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By A. James Rudin#*

This national conference is long, long overdue. That it has
taken so long to bring Jews and Muslims together is the result of
many forces and events. Although we represent two great world
religions, Muslims and Jews in the United States and Canada often
moved past or away from each other 1like the proverbial "ships in
the night", never really encountering one anothar as vibrant and
unique spiritual communities.

But recently some fresh breezes have begun to stir on the
American religious 1éndscape. Increasingly, Muslims and Jews are
now meeting and entering into conversations with a seriousness and
an openness that was rarely experienced before. And it is happening
without compromising our deepest faith commitments.

I do not want to over exaggerate or over promise. The Muslim-
Jewish encounter in North America is in its early stages, and T
believe the purpose of such an undertaking is not to produce some
synbiotic or syncretistic world body that is achieved by melting
down Islam and Judaism to their lowest common denominators.

Neither is the goal of our joint efforts to proselytize or
convert the other community out of religious existence. Although
hostile take overs are prevalent in.the corporate world, they
simply do not work in the religious world. Indeed, it can be argued
that hostile attempts in the past to forcibly convert another faith
community to one’s own have been disasters of the soul of all
concerned.

Rather, it is time for Muslims and Jews alike to speak out
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boldly and honestly to each other, to come to 3::now and understand
each other as people and not as spiritual abstractions. Both
Muslims and Jews are weary of being the wvictims of stereotypic
caricatures and of viewing the distinctive beliefs and teachings of
the other from a distance. ,

It is often said that in love and politics timing is
everything. It is also true for interreligious relations as well.
In#the past there were both real and perceived bharriers that
prevented a serious and systematic conversation between Muslims and
Jews. Perhaps some of those obstacles still remain in our minds and
hearts in a subjecti.ve way, and hopefully this conference will
effectively address some of them.

But I believe two objective realities dramatically make this
right time and place for Muslims and Jews encounter to begin a
constructive engagement with one other. First, most of us at this
Conference live in the United States, a country of over 250,000,000
people representing an extraordinary number of religions, ethnic
groups, and races. While the majority of our fellow Americans
identify as Christians, no one denomination or group is dominant in
our society.

In addition, over 200 years of law, Constitutional guarantees,
and historical practice has insured freedom for all religious
groups without having an established state religion. Let me put all
of this in commercial, merchandizing terms. Religion in the United
States has, by and large, been de regulated. Religious identity,

activity, and membership is voluntary, not compulsory. Because




religions are de regulated, they often operate in a raucous, but
nevertheless vibrant marketplace of ideas and doctrines. It is a
marketplace of f}erce, but free theological competition.

Government is not hostile to religion, but it can not single
out or Yanoint" one religious expression as the official or
national faith. While some professional football and baseball teams
may lay claim to being "America’s Team", no religion can do so.

This proliferation of féli@ibusﬁgéiths and America’s strong
legal commitment to religious freedom and expression provide a
superb setting for building positive Muslim-Jewish relations. Even
though we are both minorities in this country, our religious
freedoms are not based upon our numbers. We must always be
vigilant, but religious 1liberty, religious convictions, and
religious practices are fully protected in America. And this fact
permits, even encourages, religious groups to enter into dialogue
with one another as equals, as peers. So it must be with Muslims
and Jews in the United States.

The other objective reality is, of course, the Declaration of
Principles recently agreed to by Israel and the Palestine
Liberation Organization. As one who has worked full time in
interreligious relations for the last 25 years, I can safely say
that the September 13th agreement signed on the South Lawn of the
White House has dramatically reduced the distressing and angry
fever among Jews and Christians, as well as between Jews and
Muslims.

While we cannot predict the final outcome of the difficult



peace process currently underway in the Middle East, there is no
doubt that it has captured our imaginations, offered us hope, and
provided wus an extraocrdinary opportunity to pursue our
interreligious efforts with more optimism than was the case only a
few months ago.

As Muslims and Jews living in North America, we would be

irresponsible if we did not seize this unigue moment in history

that is now ours. America’s hard won tradition of religious 1ibe££§“””

and pluralism provides an excellent underpinning for our efforts,
and the Israel-PLO accord has helped create a climate for an honest
exchange of ideas and for positive relations between our two
communities. Future generations will judge us harshly if we do not
act to build human bridges of mutual respect and understanding
between Jews and Muslims.

But those constructive relations will not be easy to develop,
and it will demand a serious commitment from all of us. But then
such undertakings are always difficult. When the American Jewish
Committee first began its now fruitful dialogue with the Roman
Catholic Church in the 1960s, there were many severe critics in
both communities who warned against such efforts. Indeed, some
actually sought to sabotage, to undermine the emerging Catholic-
Jewish rapprochement. But, of course, the critics were wrong, and
Catholic-Jewish relations +today, with all its problems and
limitations, is one of the great success stories of this century.

And just 20 years ago I personally experienced similar attacks

and criticisms when the AJC began its pioneering work with
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America‘’s Evangelical Christian community. But we pressed forward
with our efforts by working closely with like minded Evangelical
leaders, scholars, and lay people. This undertaking has also borne
rich fruit, and we are moving forward with our work.

Now the same kinds of objections and charges are being made
about the budding Muslim-Jewish contacts in North America. We are

warned that our efforts are doomed to fail, that mutual hostility

#1asgPhs

and disdain will overwhelm us, and we are urged to cease our
contacts with each other. ‘

As Muslims and Jews who are committed to a genuine process of
reconciliation, we must be especially alert to the seductive and
dangerous siren songs of those extremists who spread religious
hatred, lies, and bigotry within the American society. Racism and
separatist teachings can poison Muslim-Jewish relations, and though
few in number these extremisits frequently take center stage and by
their extreme rhetoric they undermine our own constructive
endeavors.

As we confront our authentic differences as Muslims and Jews,
let us be united and strong in denouncing hate mongers, bigots, and
racists wherever they may be found and whatever their religious
identity. Our silence in criticizing extremists is to aid and abet
them in their campaign of hatred and prejudice. By remaining silent
we give our passive approval to their efforts.

For its part, the American Jewish Committee will do what it
has always done in the past. We will speak out against the bigots

and we will actively more forward with our Muslim colleagues to




develop positive Muslim-Jewish relations. The building of those
relations represents the "New Frontier" in interreligious affairs
in this country and will be a major program priority for us in the
1990s.

I believe that hundreds of years of Jewish-Muslim history is
present in this conference hall. We bring heavy baggage with us,
baggage that must be unloaded, sorted out, and carefully examined.
Although we are focusing on Noith&kmerigga we represent millions of
our people, Jews and Muslims, who live throughout the world. I
keenly <feel their presence within this hall. 2And so our
responsibilities are heavy because we do not come to Denver "de
novav, We come as inheritors, custodians, and creators of two
great faith traditions.

I want to suggest some specific areas that merit special
attention as we begin our scholars’ conference here in Denver. My
suggestions are both historical and theological in nature, and they
represent some important areas for joint exploration. These themes
certainly do not exhaust our agenda, but they can open up our
dialogue in a constructive way.

Because our contact has been so limited in this country, what
passes for Muslim~Jewish relations is often a series of unexamined
and superficial statements that have unfortunately become cliches.
It is time to get behind the banal, to shatter the cliches, and to
develop authentic understandings of one another.

The first theme is the expression, "We are all children of

Abraham¥, It is an expression that needs intensive study. When we



chose this week end for our conference, one of the factors was that
the Denver Broncos are not playing today. That in itself speaks
volumes about the penetration of popular American culture into our
community calendars. But another factor was that yesterday in
synagogues throughout the world, the weekly Sabbath portion from
the Bible was read. It was God’s call to Abraham (Genesis: Chapters
13—1L7) .

There is a rich tradition in Jewish and Islamic thought about -«—
Abraham, the towering person of faith. He is the father of both
Isaac and Ishmael who have in history become identified as
Abraham’s heirs, and progenitors of Jews and Muslims.

But there are at least "Three Abrahams" in religious terms.
There is Abraham, the First Patriarch of the Jewish people, the
father of the future nation of Israel, who establishes the claim to
Canaan. He is described as a person of great faithfulness and
justice; "...No, I have chosen him, that he may charge his children
and his household after him to keep the way of God by doing
righteousness and justice.,.."(Genesis 18:19).

But in the New Testament Paul links the "New Israel®, the
Church, to Abraham whose faith and not his works are central
(Romans 4). For Paul Abraham’s trust in God indicated that faith
preceded the law and the commandments, and faith now transcends
both law and commandments.

And Abraham is mentioned quite often in the Koran. In the
index of my edition, there are 20 separate entries about Abraham

and he is specifically mentioned many more times than that number.
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When the Prophet 1lived in Mecca there were fewer mentions of
Abraham, but the Medina period gives much more attention to
Abraham. In Judaism, the story of young Abraham smashing the idols
of his father is a Midrash, but the account appears in the Koran.
And in Sura iii, 67 my English edition reads: YAbraham was not
a Jew, Nor yet a Christian; But he was true in faith, And bowed his
will to God’s (Which is Islam), And he joined not gods with God.®
“And»in.ggg same Sura Abraham is linked to the Ka’ba in Mecca.

Jewish Biblical scholars and Islamic scholars of the Koran
would make a significant contribution by studying what we really
mean when we say “"We are all children of Abraham". It is simply not
enough to have these words come easily off our tongues when the
role of Abraham in Jewish and Islamic thought is so significant,
and when what we believe about Abraham often impacts upon
contemporary Middle Eastern politics.

And what was the influence of Judaism during the first Islamic
century, roughly the 7th and early 8th centuries C.E.? How did
Judaism influence Islamic scriptural study, its legal system, and
other imprtant concepts?

Another theme that should be explored is the phrase "The
Golden Age" of Jewish civilization in Spain. There was great
Jewish creativity under Islamic rule between the 9th and the 16th
centuries. Medicine, law, philosophy, and religious thought all
blossomed during those years. Jews and Muslims wrote and spoke
Arabic, and as every 1literate Jewish schoolchild knows, Moses

Maimonides’ classic work, "“The Guide for the Perplexed", was



written in Arabic.

But our Jewish and Islamic historians must get beyond this
surface and rudimentary description of the "Golden Age' and delve
much more deeply. It is insufficient in a true dialogue to use that
phrase to cover those extraordinary centuries of contact between
Muslims and Jews.

What was the status of religious minorities under Islamic rule
in those centuries? We need much more J&iRt work in describing the
Islamic~-Jewish symbiosis of the period. And, finally, was the age
truly "Golden"? Or was it, as with some much else in life, a time
of "“Lights and Shadows“? A time of ambiguity, paradox, and
ambivalence?

A third area of suggested inquiry is iinked to the first two.
I have attended many local meetings of Muslims and Jews, and
invariably, leaders from both communities, in their quest for
interreligious amity, mention that the Koran speaks of Jews and
Christians as "People of the Book". Later this term, which is
usually interpreted to include members of a “tolerated" religion,
was extended to include Buddhists, Hindus, and Zoroastrians.

But what did "People of the Book" actually mean in the daily
lives of those who lived within Islamic societies? Did it guarantee
minority religion groups their rights to practice their faith, but
did it also, as is commonly taught, impart a secondary social
status? In effect, "People of the Book" is another of those
unexanined phrases which, while necessary in Muslim-Jewish

relations, is not sufficient. Much more work is needed and once



again I urge Jewish and Islamic scholars in North America to help
us in this effort.

A final suggested theme is surely the most difficult of all.
It is to deeply probe our unique faith commitments, Judaism and
Islam, and by so doing develop a viable theology of pluralism.
Loocking together at Abraham, at the ¥Golden Age", and at the
"People of the Book" is essentially a sorting out of the past and
a providing of necessary information and insight for the present.

But the development of a true theology of pluralism is to
create something new for the future. Let me clear. I am, of course,
not advocating any abandonment of sacred texts or teachings. Nor am
I calling for radical surgery on traditional Islam or Judaism. That
is not only unwise, but it is totally unrealistic.

Rather, I am seeking within our own traditions those normative
beliefs and practices that can provide theological space for "the
other." Clearly, neither Judaism nor Islam (nor for that matter
Christianity) 1lacks authentic teachings that affirm its own
legitimacy, permanence, and validity. Those teachings are not hard
to find.

What is much more difficult is to plumb the depths of our
faith and discover a theological foundation for mutual respect and
understanding. I am concerned that religious pluralism, even in the
United States, is a frail and tender plant that needs constantly
nurturing and care. The hafsh winds of economic, social, and
political upheaval, even here, can uproot the sapling that has been

implanted in this land. A religious pluralism that is based upon
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historical tradition and law is important, but ultimately the state
by itself can not provide a theoclogy of pluralism.

Such a theoclogy can only emerge from the religious traditions
themselves. Let me put the question baldly: Can Jews and Muslinms
remain faithful to their own beliefs while at the same time
theclogically affirm the spiritual authenticity of the other?
Without such a religiously rooted belief, the strength of religious
pIiralism can ebb and flow depending upon external factors.

But if Jews and Muslims, and of course, Christians, do not
root their pluralism to a firm theological foundation, much of our
work can be undone. There is no greater task than this for our most
faithful and creative religious thinkers. It is, as the young among
us like to say, it is "where the tire hits the road".

I conclude where I began...Jews and Muslims living together in
the United States. Both as minorities and as members of two great
religious communities, we have much to contribute to the welfare of
the general society. Of course, we need to work together on a host
of domestic issues, issues that are so obvious they seem to need no
repeating. But repeat them I will: racism, anti Jewish and anti
Islamic prejudices, fair immigration & refugee laws, quality
education for our young, affordable housing, health care reform,
bioethical issues from life to death, drugs, abuse of women and
children in our society, AIDS and other deadly diseases.

And there are many more issues in the international arena as
well including Bosnia, South Africa, world hunger, the

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and, of course, the
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fragile Middle East process inveolving the State of Israel and its

' Arab neighbors.
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But at the core of it all is the very real question of how

‘TJews and Muslims in North America, both minorities, will be able to

transmit our religious traditions, our culture, our languages, our
world views, our very way of life to our children who are
surrounded by the friendly sea of a pervasive American culture that
often stereotypes both of us. It is a-culture wEere all too often
we are the victims of racisn, discrimination,‘iizotry, and worse.
We need to reach out to one another in human solidarity and walk
together to that higher ground that 1lies Jjust ahead for us.
Hopefully this Denver conference will be the genesis of that

journey of trust, that journey of commitment, and ultimately that

journey of faith.

*Rabbi Rudin is the National Interreligious Affairs Director of the
American Jewish Committee. '
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