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Salaam Alekhem.   Let me begin by acknowledging the spiritual signal you are sending when you hold an event in celebration of Muhammad and you invite speakers representing all the peoples of Abraham.  The beauty of  Muhammad’s message needs to be made clear to every Jew and every Christian.  Living here in America, virtually all of my Jewish brothers and sisters have come to recognize Jesus as a true prince of peace, a true lion of love.  And yet how many non-Muslim Americans, Jew or Christian, have come to appreciate Muhammad as a profoundly inspiring figure?  Indeed, a profoundly moving figure?  Far too few.  But we will change that.  Through the fruits of interfaith dialogue, we will change that.

There is no reason why a son or daughter of Isaac and Jacob cannot come to love Muhammad, as I have.  His fundamental message is our fundamental message.  And it is repeated every day in our most sacred prayer:  Shema Yisrael, Adonai Elohenu, Adonai Echad:  Here Oh Israel, the Lord our God.  The Lord is One.  

As we Jews would say this time of year, if Muhammad had merely sent his message of monotheism … a simple heartfelt message of complete devotion to the One God … Dayenu – which means, that would have been enough.  But he also sent a message of ethical monotheism – one that preaches justice, honesty, peace, fraternity, generosity, respect for learning, the refusal to oppress, and the unwillingness to be oppressed.  Again, if that was all he had to tell us, Dayenu.  But Muhammad represents more than that, doesn’t he?  

For me, whenever I think of Muhammad, I am reminded of one  additional quality:  his iconoclasm.  It was not enough for Muhammad to preach the one God.  He had the spine to go before the leaders of the Quraysh, the powerbrokers of his society, and take on their idols.  He had the courage to remind them that they were worshipping a series of lifeless beings … when right here, as close as our jugular vein, and as far as the Andromeda Galaxy and beyond, we have evidence of the Divine Unity.  

It is indeed a shame that many of my Jewish brothers and sisters have had so little exposure to the Qur’an, or the Hadiths, and have not come to appreciate the role-model that is Muhammad.  But it is precisely the example of a man like Muhammad, who came in the name of peace but also in the name of truth, that allows me to say to you the following: it is additionally a shame that so many Muslims have not come to appreciate the lessons to be learned from a man like Rabbi Hillel.  Or the Baal Shem Tov.  Or Abraham Joshua Heschel.  Or Martin Buber.  Or Baruch Spinoza.  These Jewish men were born long after the Five Books of Moses were completed.  And their teachings are not addressed in the Qur’an.  Yet they form part of the lifeblood of Judaism.

For a Jew to be exposed to Muhammad’s greatness merely makes a better and more sincere Jew.  But I also believe that for a Muslim to be exposed to the greatness of the men I have mentioned could not but help to make you a better and more sincere Muslim.  And ultimately, what is the difference between a sincere Muslim, a sincere Jew, and a sincere Christian?  Not much, my cousins.  Not much at all.

Please understand, I’m not asserting that these religions are completely identical.  Believe me, there’s variety in the house of Abraham.  For example, we Jews don’t think nearly as much about the afterlife as either of our sets of cousins.  But compared to our similarities, our differences fade into oblivion.
In the past few years, I have spent many, many days reading about Muslim history and philosophy.  I was permanently enriched by the generosity of a mosque that gave me a copy of the Qur’an with commentary … for only then could a Jew like me even begin to understand it.   And I have been equally privileged to enjoy the company of Muslim friends.  We pray together to the one God – at mosques and at synagogues.  Wherever prayers are chanted in the name of God, we feel blessed.  

The warmth in your culture is unbelievable.  The sense of fraternity, second to none.  But I am chagrined to say that some of my Muslim friends understand the Jewish religion little more than Jews commonly understand the teachings of Islam.  Yes, the Muslim people have been exposed to the Torah … but not the Talmud.  Yes, they are aware of some Jewish rituals, but not the primacy of Jewish values.  
I used to think it was chauvinistic to point out that the percentage of Jews to have won Nobel Prizes is roughly 80 times that of the world at large, or that nearly 1/3 of my class at Harvard Law School was Jewish.  But chauvinism is irrelevant to my point.  I mention those facts to demonstrate the tremendous commitment in the Jewish culture for the value of learning for its own sake, and to following the truth wherever it leads.  Believe me that value comes from our religion.  

In fact, what may be even more telling is that of those Jews I met at Harvard Law School, an incredibly high percentage of us have devoted our careers primarily or exclusively to public service.  That means that we earn well under half of what we could have earned if we left the Government.   And yet Jews continue to be stereotyped by anti-Semites as a money worshipping people.  Truth be told, our religion commands us to serve justice, not simply to feather our nests.  In fact, the men we call the prophets, figures like Amos, Micah and Jeremiah, have castigated any Jew who would dare elevate religious rituals in importance above the need to pursue justice.     

Speaking of Jewish commandments, just as we are required actively to pursue justice, so too are we directed to pursue peace.  It is for that reason why the Interfaith Dialogue Society I have helped to found is devoted exclusively to bringing together Muslims and Jews.  Of course we have welcomed Christians into our meetings.  All sincerely religious people, all individuals who bring love to the table, are not merely welcome; they are encouraged to come and share their wisdom.  But make no mistake about it -- the focus of these meetings is on Islam and Judaism.  These are the two Abrahamic faiths whose members have increasingly found themselves at war.  A civil war between cousins.  A civil war between people who worship the same God.  Who believe in largely the same values.  But who also love much of the same holy land.  And who frequently forget that this land does not belong to Jews or Muslims.  It belongs to Ha’Shem.  It belongs to Allah.  
We started our dialogues with the topic that, for so many of us, fulfills our hearts and minds like no other.  I am speaking of God.  More recently, we’ve been attempting to explain to one another the nuts and bolts of Judaism and Islam.  Last month, I heard a Muslim speaker mention Surah 24, Verse 35.  And I wanted to raise my hand and say “I love the parable of the niche and the lamp and the glass.  Can I share my interpretation?”  But then I remembered that the speaker was offering a traditional Islamic perspective on that parable, and my own interpretation is not Islamic but Jewish.   My pain of glass, in other words, is distinctly Jewish, even though I believe that we all are enlightened by the same lamp filled with the same universal olive oil.

So far, our dialogue society hasn’t yet embarked upon a discussion of the Middle East.  But we will, my cousins.  Soon enough, we will.  Right now, we’re still just getting to know each other.  After all, it’s only been since February that we’ve been meeting.
I would welcome as many of you as possible, both men and women, to participate in these dialogues as soon as you are able.  Your leaders will be able to let you know how to get in touch with our group or you can see me later after this program, or just contact me through my website www.danielspiro.com.  At our very first session, we had nearly 50 participants, and that was roughly the number at our most recent dialogue.  But we are reaching out to more and more mosques in this area, and more and more synagogues, and I’m confident that our number will grow.   Together, we can spread the word of all the sages -- Jewish, Muslim, and yes, Christian -- throughout the family of Abraham.  But the most important word that needs to be spread right now, is the word of peace --   a word of such transcendent beauty and power that it can obsess poets and philosophers alike.  Why has it proven so elusive among our family?  And what can our dialogues teach us about how to attain peace despite all the obstacles?

In my synagogue, every service, we say these words 
“O’seh shalom bimromav.  
Hu ya a seh shalom 
alenu v’al kol Yis’ra’eil.
V’al kol yosh’vei tei-veil 
Vimru Amein”    
In English, that means “May the One who makes peace in the heavens create peace in our world as well. Peace for us.  Peace for all of Israel.  Peace for all people and peoples.  And say, Amein.

If you wish to join our dialogues, there are no requirements about what you believe is the proper path for peace.  We only ask that you come in the name of peace.  And that you bring a heart full of love for your Jewish cousins and an open mind for what they have to say.  It is precisely the same courtesy that my fellow Jews shall be expected to extend to you.  And I suspect it is what Muhammad, Jesus and Moses would have demanded from each of us if we purport to speak with a love of God.

Bless you for giving my community and the Christian community a seat at the table tonight.  May our work together prove inspiring and ultimately successful.   
Shalom.
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