Omer Salem
How to reconcile (part 2) 


Palo Alto, CA


It does not need to be this way

How to reconcile Muslims and Jews? (Part 2)
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America is a great place for people who do, or do not, believe in God and for people who are sincere about their faiths. The first amendment to the US Constitution, which guarantees freedom of religion, is the cornerstone of the distinguished and outstanding success of this nation.

The freedom of religion we enjoy led me wonder whether we Americans, who have exported computers, airplanes, schools and McDonalds to the world, could also export religious pluralism to the other nations.
Religious pluralism recognizes that no single religion is the sole source of all truth and that value exists in all religions.  We have to realize that there will not be peace in the world until adherents of the world’s religions respect one another. The Koran, the word of Allah, accepts the concept of plurality: “And if your Lord had pleased He would certainly have made people a single nation, and they shall continue to differ; Except those on whom your Lord has mercy; and for that He did create them” (11:118).  While Allah could have created only one nation (one people), instead He created a multitude of nations to raise people spiritually, through different paths and different journeys in life. Another Koranic verse reinforces this point: “For every one of you Allah appoints a law and a clear way, and if Allah had pleased He would have made you all a single people,” (5:48).  

Although conflict between Israel and the Palestineans has raged for years, it need not continue. At other times and in other places, Muslims, Christians, and Jews have lived and do live together in harmony, cooperation, and mutual respect.  The Golden Age of Spain offers a shining example, as does the period of the Ottoman Empire. But such harmony also exists today in Europe and the United States.  At the King David School in Birmingham, UK, half the students are Muslim and half are Jewish. “The reason they get along,," says Rabbi Ari Tann,  " is that racism is eschewed entirely by adults. Children don't have it within themselves. Their natural mode is to play happily with everyone. It's only when adults say, ‘don’t play with him, he's Jewish,’ or ‘don't have anything to do with him, he's Muslim,’ that troubles begin.” 
And throughout the Muslim world at various times and in various places, everyone simply got along, united more by what they all shared than divided by their differences.  Allah says in the Koran: “O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise (each other)).” (49:13). this verse is addressed to all mankind, not just to Muslims.  Its message is clear: people should get to know each other, learn from each other, and, explicitly, NOT despise each other. 

"Do unto others as you would have them do unto you" is the golden rule in Judaism, Christianity and Islam.

Perhaps most persuasive of the potential for ending conflict is the cooperation between Jews and Muslims in Israel, not just between Israeli Jews and Israeli Muslims but also between Israeli Jews and Palestinian Muslims.

During the period of Israeli exclusive sovereignty over the West Bank and Gaza Strip from June 1967 to June 1994, Israelis worked with Palestinians in the West Bank and Palestinians worked with Israelis inside of Israel. Palestinian youth came to Haifa University where they attended courses in the Arab studies department. Israeli doctors and nurses staffed medical clinics in the West Bank and Gaza Strip where they served primarily local Palestinians.

Israeli farmers and manufacturers in pre-67 Israel and in the Israeli communities in the West Bank and Gaza Strip employed thousands of local Arabs in their factories and farms and mercantile operations. During this period between June 1967) and September 2000, the economy of the West Bank and Gaza Strip was among the fastest growing in the world.  The Arab population of these territories more than tripled from c. 950,000 in 1967 to over 3 million in 2000. Employment was at almost 100% with hundreds of thousands of West Bank and Gaza Strip Arabs working in the Israeli economy inside of pre-67 Israel.  This increase in population was due in part to improved diet and medical services, which increased longevity and decreased infant mortality; and in part to in-migration of Arabs, mostly Palestinian Arabs who were ex-patriot or descendants of refugees, who were attracted back into the Palestinian territories due to the burgeoning economy and vastly upgraded medical and social resources.  

Even today, after two intifadas, Israeli and Palestinian and Jordanian scientists work together on dozens of projects in the Arava (Jordan River valley south of the Sea of Galilee and the Golan Heights all the way to Eilat and the Gulf of Aqaba) where they experiment with drought-resistant crops, cutting edge irrigation techniques, and advances in the agra-science technology that made Israel's Negev (southern desert) into a wheat-growing paradise and could make Jordan into the bread basket of the Arab world.

In short, Arabs and Jews can get along, and have gotten along in the past.  They can work together and do work together now.  And with this history in mind, they can again learn to live together in peace and mutual respect and prosperity. 

And that is the goal of our Ibn Rushd Institute (“IRI”). At IRI we have advanced an initiative titled Mellata Ibrahim/ The Way of Abraham/ Derekh Avraham “Toward Reconciliation of the Abrahamic Peoples.”  A Practical Initiative of Religious Diplomacy Assisting Resolution of Territorial Governance of Israel-Palestine Allowing All Residents to Live Cooperatively without Compromising Religious Convictions about the Holy Land.

Our vision at Mellata Ibrahim is “to establish an environment in which those living in Israel and Palestine live, work, and rear their children side by side in sustained reconciliation and prosperity.”

And our mission at Mellata Ibrahim is: To advance the cause of reconciliation by non-violent resolution of conflicts.  The Initiative seeks to build trust among the conservative religious traditions of all faiths. Our Initiative reflects our belief that this trust is most likely to be achieved and maintained when both sides recognize that their mutual interests are achieved through peaceful acknowledgement of religious differences and social-political cooperation.  The goal of this Initiative is to replace mistrust and fear with feelings of trust and security, grievance with joy, and ignorance with knowledge and wisdom.

The reason we choose to advance a religion-based initiative is that we found that for the past 70 years, political, economic and military solutions have not achieved the desired peace. We also found that the misuse and abuse of religion is being used to justify the conflict.
But, how do we implement our vision and mission?  Much work in the area of knowledge, education, teaching and instructions is needed. Our organization is mostly about education and learning. Once we learn each other’s story, it is more likely that we will be able to live in peace, harmony, security, high regard, admiration and mutual respect. In the Arabic proverb: man is the enemy of that about which he is ignorant. Unfortunately, many of us Arabs are quite versed as to the negative side of “the people of the book- Jews and Christians” and quite ignorant as to the good side of “the people of the book”. In general we tend to be more tolerant with Christians than we are with Jews, and here too Allah has clarified this dilemma for us as to who we should be friend and who we should avoid among “the people of the book”. Allah has given us the measuring stick, the criteria. Allah said about the people of the book: “Not all of them are alike: Of the People of the Book is a portion that stands for the right: They rehearse the Signs of God all night long, and they prostrate themselves in adoration. They believe in God and the Last Day; they enjoin what is right, and forbid what is wrong; they strive in hastening to good deeds: They are in the ranks of the righteous. Whatever good they do, they shall not be denied it; for God knows well those that do right.” 3:113. the moral excellence, character traits, merits and virtues outlined in the above aya is reserved for the best followers of Islam and for the people of the book.
At IRI we will know that we are successful when we have: 

· Mutual acknowledgment, apologies, and forgiveness for past wrongs. 

· Safe and secure lives and homes for all residents of the holy land. 

· Encouragement of Israelis and Palestinians to help and support each other in good causes.

· Encouragement of Palestinians and Israelis to participate in joint social events. 

· Promotion of generosity, magnanimity, and fair dealing among and between Israelis and Palestinians.

· Continued promotion of accurate, fair, and impartial media reporting and a free press.

· Promotion of educational and recreational activities aimed at healing post-conflict trauma.

With the help of Elohim, Theo, Allah, we at IRI strive to assist Israel and the Palestinian Authority to shift their interaction from violence and incitement to peaceful negotiations. From negative target fixation to positive interaction and peace so that both people can see their children grow up in a world more like that of the King David School in Birmingham, UK.
Omer Salem, founder of Ibn Rushd Institute for Dialogue in Egypt and member of the Worldwide Association of al-Azhar Graduates holds a Bachelor’s degree from University of California at Berkeley and is currently a graduate student at Yale Divinity School.
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