religious, not orthodox, but a strong supporter of Israel, and opinionated about the Middle East and, truth be told, everything else in the world.

I was a bit disheartened. And confused.

“But why would she make that up?” I asked.

“I’m not saying she made anything up,” Tobi said. “But you’re not hearing all sides of the story. Read the book One Palestine Complete by Tom Segev. That’ll give you an idea of what really went on.”

I was sorry I’d shared my story with Tobi. I didn’t really want to read political science books about the Middle East. I wanted my learning experience to be a private, personal one. I wanted to talk and listen to Ranya. To have a dialogue with a person of another faith. Would that be possible? I decided I wouldn’t even mention Ranya to another friend of mine who knows the Middle East quite intimately. He might muddy the waters even further for me. My friend Chaim is an Israeli whose parents moved to Jerusalem from Iraq in the 1920s. Chaim and I have had many political discussions about the Middle East. With violence breaking out every day in Israel and the occupied territories, such conversations had been unavoidable. And Chaim, like Tobi, has been opinionated and vocal. “You know who should really be playing a role in all this?” he’d asked me on more than one occasion. “Jordan! They should give the Palestinians a big chunk of Jordan. Why should tiny Israel have to give up such a large portion of our land?” Discussions about Middle East politics with friends have made my head spin over the years. But now I had Ranya to talk to. And Suzanne. For the time being, I thought I would just stick to that.









Chapter Three

The Abrahamic Family Feud

Priscilla:




As I drove into New York for my second meeting with Ranya and Suzanne, it was fear, not faith, that had the upper hand in my life. A familiar sense of panic I’d known for years began seeping back into my body as I worried about where the next terrorist attack would occur. Would they set off a dirty bomb in Grand Central Terminal? My husband rode commuter trains and subways for a total of three hours every day. The idea of him trapped underground haunted me.

I started driving my car into the city instead of taking the train. I felt safe in a car, my own private space capsule. I justified my fear of public transportation to friends by saying that it was easier to drive. I had good luck finding parking meters. I didn’t tell them that I was trying to play the odds, sure that one parent in the New York subway system was enough to tempt fate. Two parents would be way too risky.

I felt like a fraud. Although I had fallen in love with New York years ago, I now thought maybe I wasn’t cut out to be a true New Yorker. Who was I kidding? Maybe I didn’t have the courage. Unlike my husband, who appeared to go about his business calmly, I could easily picture people plotting to wipe New York off the map.

Had I become a cowering suburban wife and mother? Did my fears define me? That certainly seemed to be the case. My husband felt the need to start attending Friday night services at our synagogue after September 11th. He constantly urged me to go, but I declined. I could have easily participated; I knew all the prayers and rituals from my early Hebrew day school experience. But I still resisted. I didn’t think it would help me to worship in a group of people who I thought felt something I didn’t feel. Truth be told, I was lost spiritually. I wasn’t sure if I believed in God anymore.

Yet here I was sucking it up and driving into the city to meet my new acquaintances, Suzanne and Ranya, to talk about God. I wasn’t finding solace in my own religious community; but somehow I was drawn to Ranya, a Muslim woman I barely knew.

I rolled down my windows as I passed over the Third Avenue bridge. Just in case someone had placed a bomb underneath that bridge. Just in case the bridge exploded and my car was thrown into the East River. In retrospect I was clearly in search of something as I lurched my way into Manhattan.

As soon as I walked into Ranya’s apartment I felt better, calmer in the sanctuary of her home, sinking into the same spot on her spacious gray couch that I had left behind just a week ago. I was eager to share the details of my meeting with Jeffrey Sirkman, the rabbi at our temple, whom I had consulted during the past week as I had searched for an Old Testament story to retell for our children’s book.

Jeffrey is a terrific person—warm, caring, and easy to talk to. He has a sharp mind, and his enthusiasm makes the Torah come alive to adults and children. He has a large fan club of congregants of all ages.

I described to Suzanne and Ranya how excited I was about the project we’d started together and how I’d shared my enthusiasm with Jeffrey. I’d explained Ranya’s predicament as a Muslim woman in New York who wanted to help her children understand their religion in a city wary of Muslims and a world wracked with religious conflict. Ranya wanted to connect the three great monotheistic religions of the world, I told Jeffrey. “Great idea,” he said. “And much needed.”

“Why is it that people can use religion to whip up so much hatred?” I asked my rabbi. We talked about ultraconservative religious leaders of all faiths who were spewing hateful rhetoric all over the globe.

“You want people to use their sacred texts to make the world a better place,” explained Jeffrey. “But that text can become a weapon in the wrong hands. You know what they say, ‘Even the devil can quote scripture.’”

I explained to Jeffrey that I wanted to choose a religious story to share, something that included a message of tolerance. “You know,” said Jeffrey, shaking his head, “I never liked that word ‘tolerance.’ It’s too passive. Think about it. To tolerate someone? That doesn’t sound very positive. It’s not a call to engage and understand someone else. I like the phrase ‘mutual appreciation.’ That can lead to an understanding that no one faith has a monopoly on the truth.”

In Jeffrey’s cozy, book-packed office, I couldn’t jot down notes fast enough. Everything Jeffrey said made sense to me. “The first story that springs to mind for you to tell is the binding of Isaac.” He shook his head. “But I don’t know.”

I knew that Jeffrey was referring to the passage in which Abraham is called by God to sacrifice his son Isaac. “But that’s such a scary story,” I told my rabbi. “And a negative one. Didn’t Abraham have a son, Ishmael, with his servant, Hagar?” Jeffrey nodded. “And Sarah, who was jealous, sent the two of them away,” I continued. “Isn’t that where all the trouble started with the Muslims and the Jews? When Hagar and Ishmael were banished?”

Jeffrey didn’t comment on my interpretation of Ishmael’s fate. He was on to the next idea. “I’ve got a great story for you to tell children!” he exclaimed. “Moses and the Burning Bush! Now that’s a terrific story!”

Ranya:

Banished! I was truly taken aback. I’ve never heard Muslims refer to themselves as banished! As a Muslim, I never thought that the binding of Isaac was a negative story. My problem with the story is that I believe that God ordered Abraham to sacrifice a different son, Ishmael, and not Isaac. How ironic that others interpret the story of Ishmael so negatively, while Muslims highlight and celebrate these connections. Nor do we harbor any ancient biblical ill will, I told Priscilla and Suzanne. Sarah and Isaac, or “Ishaac” as he is known in Islam, continue to be popular names in the Muslim world. Muslims even refer to Jews as “Oulad Al Am,” which literally means cousins. Come to think of it, I think we are all originally Jews.

In spite of Priscilla’s doubts, I was determined to share with her the Muslim perspective—that we have meaningful ties to one another. I had the perfect tool, the story of Isra’ and Mi’raj, also known as Muhammad’s night flight and ascension.

Although I was vaguely familiar with the story from my childhood, when I read it as an adult, I finally understood its meaning: Muhammad’s need to emphasize Islam’s positive connection to Judaism and Christianity. He affirms those prophets who came before him, while fulfilling his role as the promised prophet to Ishmael’s descendants.

I picked up my cup of jasmine green tea and began to read to Priscilla and Suzanne my version of the story of Muhammad’s ascension to heaven.


One night, when Muhammad was having difficulty sleeping, he went to visit the Ka’aba, Mecca’s holy shrine, where he knelt down to pray to God and soon fell asleep. Suddenly he was shaken out of his slumber by the angel Gabriel, who appeared before him bearing a golden goblet and leading a dazzling white, winged horse. “Drink,” said Gabriel as he held the cup to Muhammad’s lips. Muhammad drank from the goblet and was filled with wisdom and faith.

Gabriel bid Muhammad to mount the fantastic horse, which was named Baraq. He told Muhammad the horse had been ridden to the heavens by Abraham, Moses, and Jesus before him. Muhammad climbed onto Baraq’s back, and in only a few strides they flew all the way to Jerusalem, where they descended on the Temple Mount. Muhammad tied Baraq to the hitching post used by the prophets before him. A ladder of silver and gold embedded with pearls appeared before them, and Muhammad and Gabriel climbed the ladder into the heavens.

In the first heaven Muhammad was welcomed by Adam, the first man God placed on earth. Gabriel then led Muhammad into the higher heavens, where he was greeted as a righteous man, a fellow brother, and a prophet by Jesus, John the Baptist, Moses, and finally Abraham. At last Gabriel took Muhammad even higher until they reached the lote tree, the boundary of the throne of God. The sweet-smelling tree, whose leaves were as big as elephant ears, marked the limit of human knowledge. At the foot of the tree Muhammad saw two milky white rivers with vessels of gold and silver floating in them. Along the banks of these rivers stood tents whose silken fabrics sparkled with iridescent pearls, shining sapphires, and other glimmering stones. Enchanting green birds flew overhead. Muhammad bent down to taste the river water, and on his tongue it was sweeter than honey. He looked up to see seventy thousand angels at prayer.



As the story continues, Muhammad is given the command of daily prayers. Moses acts as an advocate for mankind, urging Muhammad to go back to God and seek a reduction from the numerous prayers originally prescribed to a more manageable number, which turns out to be five. The story ends with Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad communally praying alongside each other by the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. Today, these five prayers still begin and end with a salutation of peace to the entire Abrahamic family (Jews, Christians, and Muslims) and Muhammad’s predecessors in prophecy.


PRISCILLA: So Muslims all over the world begin and end their prayers wishing peace for Jews and Christians? We’re actually in your prayers?

RANYA: Absolutely. In fact, it’s not coincidental that Muhammad ascended from Jerusalem’s Temple Mount.

PRISCILLA: What do you mean?



Ranya:

The location of Muhammad’s night flight journey reaffirms the significance of Jerusalem as a holy site to Islam as well as Judaism and Christianity. It is the spot where the world’s 1.6 billion Muslims believe that humanity will someday assemble and rise to heaven to be judged. Indeed the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, a stately mosque with a distinctive golden dome, was built by Muslims on that specific site to commemorate the Prophet’s ascension and to celebrate Islam’s connections to its extended Abrahamic family. The Dome of the Rock is the site upon which King David is believed to have built the first Jewish temple, which was destroyed by the Romans and neglected as a dump under Christian Hellenistic rule. Sadly, some Jews and Christians have sought to bring down the Dome of the Rock, either to rebuild the Jewish temple that would fulfill the prophecy of the coming of the messiah or to deny Muslims any claims to the Holy City.

Muslims, I explained, believe Muhammad to be the last of a series of twenty-five messengers and prophets, starting with Adam and including Moses and Jesus, who were sent by God to guide people to the right path. Muhammad was born in 570 and died in 632. Muslims believe that Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, which means peaceful surrender to the will of God, are three forms of one religion, which was the religion of the prophet Abraham.


PRISCILLA: Isn’t that blasphemy, Ranya, to say that Islam is just a different version of Judaism and Christianity?

RANYA: No. Not to me. Muslims are required to believe in the Gospels and the Torah. Your God is the Muslim God, too.



Suzanne:

Muslims believe in the Gospels and the Torah? Our religions were closer than I had ever thought. It was thrilling! Thrilling and simultaneously unnerving because the Muslim view of events was not always the same as the Christian one.

As Ranya read her story of Muhammad’s night flight, I was startled by her suggestion that Jesus had flown on the winged horse Baraq. I flinched, thinking, Jesus didn’t ride on any winged horse. He traveled in his sandals or at best by donkey! But I didn’t say anything; the story seemed like a fairy tale whose appropriation of Jesus was harmless.

Other differences, however, felt more threatening. Clearly the Muslim version of the Gospels was not the same as mine. As Ranya explained, “Muslims believe that Jesus is the prophet closest to God in spirit because of his virgin birth.”

“You believe in the virgin birth?” I asked.

“Yes, but we still believe Jesus was a mortal man, not the son of God.”

So if Jesus was just a prophet, what was Muhammad, I wondered?

“Tell me more about Muhammad,” I said to Ranya. “What was his mission?”

“He was a reformer,” Ranya replied. “He came to fix what had gone wrong in Judaism and Christianity.”

“Wrong?” As I heard this I felt reflexively defensive. Sure, Christianity’s had its share of problems. But were they bad enough to require God to summon another prophet? Hadn’t God played his trump card with Jesus?

“Muhammad stood up to the idol worshipers who filled the Ka’aba, Mecca’s holy shrine. He told everyone that there was only one God, the God of Abraham and his sons Isaac and Ishmael.” Ranya paused. “And he stood for justice. Muhammad told people to take care of the weak and poor. He spoke up for women and orphans, and he fought to abolish slavery.”

This sounded admirable.

“Of course not everyone liked hearing that,” Ranya continued. “And early on Muhammad’s enemies attacked him with sticks and stones. But he didn’t fight back. He prayed to God saying, ‘Guide these people in the right path for they do not know what they do.’”

“They know not what they do?” Those words sounded awfully familiar.

I thought of the Gospels, in which Jesus championed the sick, the outcasts, and the poor. He threw the money changers out of the temple. And as he was being crucified, he is quoted in the New Testament saying, “Forgive them Father, they know not what they do.” Muhammad’s words sounded like imitations of Jesus’ own.

Was Muhammad a fraud?

“Did Muhammad know any Christians?” I asked. “Was he familiar with the Bible?”

He had met a Christian monk, Ranya explained, who is said to have recognized early signs in him as the promised final prophet. He had also met Jews and Christians on his many trips to the Holy Land with his merchant uncle. And after the angel Gabriel first visited Muhammad, a Christian cousin of his wife’s confirmed Muhammad’s prophetic experience.

I was immediately dubious of the authority of this Christian cousin. But I did not want to offend Ranya. Maybe we’d better change the subject, I thought. And, luckily, our conversation veered in another direction.

Priscilla turned back to Ranya’s story of Muhammad’s night flight. “We don’t have anything quite as magical as winged horses in the Old Testament,” she said. And she and I began to tell Ranya the Bible stories we’d learned as children. As we talked, Ranya smiled excitedly, jumped up, and went to her children’s rooms. She returned with her arms full of small, brightly colored paperback books and spread them on the table before us.

“I can’t believe you read these books!” Priscilla exclaimed as we looked over the titles: Adam and Eve, Jonah and the Whale, Noah’s Ark, The Ten Commandments.

“Look!” Ranya said, holding up a bright blue paperback. “Here’s the story of Moses and the manna God sent down from the sky to feed the Israelites starving in the desert!”

“Manna? Muslims know the story of manna?” Priscilla was delighted. I smiled along with her. We had all grown up on the same Old Testament writings!

We examined the books for ourselves. Sometimes there was a twist, but these were the same ancient stories of God, creation, morality, and faith that we had studied in our own religious traditions. Priscilla and I were astonished. Clearly, we had a lot to learn.
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