
Children of Abraham Building Peace Together as Muslims, Christians and Jews

Rabbi Mark L. Winer, Ph.D., D.D.

Senior Scholar, West London Synagogue of British Jews; Chairman, International Interfaith 

Task Force of the World Union for Progressive Judaism; and President of FAITH: the 

Foundation to Advance Interfaith Trust and Harmony

East London Mosque/London Muslim Centre

16 May 2011

My love and knowledge of Islam and Christianity have powerfully shaped my Jewish teaching as a rabbi.  The interaction of our traditions within our modern world has challenged my understandings of the Judaism to which I was born, and enriched my insights into my own tradition, even as it has enhanced my partnership with Muslim lay leaders and imams, and with Christian lay leaders and priests to build peace in the world around us through interfaith dialogue and action.  In the thirteen years that I have worked and lived in the heart of Muslim London, my study of Islamic theology and history and my friendships and collaborations with Muslims has become the highest calling of my work as a rabbi.  I delight in being an outspoken friend of mainstream moderate Islam, the Islam which too few Jews and Christians understand.  I especially appreciate the struggle within Islam to retain its traditional core even as Muslims become fully part of the modern world.  And I tirelessly combat the Islamaphobia which paints all Muslims and Islam with the brush of the Islamicist extremist fringe.  As a rabbi within the Jewish community, I have throughout my career battled Jewish fundamentalists and the extremist fringes within the Jewish community.  That is how I so treasure the endeavour of so many Muslims to express the voice of mainstream Islam within our world.  I celebrate our dialogue today as part of that sacred endeavour.
Each of the three Abrahamic religious traditions arose as a way to change immoral societies into moral ones.  Moses led the Israelites out of slavery to give them God’s commandments; Jesus taught God’s compassion in the Roman era; and Muhammad brought a new way of life centred in God through the five pillars of Islam.   Each one of these three great figures struggled with overwhelming power and prevailed not because they were stronger, but because God gave them a vision of righteousness, and these individuals demanded that we live by it.  In so doing, they fulfilled God’s vision of how the world is to be sustained.  They gave their people a way of life centred in justice and compassion.  

Within Muslim, Jewish, and Christian theological traditions, God is One and the aspiration of humanity is Oneness.  But every human being is utterly unique as God is utterly unique.  Human diversity and the diversity of human institutions - including religion - devolve from the diversity of individual human uniqueness.  The future of interfaith relations lies in understanding and celebrating difference.
If God had wanted us all to be the same, that is the way God would have made us.  Instead God endowed humanity with difference, and this difference is a miracle to be celebrated.  The well-known Midrash in Tractate Sanhedrin 37a reminds us that when a human being makes a coin, each one exhibits exactly the same features.  However when the Holy One fashions each person with the stamp of the first Adam, not one is exactly like another.  

If this is the case, we must honour the differences that God has made.  It is not only that the differences in our physical attributes, cultural mores, personal actions, psychological attributes and intellectual capacities must be honoured, but also that our understandings of the world that arise from these differences must be honoured.  It is as if we are all pieces of a cosmic puzzle.  In order to have a complete picture, every single one of us is needed in all our differences.  Nature confirms what God has created.  It thrives on biodiversity, and would perish without it.  Just as we are caretakers of the world, we must be caretakers of our own human diversity.  
We begin easily enough in Genesis with the creation of a single human being who is made in the image of God.  Not only is each and every one of us made in God’s image, but all of us are the children of that one ancestor.  Ultimately, we are all brothers and sisters, and as every parent knows, great diversity begins in the children of a single family.  One child takes after one parent’s brother, and another child takes after the other parent’s aunt.  Some of the worst violence takes place among those who are closest to each other.  Learning how to get along begins at home, and is one of the most exhausting tasks of parenthood, and yet it is also one of the most satisfying.  When children truly know how to care for each other despite their differences, parents can rest easier, knowing they have laid a solid foundation for future generations.

How is it that we can allow for the diversity within a family, and cannot extend our tolerance and love beyond it?  I repeat; we are all made in the image of God.  We are all members of one human family: black, white, yellow, and red, male, and female, Christian, Muslim, and Jew.  God somehow encompasses all difference.  Why would we want to make God so narrow and so small that God only reflects our own singular narrow view?  That attempt reverses the image making.  We would be making God in our narrow image.  It must be the other way around.  We must expand and attempt to emulate God.

It is true that we may not all understand the text of God’s image in the same way.  But Imitatio Dei also asks us to attempt to do as God has done.  In this connection, another midrashic story (from Exodus Rabbah 5:9) is appropriate.  It is said that at Mt. Sinai when God revealed the Ten Commandments to the children of Israel, God’s voice went forth, and each person heard it according to his or her own ability.  Did God refuse to speak because each person heard it differently?  No, it is as though God spoke in such a way that each person could benefit in some way from God’s words, no matter how differently each person’s interpretation may have been.  God not only creates diversity, God knows how to respond to it.

As if that were not enough, we have been told to love the stranger, because we as Jews were strangers in a strange land (Deuteronomy 10:18).  Even more specifically, we are to care for the stranger and give the stranger food and clothing.  Thus not only are we made in the image of God, not only must we attempt to imitate God’s ways, but we have been given specific instruction on how to act towards one who is different from ourselves.  This is not only about appearance, or action, but also about what we say and think.  

We have all had the experience of being strangers.  The experience can be particularly unpleasant.  Human beings yearn for community.  But a community based on a single identity, though it may have its value, is fragile unless it acknowledges not only the value of the diversity within itself, but also the value of diversity outside of itself.  If others can accept my peculiarities, I not only learn tolerance, but also feel a part of the community in all my own particularity. Tolerance not only allows us to live with each other in peace, it provides the fertile ground upon which souls can grow and expand.  

The experience of being a stranger in a strange land, however, can also become liberating in creativity and can stimulate the very best of which human beings are capable.  I have had precisely this positive experience of being a stranger in a strange land in the 13 years that I have been in London.  

When I was first approached about becoming the senior rabbi of the West London Synagogue, I told the one who tried to interest me in the position that nothing would seem more ridiculous.  How could someone so American become the senior rabbi of the oldest progressive synagogue in Great Britain, the “mother synagogue” and “flagship” of the Reform Movement.  In my gut, it struck me as absolutely absurd.

Although I have come to love British culture and have acquired British citizenship without renouncing my American nationality, I remain and will forever remain very American. The more I have come to understand the culture and the people around me, the more comfortable I have become with all their distinctiveness, the more I have learned to celebrate the uniqueness of both American and British culture.  I have learned to apply the best of what I learned from my rabbinate in America to the British context.  My work would not have been nearly so fruitful in England had I been any less American, nor could I possibly become any happier or more productive anywhere in America.  It is precisely the interactive effect of this very American rabbi within my most British synagogue that works so well.  It is endlessly challenging, stimulating, and fun.

And so it is when we learn similarly to enjoy our religious diversity.  We arrive at new insights about our own religions from the responses of people of other faiths.  Their questions and challenges stimulate consideration of different angles.  We learn how to appreciate each other as the other views himself or herself.  We learn to work together and enjoy ourselves together based on our respective differences.  We grow to appreciation and perhaps even “holy envy” of the pungent particularities of others, and their very different ways of commemorating sacred occasions.

Dialogue with the other is essential to this growth.  I am a better person for having known people whose interests and ways of understanding the world differ from my own.  When Martin Buber writes about the I-Thou relationship, this difference is intrinsic to the relationship.  You and I cannot be the same if there is to be an authentic relationship; all else is a form of projection that diminishes the stature of the other.

Emmanuel Levinas goes even further.  For him, the very distinctiveness of the Other is prior to all Being.  That is, if there is creatio ex nihilo, then the move from nothingness to any form of being means that the very difference between nothingness and being is the difference between the other and the self.  As a result, the Other becomes the foundation upon which all human existence is built.  

It is this otherness that serves as a basis for ethics, and not the similarities that we share.  Because of this, the Other is to be honoured and respected above the self.  The Other is the teacher that never fully can be known.  It is only when the Other is acknowledged and revered that ethics can even come into existence.  To attempt to know the Other completely is to absorb the Other into one’s own being.  This is the ultimate violation that Being can perpetrate.  It is the undoing of creation.  Being in all its power must have limits put upon it.  Those limits are set by the existence of otherness within which ethics itself is found.

How are we to incorporate this sense of otherness into our ethics?  We have made a beginning in three ways each of which are capable of sanctifying diversity.  First, we are all made in the image of God, and God’s image is so large that it can include all of us in all our diversity.  Second, we must attempt to act in God’s ways, and because God knows how to encounter each of us in all our diversity, we too must attempt to encounter each individual in their diversity.  Third, we have been given direct instruction in how to treat the one who is not like us, the stranger, and we must try to follow the word of God.  Our philosophers have only confirmed these religious insights.

But there is yet a fourth way that we can consider.  A new way has been found to interpret an ethical concept that emerges out of the Talmud.  The concept is called lifnim mishurat hadin, or what can be loosely translated as within the bounds of justice.  This ethic is not based on following a single principle of morality, but by generating two or more principles, which act as dimensions for constructing a moral space. 

Let me give you an example.  A person is failing miserably at a particular task, and his or her performance needs to be addressed.  There are at least two principles that should be used to construct a moral space where his or her performance can be discussed.  First, one must be honest with the person.  Second, one must be as kind as possible to the person.   If only one principle is chosen, then honesty can be brutally delivered, or kindness can keep one from delivering a clear message.  In this case, a variety of diverse ways can be generated to fit within the space constructed by the two principles.  Much may depend on who each of the individuals in the discussion is.  In this way, diversity is not ignored or stifled, but limits are placed on how one speaks to the other.  

In fact not just what one does, but how one implements what one does become a focus for attention.  As a result, moral action demands more from us than ever before, but the stakes have never been so high.  We must find ways to celebrate difference and set limits on destructive action.  

Judaism found a way to do this by allowing freedom of thought, and setting limits on action.  The robustness and vitality of Judaism, small though Judaism is among the religions of the world, comes in part from this self-understanding.  But this way of living in the world is not only for Jews.  The greater the diversity is, the greater the need for such a way to be shared by all.  

It is true that not all situations may be as easily addressed as that in the above example.  But the awareness that morality is a multidimensional phenomenon opens us up to the possibility of finding a way for diverse opinions to be considered together when moral questions arise.  Each opinion may reflect the principle(s) of different groups of people.  Instead of choosing between principles, we must develop the skills to coordinate these principles.  Only when diverse positions are coordinated can we avoid the Scylla and Charybdis of moral relativism and moral absolutism.

Thus diversity is not an obstacle to be eliminated.  It becomes the very basis upon which authentic relationship and ethics can be guaranteed.  I am a better person when I open myself to otherness than when I shut it out or try to rid the world of it.  It is only when we welcome difference that the messianic dream of peace on earth and goodwill towards all can be fulfilled.               

Three tasks appear crucial to the future of interfaith relations.  First we must learn to teach about each other in ways that celebrate our differences. We must come to understand these differences as those who embrace other religions understand themselves, as they understand their beliefs and practices.

Second, we must move beyond merely the discussion of ideas, and find ways of working cooperatively as partners in Tikkun Olam, the repair of the world.  We are all members of the same highly dysfunctional human family.  Only when we labour to piece together the shattered urn of our world, do we begin to bear witness to God’s Oneness.  But we can only work together as partners if our partnership rests on open acknowledgement of our sacred diversity.

Third, we might learn how to worship in tandem – perhaps antiphonally.  We must remain true to our different beliefs and practices.  We must reject lowest common denominator religion and jettison any tendency to worship “to whom it may concern.”  Jews and Muslims must learn not to wince when Christians pray in Christ’s name.  And Christians and Muslims need to appreciate the Jewish attachment to the land and language of their ancestors.  
Instead when conjoint worship is desirable, all must be encouraged to come as they are, and pray in the words they believe and act true to their different traditions.  Never must any religion exalt itself over any other, and never must differences be submerged in a self-delusion of uniformity.  At its occasional best, Americans celebrate Thanksgiving as an inter-denominational and interreligious festival.  Everywhere the full range of religions can join together, with mutual respect, to mark civic occasions.  These must become occasions to exemplify the rich diversity with which our Creator endowed us all.  
I conclude with the magnificent Midrash of Martin Buber on “Echad” in the Shema.  For Buber One is not quantitative but qualitative.  God is unique, utterly other and different.  Our creation in God’s image means that each of us is unique, utterly other and different.  If anyone has ever been created, if anyone ever will be created exactly like you or me, there would have been no justification for our creation.

Thank you…and…Amen.
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