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Rachel Zoll Associated Press

NEW YORK � They sat on either end of the
congressman’s couch, one a Jewish health-
care executive whose parents fled Germany
in 1936, the other the Kashmiri Muslim
chairman of a well-known American furni-
ture chain. The men, Stanley Bergman and
Farooq Kathwari, came to draw attention to
an outbreak of hate crimes. But Bergman
and Kathwari hoped their joint appearance
would also send a broader message: that
U.S. Jews and Muslims could put aside dif-
ferences and work together.
“What drove uswas the growing prejudice

that has emerged in theUnited States,” Berg-
man said. “What starts small, from a histori-
cal point of view, often grows into something
big.”
The men lead the Muslim-Jewish Advi-

sory Council, created last year by the Amer-
ican Jewish Committee and the Islamic
Society of North America, amid a flowering
of alliances between members of the two
faiths. U.S. Muslim and Jewish groups have
been trying for years tomake commoncause
with mixed success, often derailed by deep
divisions over Israel and the Palestinians.
But bigoted rhetoric and harassment tar-

geting both religions since the presidential
election has drawn people together. Jews
have donated to repair mosques that were
defaced or burned.Muslims raisedmoney to
repair vandalized Jewish cemeteries. Rab-
bis and imams marched against President
Donald Trump’s travel ban targeting major-
ityMuslim countries.
“I would never have thought I would see

some people in conversation, 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 Mus-
lim-Jewish Partnership for Change in Los
Angeles, which has run relationship-build-
ing programs formore than a decade.
Yet despite this surge of goodwill, ques-

tions remain about whether these new con-
nections can endure.

TIGHTER BONDS LONG SOUGHT
Jews and Muslims comprise the two larg-

est non-Christian faith groups in the United
States and have a long history of trying to
work together.
The chancellor of the Jewish Theological

Seminary in New York, the flagship of Con-
servative Judaism, initiated a dialogue with
Muslims in 1956, documents in the school’s
archive show. Rabbi Jack Bemporad, a pio-
neer inMuslim-Jewishdialogue and founder
tof he Center for Interreligious Understand-
ing in New Jersey, said his efforts started in
the 1970s when local imams started attend-
ing his weekly Bible classes.
Over the years, many initiatives on

improving relations between the two faiths
were organized internationally by govern-
ments and peace groups, while some Amer-
ican synagogues and mosques attempted to
build friendships locally. Some progress was
made, yet relationswere oftenderailedwhen
violence, war and policy disputes erupted in
theMiddle East.
Then came the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks,

prompting a backlash against American
Muslims, and efforts to create connections
with Jews began moving “at warp speed,”
said Rabbi Burton Visotzky, a Jewish Theo-
logical Seminary scholar and a longtime
leader inMuslim-Jewish cooperation.
Still, the deep divide over Israel and the

Palestinians remained an obstacle. Yehuda
Kurtzer, president of the Shalom Hartman
Institute of North America, an educational
organization with extensive interfaith pro-
grams, said U.S. Muslims and Jews, had
become “proxy warriors” for conflicts thou-
sands ofmiles away.
At the same time, advocates for building

ties between the faiths encountered skepti-
cism or hostility from within their commu-
nities. “Many Jews feel thatMuslims around
theworld are a source of threat to Jews, then
why be in dialogue?” Kurtzer said.
The growth of the boycott, divestment

and sanctions movement against Israel and
in support of the Palestinians has further
complicated relations. Some supporters of
the movement, known as BDS, say inter-
faith dialogue with Zionists undermines
the Palestinian cause. It has become com-

mon for American Jewish organizations to
draw a hard line against working with back-
ers of BDS—fromany faith.Meanwhile, BDS
activists consider it traitorous forMuslims to
workwith supporters of Israel.
Since Trump’s election, members of both

faiths seem more willing to set aside such
differences, saidAbdullahAntepli, co-direc-
tor of the Shalom Hartman Institute’s Mus-

lim Leadership Initiative.
It’s impossible to know definitively

whether harassment based on religion has
increased. The FBI’s most recent data on
hate crimes is from 2015. Still, the last year
or so has seen some dramatic examples of
bigotry, including thewaves of bomb threats
to Jewish Community Centers around the
country. Mosques in Florida and Texas were
recently set on fire, and authorities were
investigating whether the suspected arsons
could be considered hate crimes.

JOINING AGAINST ‘EXTERNAL FORCES’
“It’s particularly a Trump effect,” Antepli

said. “External forces make the Muslim
and Jewish communities need each other’s
friendship.”
This dynamic was evident at a recent New

York vigil organized by the Sisterhood of
Salaam Shalom, a national organization of
Muslim and Jewish women. The gathering
at the Jewish Theological Seminary was part
of the organization’s response to Trump’s
travel ban. At their vigil, they walked to the
front of the room in pairs — a Muslim and a
Jew— to offer readings and prayers inArabic
and Hebrew. After the ceremony, the women
hugged andposed together for selfies.
“There’s a sense of immediate 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 significant yearning to be in com-
munity with people who stand for what we
stand for.”

Come together

Members of Sisterhood SalaamShalomgather for a photo after a Feb. 16 unity vigil at the Jewish Theological Seminary inNewYork. The
Sisterhood, a national organization that brings togetherMuslim and Jewishwomen, organized the vigil as a response to President Donald
Trump’s travel ban. AP

Volunteers from theAhmadiyyaMuslim
Community survey damaged headstones
Feb. 27 atMount Carmel Cemetery in Phil-
adelphia.More than 100headstoneswere
vandalized at the Jewish cemetery. AP

U.S.Muslims, Jews
strengthen bonds
amid acts of bigotry

DouglasKindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith
Institute, GVSU

Last week’s celebration of
EarthDay, and the hundreds of cities which
heldMarch for Science events, put the spot-
light on the role of science in our society.
There can be no doubt that science and
technology have had a profound impact on
howwe live. The developments in just the
past few decades in communication and
transportation have created aworldwhere
we can travel nearly anywhere in hours and
knowwhat is happening around theworld
in seconds.
In the health fields alone, we have con-

queredmany infectious diseases and cre-
ated therapies formany forms of cancer
and heart disease. There can be no question
about the information and power science
has given us. Yet dowe have thewisdom to
usewhatwe have learned for the benefit of
our environment and the good of all people?
Thewisdom to use our power properly

requires shared values, and religion often
is seen as the best source of developing and
transmitting values. A few years ago, the
famous biologist and secular humanist, E.
O.Wilson, addressed the religious commu-
nity in his book, “The Creation: AnAppeal
to Save Life on Earth.” Calling on religious

leaders for help, he said, “The Creation is the
glory of the Earth. Let’s see if we can’t get
together on saving it, because science and
religion are themost powerful social forces
on Earth. We can do it.”
More recently, in a similar vein theMus-

lim philosopher SeyyedNasr said, “the
environmental crisis is fundamentally a
crisis of values.” Hewent on to add that the
religions are a primary source of values in
any culture, and are thus critical to the deci-
sionswemake regarding the environment.
For decades, I have been involved in sci-

ence and religion dialogue and findmany
similarities to our interfaith dialogue.
Some people insist science and religion

are incompatible and pursuing one nec-
essarily involves rejecting the other. On
the contrary, those of uswho have been
involved in science and religion dialogue
findmuch benefit in looking at theways in
which these twoways of knowing can be
mutually beneficial. Just because the two
pursuits ask different questions does not
mean they cannot engage in fruitful dia-
logue and learn from each other.
In fact, the various disciplines of sci-

ence themselves ask different questions and
yet often learn from each other. Physics is
interested in the fundamental concepts of
matter, energy, force andmotion; biology is
concernedwith life and living organisms;

psychology seeks to understandmind and
behavior; formal sciences like logic and
mathematics look at the processes and con-
clusions from formal reasoning.
Likewise, the distinction among religions

involves the different questions they ask:
Judaism is primarily concernedwith how
one should live; Christianity seeks salvation
from the results of sin; Islam teaches sub-
mission and obedience as the response to
the problemof pride. Perhaps religions can
affirm their own insights while at the same
time learning from the questions and prac-
tices of other faith traditions.
Science and religion seek to explain, but

there are different and yet not incompatible
ways of explaining. I could askwhy a can-
dle burns and give a scientific explanation
involving the breakdown of complex hydro-
carbons intomolecules of hydrogen and

carbon, which vaporize and react with oxy-
gen from the air to create heat, light, water
vapor and carbon dioxide. Or I could give a
practical explanation: It’s burning because
I just lit it. Or a purposeful explanation: It’s
burning becausewe are celebrating a birth-
day or a baptism or it is a part of amenorah.
While the scientific explanationmight be

precise and noncontroversial, the purpose-
ful explanationmight bemore relevant in a
given situation. All of the explanations can
be truewhile not in opposition.
As I explore the diverseways inwhich our

scientific and religious languages function,
I also am aware of the differences among
the religious traditions and how religious
explanation ismuchmore complex and
nuanced.
Our various religious perspectives pro-

vide their own lens throughwhichwe seek
tomake sense of theworld.We can learn
from each other in the sciences and in the
faith traditions that take seriously the ques-
tions of life, purpose andmeaning.
No one view can claim thewhole of

understanding.We are enriched by inter-
acting and being in dialogue, both in the
sciences and in interfaith efforts, with those
whose experiences and questions differ
fromour own.

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Science and religions, learning from each other
If you go
What: Grand Dialogue in Science and Religion
annual conference

When: Saturday, May 13

Where: Cook-DeVos Center for Health Sci-
ences, 301 Michigan St. NE, Grand Rapids

Online: Information and free registration at
GrandDialogue.org
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