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hey sat on either end 
of the congressman’s 
couch, one a Jewish 
health care executive 
whose parents fled Ger-

many in 1936, the other the Kash-
miri Muslim chairman of a well-
known American furniture chain. 
The men, Stanley Bergman and 
Farooq Kathwari, wanted to draw 
attention to an outbreak of hate 
crimes.

Bergman and Kathwari, how-
ever, said they hoped their joint 
appearance would also send a 
broader message — that US Jews 
and Muslims could put aside dif-
ferences and work together.

“What drove us was the grow-
ing prejudice that has emerged in 
the United States,” Bergman said. 
“What starts small, from a histori-
cal point of view, often grows into 
something big.”

The men lead the Muslim-Jew-
ish Advisory Council, created last 
year by the American Jewish Com-
mittee and the Islamic Society of 
North America amid a flowering of 
alliances between members of the 
two faiths. US Muslim and Jew-
ish groups have been trying for 
years to make common cause with 
mixed success, often derailed by 
deep divisions over Israel and the 
Palestinians.

Bigoted rhetoric and harassment 
targeting both religions since the 
presidential election has drawn 
people together. Jews have do-
nated to repair mosques that were 
defaced or burned. Muslims raised 
money to repair vandalised Jew-
ish cemeteries. Rabbis and imams 
marched together against US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s travel ban tar-
geting majority Muslim countries.

“I would never have thought 
I would see some people in con-
versation, or anywhere near each 
other. Then I saw people on Face-
book standing next to each other at 
protests — Muslims and Jews,” said 
Aziza Hasan, executive director 
of NewGround: A Muslim-Jewish 
Partnership for Change in Los An-
geles, which has had community 
relationship-building programmes 
for more than a decade.

Despite this surge of goodwill, 
questions remain about whether 
the new connections can endure. 
The sense of vulnerability Muslims 
and Jews share and their need for 
allies at a difficult time have not 
erased tensions that in the past 
kept them apart.

“This is a start and we’ll see 
how it goes,” said Talat Othman, 
a financial industry executive and 
Muslim-Jewish Advisory Council 
member, who offered an Islamic 
prayer at the 2000 Republican Na-
tional Convention. “We are hope-
ful.”

Over the years, many initiatives 
on improving relations between 
the two faiths were organised in-
ternationally by governments and 
peace groups and some American 
synagogues and mosques attempt-
ed to build friendships locally. 
Some progress was made, yet re-
lations were often derailed when 
violence, war and policy disputes 
erupted in the Middle East.

Since Trump’s election, mem-
bers of both faiths seem more will-
ing to set aside such differences as 
they work on civil rights and other 
issues, said Abdullah Antepli, who 
was the first Muslim chaplain at 
Duke University and is co-director 
of the Shalom Hartman Institute’s 
Muslim Leadership Initiative.

It is impossible to know defini-
tively whether harassment based 
on religion has increased. The FBI’s 
most recent data on hate crimes 
are from 2015. Still, the last year 

or so has seen dramatic examples 
of bigotry, including the waves of 
phoned-in bomb threats to Jew-
ish community centres around 
the country. Mosques in Florida 
and Texas have been set on fire 
and authorities were investigat-
ing whether the suspected arsons 
could be considered hate crimes.

“It’s particularly a Trump effect,” 
Antepli said. “External forces make 
the Muslim and Jewish communi-
ties need each other’s friendship.”

When New York Arab-American 
activist and Boycott, Divestment 
and Sanctions (BDS) supporter Lin-
da Sarsour recently helped raise 

more than $150,000 for damaged 
Jewish cemeteries, some Jews de-
bated whether it would be ethical 
to accept the donation. In a sign of 
changing attitudes, though, sever-
al mainstream Jewish leaders who 
had worked with her previously 
defended her.

This new dynamic was evident 
at a recent New York vigil organ-
ised by the Sisterhood of Salaam 
Shalom, a national organisation of 
Muslim and Jewish women. The 
gathering at the Jewish Theologi-
cal Seminary was part of the or-
ganisation’s response to Trump’s 
travel ban. At the vigil, participants 

walked to the front of the room in 
pairs — a Muslim and a Jew — to of-
fer readings and prayers in Arabic 
and Hebrew. After the ceremony, 
the women hugged and posed for 
selfies.

“There’s a sense of immedi-
ate rapport and connection,” said 
Donna Cephas, a national board 
member of the Sisterhood, which 
has added dozens of chapters in 
the past year. “There is a signifi-
cant yearning to be in community 
with people who stand for what we 
stand for.”
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New dynamic? Members of the Sisterhood Salaam Shalom talk after a unity vigil at the Jewish 
Theological Seminary in New York, on February 16th.                             (AP)
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T
oday’s world looks 
more divided than 
ever. It seems that the 
current global 
quandary is getting a 
lot of media atten-

tion. While feeding on hatred and 
hoping to score political points, 
populists are trying to put all 
Muslims in the same basket of 
terrorism.

In the Muslim world, other 
wicked attempts to demonise are 
under way. Radical Islamists and 
their allies from the followers of 
political Islam, notably the 
Muslim Brotherhood, are 
pushing for the establishment of 
a hostile society, one that puts all 
Westerners into a basket of 
antagonism, racism and chauvin-
ism.

In 1971, John Lennon com-
posed Imagine. The British music 
legend wanted people to picture 
a world in which religion, 
possessions and politics did not 
divide people.

In 1967, the American jazz 
legend Louis Armstrong released 
What a Wonderful World to rejoice 
in beauty and hope for everyone, 
including all races and religions.

Generations of Muslims around 
the world grew up listening to 
Lennon and Armstrong, among 
others. Cultural messages of 
peace and coexistence circulated 
easily and helped people, 
Muslims included, revert to hope.

In many countries in the 
Muslim world and elsewhere, 
many believed in the prospect of 
peace. The dissemination of a 
cultural multiplicity was aided 
by the process of globalisation.

One of the basic principles of 
globalisation, as identified by the 
International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) in 2000, is the free move-
ment of people. Now, here is 
what we have: Travel bans, 
restrictions, crackdowns on 
immigrants and deportations.

Nightmares seem to increas-
ingly occupy the realm of our 
collective imagination and the 
world does not look wonderful 
anymore. We are facing a chilling 
reality. What happened? And 
who started the mess that the 
world is facing today?

The mess has always been 
here. The question of who 
started it would only lead us into 
the trap of a fruitless blame 
game. It is true that we should 
not evade responsibility but it is 
crucial to find a way out of the 
blame maze that we ourselves 
have created.

The world’s current problems 

have unquestionably drawn 
more media attention than those 
of bygone days. The dreamers of 
and believers in peace are still 
here. Yet, their voices are 
overshadowed by radicals from 
all different camps and ideolo-
gies in almost every country in 
this big-small world.

Beyond a shadow of a doubt, 
terrorism, racism and other ills 
are making headlines, rendering 
the positive side of humanity 
invisible but, while the constitu-
encies of peace are not getting 
the same media attention as the 
preachers of hate, they still can 
make a difference.

When US President Donald 
Trump issued his controversial 
travel ban in January, many 
Americans from coast to coast 
protested in support of immi-
grants and refugees.

When Alexandre Bissonnette 
was arrested on charges of killing 
six people in a barbaric terror 
attack on the Islamic Cultural Cen-
tre in Quebec, there was a sub-
stantial show of support for the 
families of victims and the Muslim 
community. Canadian lawmakers 
have since passed a motion paving 
the way for future measures to 
combat Islamophobia.

In face of the rising wave of 
racism, rallies took place across 
Europe in March to mark the 
International Day for the Elimi-

Saving coexistence:
In the same basket, our hopes might crack

nation of Racial Discrimination. 
The rallies attracted thousands of 
people in London, Cardiff, 
Glasgow as well as Berlin, Vienna 
and Athens.

Last February, when Jewish 
headstones were vandalised in 
Philadelphia and Saint Louis in 
the United States, the Muslim 
community rallied to help.

Now, after Khalid Masood acted 
alone in his murderous rampage 
on March 22nd, hundreds of 
Muslims gathered in Birmingham 
and London to condemn the 
Westminster terrorist attack. 
Muslims from around the world 
flooded social media with 
messages of solidarity and 
support. A crowdfunding cam-
paign was also created by a 
British-Muslim Londoner to raise 
money for the victims and their 
families.

A wonderful world is not an 
illusory one. A wonderful world is 
constantly created by those who 
believe in coexistence and peace. 
Such a world is created by the 
same people who see in their 
cultural differences a wealth in 
itself. These people should not be 
put in the same basket with 
radicals, racists and extremists 
for fear of breaking what remains 
of their hopes and dreams.

Iman Zayat is a Tunisian 
journalist.
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View point
The consti-
tuencies of 
peace still 
can make a 
difference.

A wonderful world is constantly 
created by those who believe in 
coexistence and peace.

It’s particularly a 
Trump effect.”Abdullah Antepli,

co-director of the Shalom 
Hartman Institute’s Muslim
Leadership Initiative


