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PREFACE 

T he Center for Christian-Jewish Understanding (CCJU) of Sacred 
Heart University sponsored a symposium April 28-30,2003, on the 

University's Fairfield, Connecticut, campus. The meeting of Jewish, 
Christian and Islamic scholars and leaders, "Pathways to Peace in the 
Abrahamic Faiths," is part of the Center's ongoing work to promote 
peace through dialogue and understanding. 

The purpose of the conference was for leaders and scholars in the 
Jewish, Christian and Muslim religions to identify those teachings and 
values in each tradition that promote peace, the failures of each tradi- 
tion to live up to their ideals, and ways to improve the teachings and 
practices to achieve peace. The conference did this and so much more. 
The participants and observers left with many questions answered and 
with a commitment to continue discussions such as these and open 
them up to larger audiences. 

Jewish presenters included: Rabbi Samuel Sirat, former Chief 
Rabbi of France; Professor Adolphe Steg, president of the Israeli 
Alliance of France; and Rabbi Rene Gutman, Rabbi of Strasbourg, 
France. The principal Christian presenters were Dr. James G. Williams, 
professor emeritus of Religion, Syracuse University, New York; and 
Reverend Jean Dujardin, former secretary of the Episcopal Committee 
of the Conference of French Bishops, Paris. Dr. Azizah Al-Hibri, profes- 
sor at the University of Richmond Law School, Virginia, and Dr. Louay 
Safi, Muslim Social Scientists, Herndon, Virginia, presented Muslim 
paths to peace. All of the presentations were candid and self-critical. 
Each group acknowledged the difficulties of terrorism and were resolved 
to stop such distortions of their religion, especially through education. 

At the conclusion of the conference, the 40 participants left with a 
feeling of hope as well as a greater understanding of each religion and 
each other. If the letters of encouragement and thanks that the Center 
received are any indication, these scholars and religious leaders will 
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undoubtedly continue to teach what they have learned for years to 
come. 

The  papers from this conference have now been integrated here 
into a study guide that will build upon other important work of the 
Center begun at the 1998 conference held in Auschwitz, Poland, that 
resulted in the book, Religion and Violence, Religion and Peace (Sacred 
Heart University Press, 2000). At  that time, speakers warned that reli- 
gions still have the potential to incite wars and, as such, have a vital 
responsibility to foster a spirituality for life and cultures of justice. Since 
then, my colleague and associate, Dr. David Coppola and I have been 
speaking and teaching about the importance of informed, respectful and 
balanced dialogue between Jews, Christians, Muslims and all people of 
good will in pursuit of peace-especially in the face of what appears to 
be a marked increase in the violent expression of fundamentalists and 
fanatics in the name of religion. Often after a presentation, people 
would come up to us and ask for additional materials about another reli- 
gion's teachings or scriptures. This book tries to meet some of those 
needs for religious leaders and educators o n  the local level. 

We are living in exceptional times and such times require ordinary 
people to also be exceptional. I hope that this resource will inspire 
greater understanding and respect between religions and most of all that 
it will give courage to all to promote peace as God intends. 

A special word of thanks is due to Gabriel V. Rossettie, coordina- 
tor of conferences and publications at the CCJU, for shaping the study 
guide; Guillaine Dale and Joan Jackson of the CCJU staff for their 
administrative support; Christopher J. Sheehan for his editorial assis- 
tance; Roberta Reynolds and Ruth Baxter for their creative and graph- 
ic work for the "Pathways to Peace in the Abrahamic Faiths 
Conference" and this volume; and Anthony J. Cernera, president of 
Sacred Heart University, for his support of the Center and championing 
the cause of peace by working to secure justice for all. 

Rabbi Joseph H. Ehrenkranz 
Executive Director 

Center for Christian-Jewish Understanding 
Sacred Heart University 

Fairfield, Connecticut 
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DAVID L. COPPOLA 

Creating Space for Dialogue 

P
eople of good will cannot ignore the challenges of this moment in 

history. The devastating attacks of September 11, 2001, ensuing 

wars, continued ethnic cleansings, fundamentalist revolutions, econom
ic oppression and cultural clashes have left the world wounded by vio

lence. 

Additionally, despite significant advances in food production and 

medicine, poverty and disease persist in staggering numbers. Religious 

people cannot stand by and disinterestedly observe these signs of the 

times. All of us, especially those living in wealthy countries, are con

tributing to these human tragedies in morally significant ways. 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam teach that it is God's will that all 

people live in peace with each other. Peace will be adequately advanced 
only when religious people and religious institutions are integral to the 

processes of social justice in every part of the globe. It is religion that 

can help to reach into the depths of humanity's struggles and the 

heights of human accomplishments to salve such injuries. 
Unfortunately, dialogue for the sake of building mutual respect, under

standing and ultimately, peaceful coexistence seems more difficult than 
ever, in part due to the resistance and obstruction by some who claim to 

be faithful religious adherents. Worshipers have become warriors, reli

gious moderates have become violent radicals, and walls (both real and 
ideological) have replaced noble traditions of hospitality and welcome 

to the stranger, widow, orphan-"the other." In the face of such obsta

cles, it is not surprising that many have resigned themselves to pes

simism, cynicism, relativism and fatalism, while others have taken up 
an alarming ultra-defensive posture to' the extent of committing so 

called pre-emptive violence against "the other." What are individuals, 

families, religious communities or countries to do? The short, obvious 
and overwhelmingly complex answer is: create space for dialogue. 













CREATING SPACE FOR DIALOGUE 

Recent discoveries of science and mathematics clearly demonstrate 

that it is statistically impossible for every person on the planet not to be 

related. We are all cousins. And yet, peace and justice cannot be 
achieved by such rational demonstrations or abstract theological expla
nations alone. It is regrettable that religions have initiated, acquiesced, 
or ignored violence perpetrated in the name of God. Only by a gradual 
building of trust and understanding through friendships and relation
ships, living in the same neighborhoods, participating in cultural and 

civic pursuits to improve the common good, teaching respectfully about 

the other, and discussing the religious beliefs that are dear to each, will 

secure progress occur. 

Cooperation, respect, and dialogue can be the new foundations for 

the future of ethical and peaceful action. Each effort at dialogue or ren

ovation of former ideas about the other will help to define and enhance 
the surrounding theological and cultural spaces, so that more progress 
will be achieved than immediately apparent. Religions and religious 
people have an essential obligation to future generations to create this 

vital space for peaceful coexistence. It requires reflection, dialogue, 
patience, prayer, listening to and learning from others, working with 

others, and the courage to act justly, humbly walking before God. By 

faithfully sharing such convictions with our children, neighbors, and 
those of good will, we will help to create the sacred space for dialogue 

that will one day soon spring forth in justice and peace. 





CHIEF RABBI RENE-SAMUEL S!RAT 

A Biblical Meditation 

on Jewish Pathways to Peace 
English translation by Michel Rouge 

S
ages in the Talmudic tradition, commenting on the long chapters in 

Genesis which tell the story of the Patriarchs, teach us that the 

Fathers' actions are signs for their descendants. 1 At first sight, one gets 

the impression that this implies a kind of determinism: must the 

Patriarchs' trials, failures and advances in the religious sphere necessar

ily be reproduced from one generation to the next? In his Maxims of the 

Fathers of the Synagogue, Rabbi Akiba, one of the greatest doctors of the 

law (who died a martyr in 135), taught that though everything is prede

termined, freedom remains intact.2 

This seems quite clear to Rabbi Akiba. As for us, how are we to 

resolve this apparent contradiction? Perhaps by linking it to this other 

assertion: Teshuva-repentance-was created befote the creation of the 
world.3 In other words, teshuva is, as it were, a grain of sand wanted by 
God which can disorganize the perfect order of His work. This work is 

thus paradoxically brought to a far better completion than if it had pro
ceeded according to the divine design only. It now belongs to both God 

and man created free and in the image and likeness of God. It leads to 

the ultimate stage which is the coming into the Eighth Day, symboliz

ing the messianic era. At that time, God will add to the Hebrew Bible 

the only missing verse: And there was evening, and there was morning, 

an eighth day. 
I should like to introduce my remarks today with some thoughts 

about the relations between Joseph and his brothers. Here is what the 

Bible says: 

This is the history of the generations of Jacob. Joseph, being sev

enteen years old, was feeding the flock with his brothers. He was 



12 ro,o Chief Rabbi Rene-Samuel Sirat 

a boy with the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah, his father's wives. 
Joseph brought an evil report of them to their father. Now Israel 
loved Joseph more than all his children, because he was the son 
of his old age, and he made him a coat of many colors. His broth
ers saw that their father loved him more than all his brothers, 
and they hated him, and could not speak peaceably to him. 
Joseph dreamed a dream, and he told it to his brothers, and they 
hated him all the more. He said to them, "Please hear this dream 
which I have dreamed: for behold, we were binding sheaves in 
the field, and behold, my sheaf arose and also stood upright; and 
behold, your sheaves came around, and bowed down to my 
sheaf." His brothers said to him, "Will you indeed reign over us? 
Or will you indeed have dominion over us?" They hated him all 
the more for his dreahis and for his words. He dreamed yet 
another dream, and told it to his brothers, and said, "Behold, I 
have dreamed yet another dream: and behold, the sun and the 
moon and eleven stars bowed down to me." He told it to his 
father and to his brothers. His father rebuked him, and said to 
him, "What is this dream that you have dreamed? Will I and 
your mother and your brothers indeed come to bow ourselves 
down to you to the earth?" His brothers envied him, but his 
father kept this saying in mind. His brothers went to feed their 
father's flock in Shechem. Israel said to Joseph, "Aren't your 
brothers feeding the flock in Shechem? Come, and I will send 
you to them." He said to him, "Here I am." He said to him, "Go 
now, and see what is the peace in which your brothers live, and 
the peace within the flock; and bring me word again." So he sent 
him out of the valley of Hebron, and he came to Shechem.4 

Many points immediately catch our attention. 
1. This is the history of the generations of Jacob. This break in the

narrative raises a question in our minds. After the history of the gener
ations of Jacob, one would expect an account of the Patriarch's twelve 
sons and one daughter. In the text, Joseph alone seems to be the con
tinuation of Jacob's lineage, just as Isaac alone continued Abraham's 
lineage: This is the history of the generations of Isaac, Abraham's son. 
Abraham became the father of Isaac ... 5 

2. [ ... with his brothers, the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah, his father's
wives] Were not the sons of Leah, the eldest sons in the family, also his 
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Isaac. The glory of the Most High will be proclaimed over him 
and the Spirit of intelligence and sanctification will dwell on 
him in the water. For he is the one who will give the Lord's 
magnificence to his sons in truth forever and no one will suc
ceed him from generation to generation forever.28 

Let Prophet Elijah29-High Priest Phineas--come soon and in our 
days, announcing the Messiah.30 

Notes 

1. Midrash Rabba on Genesis 70, 6. 
2. III, 19 (16).
3. Midrash Rabba on Gen�sis 1.
4. Genesis 37, 1-14.
5. Ibid. 25, 19.
6. Ibid. 45, 10-11.
7. Exodus 1, 1.
8. Leviticus 25, 35.
9. Babylon Talmud, Shabbat Treatise, 10 B.

10. Genesis 50, 18.
11. 37, 21-22.
12. See also Jeremiah 31,7.
13. Jeremiah 31, 6-20.
14. Genesis 48, 19.
15. Ibid. 49, 17.
16. 2 Kings 5, 27. 17. Babylon Talmud, Sanhedrin Treatise 107 B.
18. See reference a few lines above, in the same text by

Rabbi Yohanan.
19. Rules of the Community 2, 1-10 (From A. Dupont-Sommer's

French translation in Ecrits lntertestamentaires, Editions de la
Pleiade, Paris 1997, p. 12).

20. Writing from Damascus 1, 13 - 2, 13, ibid. pp.143-144.
21. Matthew 11, 31.
22. Deuteronomy 26, 17-18.
23. Matthew 23, 15.
24. Acts 2, 1-11.
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25. Emphasizing this point is the subject for a moving elegy recited
until now in Ashkenazim rite synagogues on the 9th day of the
month of Av for the commemoration of the destruction of the
Temple in Jerusalem. This elegy recalls the horrors the Jews
endured in Christian Europe, especially on the banks of the
Rhine River, at the time of the Crusades. The last verse reads:
"Go, you martyr, and tell Abraham our father that for him [the
binding of Isaac] was just a test, whereas, for us, it is the dreadful
reality."

26. Mid.rash Rabba on Genesis 76.

27. Zephaniah 3, 9.

28. Levi's Testament 18, 1-8 (From Marc Philonenko's French transla
tion in Ecrits Intertestamentaires, op. cit., p. 855).

29. Cf. Malachi 3, 23.

30. M. De Jonge, The Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs, Assen, 1953.
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occur: he does away with Abel and the word "brother" is henceforth 
stricken from the narrative. We will have to wait until the introduction 
of Abraham for the term to re-emerge and with it, the hope for frater
nity. According to Rabbi Ashkenazi, after the murder of Abel, the bib
lical narrative becomes literally that of the search for fraternity (a little 
like what we call affiliation - the search for paternity). And this prob
lem will be illustrated again later, after Abraham, with the account of 
Jacob and of Joseph and his brothers: "Go, I pray thee, see whether 
there be shalom with thy brethren." For Jacob, the problem that man 
needs to resolve is that of the coexistence of brothers among them
selves. This is due to the fact that we are creatures. The Creator readi
ly offers us all the being by letting us be among one another; but, by the 
very same act, he creates his creatures as rivals to one another and gives 
us all but the brotherly love which he requires from us for our salvation. 

This call for unity in the respect for diversity, this unflagging quest 
for fraternity is a fundamentally humane task, and it is this quest that 
we express when we meet another and greet each other with the word 
shalom. In short, the road to peace runs through the recognition of the 
other in his entirety. As Emmanuel Levinas puts it: "the only path to 
respect for God is that to respect for one's neighbor." 

I would like to tackle at present another theme of our conference. 
In the letter he sent to us, Dr. David Coppola suggests giving some 
thought to the following question: "What can we do to improve our 
teachings and practices to achieve peace?" 

After the prodigious and auspicious developments that are 
Seelisberg, John XXIII, Vatican II, the declaration of repentance, the 
recognition of the State of Israel, the Pope's visit to Israel and the 
Wailing Wall, it seems to me that the relations between religions and in 
particular between Judaism and Christian!!?' can be taken even further 
and take on new, greater dimensions, §Pe6fically if they are inspired by 
the shalom of the shelemout, that is of the concept of "entirety," of plen
itude. Which means that the condition for the widening of the dialogue 
requires one not to look to diminish and mutilate the integrity of the 
faith of one's neighbor. In other words, our discussion cannot take place 
in the spheres of theology, of our identities. However, our proximity, our 
intimacy even, I would say, will assert itself thanks to our profound and 
numerous convergences which are rooted in our respective faiths. 

We share, in fact, the same vision of the world and of humankind, 
the same idea of the dignity of the human being and of life; we have the 
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following themes: !)reading the Bible; 2) the scapegoat mechanism in 

sociology; 3) the wolf and the lamb; 4) the suffering righteous; 5) Paul 
and the issue of "the other;" and 6) the sin of Eve. 

The enthusiasm that gives rise to these studies and the fervor with 
which they are pursued testify to the desire that exists in our world to 
understand one another more fully. In my humble opinion, these bibli
cal dialogues should serve as an example for all people of faith and good 
will. 

Recently two philosophers-one Jewish, Catherine Chalier, and 
the other Christian, Marc Faessler-have published a commendable 
book on Judaism and Christianity. Its title is Judaism and Christianity, a 

Shared Listening. It seems to me that hope could also be expressed by the 
phrase Judaism and Christianity, a Shared Studying. Our common goal of 

standing united in the respect for diversity, this unflagging quest for fra
ternity, is an essential human task, rooted in knowledge. But, for the 
concept of shalom to come true, human effort-as necessary a condition 
as it is---is not enough, hence we must also pray for shalom. A case in 
point: Jews pray thrice a day in the shemone esre, which is the Jewish 
prayer par excellence. After having prayed, in 18 pleas, for the fulfillment 

of all the blessings that will improve the world-knowledge, the Torah, 
health, abundance, deliverance, justice, Jerusalem, the Kingdom, and so 
on-we end with one last plea: "sim shalom," which means "spread 

peace." And since this can only come from above, we add: "May He 
who establishes peace in the heavens, grant peate unto us." This is my 
fervent prayer today. 



I 

! I



RENE GUTMAN 

Jewish Pathways to Peace: 
A Response to Rabbi Rene--Samuel Sirat 

A
t first, and to introduce my response to Chief Rabbi Sirat, I shall
mention the verse, which we will read this Shabatt, in all our syn

agogues; Leviticus 19, 33, [Parashat] Keydoshim: 

When an alien resides with you in your land you shall not 
oppress the alien. The alien who resides with you shall be to 
you as the citizen among you: you shall love the alien as your
self for you were aliens in his land of Egypt. I am the Lord, your 
God." 

Ani Hashem Elokehem is interpreted by Rashi of Troyes, Elokeha We

Elokaw Anil, "I am your God, and his God. I {ind this verse (and its 
interpretation) very symbolic in supporting the theme of universality in 
the concept of Election in Israel as it was just taught by Rabbi Sirat. 
Every day, before saying the Shema Israel (Hear O Israel, the Lord our 
God, the Lord is one," Deuteronomy 6:4-5), the believer says: "With 
abounding love, has Thou loved us, 0 Lord our God, with great and 
exceeding pity hast thou pitied us. Thou hast chosen us from all peoples 
and tongues ... " 

Despite a tragic history that seems to contradict this affirmation, 
and despite the anguish and sometimes, the agony, the believer 
acknowledges the presence of God's love for His chosen people, This 
love, which does not guard against cruelty or distress, is the one which 
allows us to pass through with the memory of the promise, the everlast
ing and living word, alive and transcending this suffering. This is a 
promise that was given to the Jewish people on the condition that each 
Jew will transmit it to his or her children, and to all who received God's 
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able par excellence, the I, the unique one, substitutes itself for 
others. Nothing is a game. 

The Yorn Kippur liturgy also illustrates that when the faithful ask 
for God's mercy for an impressive list of faults, which could not be com• 
mitted by only one person, this is a prayer which links individuals with 
others. As the Talmud says, "For all transgressions in the Torah he alone 
is punished, but here he and the whole world" (Shebuot 306). And for 
all transgression of the Lo Torah is not the whole world punished? So, it 
is written: "And, they shall stumble one upon another (Lev. 26:57) one 
because of the iniquity of the other: this teaches us that all Israel are 
sureties one for another because it was in their power to prevent the sin 
and they did not prevent it." 

The concept of elecdon is true only if the so-called election 
linked between God and man, links him to a people; and, beyond 
that to humanity. Such an election is a call to universality. This ques
tion has been raised also by Christianity which understands the 
promises of its proper election as reflected in Matthew 11:27 when 
Jesus says: "All things have been handed over to me by my Father; 
and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the 
Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to 
reveal him." As Franz Rosenzweig has noted, this is a duality in God 
that is incomprehensible to Jews, albeit Christian life rests precisely 
on it. Thus, Christians dares to enter the presence of the Father only 
by means of the Son; they believe they can reach the Father only 
through the Son. If the Son were not a human he would avail noth
ing to the Christian. He cannot imagine that God himself, the Holy 
God, could so condescend to him as he demands, except by becom
ing human himself. 

And so, in the Gospel of John, Jesus says, "No one has ever seen 
God. It is God the only Son who is close to the Father's heart who has 
made him known"(l:18} and later, "I am the light of the world. 
Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light 
of life" (8:12). No one can forget that the expression "light for the 
nations," "[6r la goyimll" was understood by Jews as the inner sense of 
the election as in Isaiah 42:6 - 49:6 where the prophet describes the 
vocation of the chosen: "I am Hashem. I have called you with right
eousness. I will strengthen your hand. I will protect you. I will set you 
for a covenant to the people, for a light to the nations" (Veateneh'a 
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God then, Jew and Christian both labor at the same task, He cannot 
dispense with either" (Star of Redemption, p. 415). Also, to which sort 
of talk are we called together with our Muslim brothers and sisters? 

Let us say with Abraham Heschel: 

It is neither to flatter nor to refute one another, but to help one 
another: to share insight and learning; to cooperate in academ
ic ventures on the highest scholarly level; and what is even 
more important, to search in the wilderness for well-springs of 
devotion, for treasures of stillness, for the power of love and 
care of man. What is urgently needed are ways of helping one 
another in the terrible predicament of here and now by the 
courage to believe that the world of the Lord endures forever 
as well as here and notv, to cooperate in trying to bring about 
a resurrection of sensitivity, a revival of conscience; to keep 
alive the divine sparks in our souls, to nurture openness to the 
spirit of the Psalms, reverence for the words of the prophets 
and faithfulness to the Living God." 

T hat is, dear friends, our universalism. In the cave that represents 
the resting place of the patriarchs and our mothers, the Talmud also lays 
Adam and Eve to rest: it is for the whole humanity that we should all 
work together! 
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Finding What Is Good in 
J ewish�Christian Relations 

Higgid lekha 'adam mah tov umah YHWH doresh mimmekha 
Ki 'im 'asot mishpat wa'ahavat chesed wehatsne'a lekhet 'im 'elo, 

hekha 

He has told you, 0 human beings, what is good. And what 
does the LORD require of you but to do justice and to love 

kindness and to walk humbly with your God? (Micah 6:8). 

Introduction 

M
y title indicates that what links us, Jews and Christians, has to do
with the great words from the book of the prophet Micah. But to

understand them in context and most deeply, I think I should begin 
with the human predicament. In one sense, this is to address the ques, 

tion, "Why have we failed?" But in understanding why we have failed 
we find also the positive teaching, the deep teaching, of Judaism and 

Christianity. If we attain to this understanding, we find a prophetic 
mode, a prophetic way of viewing our human condition. But the 
prophetic way of which I am speaking does not revolve around prophe

cy and fulfillment but an anthropological connection between the Jewish 
Scriptures and the New Testament. 

I would like to say, by the way, that I recognize and acknowledge 
the importance of dialogue between and among Muslims, Christians, 
and Jews, but including Islam also in this paper seemed too great a task. 
However, much of what I have to say about our human predicament and 
a common theological ground should be relevant also to our Muslim 
brothers and sisters. 
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So will begin with our predicament, our common human condi

tion. I will move from there to the common Biblical tradition, as the 

second part of the paper, and I will speak finally of the need for repen

tance and conversion. 

I. Our Predicament

Over and over again we find humans in conflict and rivalry. Why 

this is the case I will address further on. Conflict and rivalry may and 

often do lead to chaos and violence. To avoid this state, or to find a rem
edy after violence occurs, our human tendency is to find someone to 

blame. Don't we see and experience this in every walk of life? We want 

to be able to name someone who is responsible for what has gone wrong. 

We must not only believe our accusation, but also that it justifies 

attacking the victim. 

The process of blaming in order to rid the social body of its pollu
tion is deeply rooted in human cultures-and I would say also in the 

human self. The great sacred stories of the world typically point to acts 

of violence as the solution to human social and political problems, 

including the principal problem of violence. In other words, they tell of 

violence done in order to "end violence." This has been treated at 

length and with great insight in the works of Rene Girard and the the

ologians and critics he has influenced.1 

There is a mass of evidence from all over the world that our human 

ancestors practiced two kinds of ritual, whose purpose was to reconcile 

members of the community to one another and to their deity or deities. 

One kind of ritual revolved around sacrificing a victim at a sacred site, 

usually on an altar of some sort. Our ancestors probably offered humans 

first, and then, later, animals were substituted ( there is an allusion to 

this in Abraham's near,sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22). In my own 

studies and related reading I have seen evidence for human sacrifice in 

Mesopotamia and Europe--and also in ancient Israel.2 The key passage 

in Israelite law is Exodus 22:28: "You shall give me the firstborn of your 

sons." Many interpreters argue that this command does not mean liter

ally to slay and offer the firstborn son as a sacrificial victim. But I have 
no doubt that children, the firstborn and perhaps others, were offered as 

sacrifices in ancient Israel (2 Kings 16:3; 23:10; Jeremiah 7:31; 32:35; 

see also 2 Kings 3:27, where the king of Moab offers the sacrifice, but 

this is not condemned by the Israelite narrator). 









44 ibo James G. Williams 

now, largely because of the influence of the biblical heritage as it has 
worked in our culture. But when we are not analyzing situations but 
actually engaged in them, we typically find ourselves caught up in the 
mimetic cycle of rivalry. There is a sense in which we can't help our
selves. The Christian doctrine of original sin and the Jewish principle 
of the yetser ha-ra' the evil imagination, speak to this. There is a com
mon human predicament.9 

II. The Common Biblical Tradition

What I propose is to see the Jewish Scriptures and the New
Testament in terms of an anthropological continuity. I will explain this 
in a moment. But first, I would comment that I wish neither to deny the 
distinctiveness of the two tfaditions nor to reduce them to some com
mon denominator. I would like rather to sketch out where we might 
agree and form a basis not only for enlightening common inquiry but 
also for common work in the world, both scholarly and charitable. 

By "anthropological" I mean an understanding of human nature 
and what it is, involved in the human condition. By human nature I 
don't intend to impose a fixed form or mold on human beings, the kind 
of concept criticized by Jean-Paul Sartre. I mean rather the fundamen
tal, essential feature of mimetic desire, which is the defining human 
capability as it expands into human relations and human culture. The 
Bible exposes this over and over again, as I will briefly show further on. 
This human capability leads people into loving relationships and coop
eration, but it also, and inevitably, leads to rivalry, conflict, and vio
lence. 

Now there is a characteristic biblical way of responding to the 
human condition of mimetic desire, conflict, and violence. I call it 
"prophetic." At a deep level a current moves through the Bible that I 
am calling prophecy and prophetic inspiration. Prophetic inspiration 
arises out of the vision of God and world that understands the human 
condition in terms of desire and its outcomes. Anthropologically-in 
terms of an understanding of human being-the Jewish Scriptures and 
the Christian Testament are about desire, which may take the form of 
human union and community, but also ineluctably takes the form of 
rivalry, conflict, scapegoating, and violence. 

Those representing this prophetic outlook, this sort of insight, are 
not all prophets, nor are all the texts prophetic in the strict sense. But 
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subject here. One is Abraham's intercession for Sodom and Gomorrah 
because his nephew Lot and his family have settled in Sodom. "Far be 
it from you to do such a thing," he says to the Lord, "to make the inno
cent die with the guilty, so that the innocent and the guilty would be 
treated alike! Shall not the judge of all the earth do justice?" (Genesis 
18:25). Here Abraham is the model of the mediator who even holds the 
model of the true God up to God. The scriptural tradition, the text in 
travail, is giving birth to the idea of the true God. 

The other episode that stands out is Abraham's near-sacrifice of 
Isaac in Genesis 22. It is very important in the Jewish and Christian tra
ditions. It is an account full of richness and ambiguity. I would simply 
stress that though it is not an explicit condemnation of child sacrifice, it 
certainly must reflect a strug!fle with the problem. The story of Abraham
is moved forward by yearning to fulfill the divine promise, yet it turns out 
that it can be accomplished without violating the life of Abraham's son. 

Joseph. The Joseph story is a beautiful account of desire and the 
avoidance of retaliation. The combination of father Jacob's doting on 
Joseph and the brothers' jealousy has consequences leading to Joseph's 
exile in Egypt and finally the deliverance of Israel, Jacob and his fami
ly, from famine and starvation. One of the most moving moments of the 
Bible is the scene where Joseph, who the brothers believe is a great 
Egyptian lord, says to them in Hebrew, "I am Joseph your brother, whom 
you once sold into Egypt" (Genesis 45:4). He goes on to reassure and 
comfort them, relating that God's providence brought this about "for 
the sake of saving lives" (45:5). 

The Prophets. In the great prophets in the golden era of prophecy, 
from about 750 to 550 B.C.E., we see a thread of opposition to the insti
tution of sacrifice, the ritual offering of victims to God. I think we clear
ly find this in Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Micah, and Jeremiah (Amos 5:24-
25; Hosea 6:6; Isaiah 1:10-17; Micah 6:7-8; Jeremiah 7:21-23). It has 
been argued that they opposed sacrifice only when it was a mere exter
nal act performed by people who had no regard for their conduct and 
the stipulations of the covenant. My own view is that this opposition 
goes much deeper than that. Why would Amos and Jeremiah, for exam
ple, deny that the Lord had even commanded the offering of sacrifice? 

However that may be, I think the prophets intuited the connection 
of sacrifice and bloodshed. We see this in Hosea 6, where the divine 
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scapegoat of his community who so internalized the conflicts and rival
ries laid upon him by the community that he continually struck himself 
with stones (Mark 5:5). Jesus quotes the word of the Lord from Hosea, 
"I desire mercy, not sacrifice" (Matthew 12:7), and he says while suffer
ing and dying on the cross, "Father, forgive them, for they know not 
what they do" (Luke 23:34). And there is Paul, who according to the 
Acts of the Apostles was converted to Christ on the way to Damascus 
when he heard a voice saying: "'Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?' 
He said, 'Who are you, sir?' The reply came, 'I am Jesus, whom you are 
persecuting."' (Acts 9:4-5). Conversion for Paul is thus to side with the 
Innocent Victim. This has come to mean, for Christians who under
stand the deeper meaning, that to be "in Christ" is to side with the 
innocent victim.11 

III. Repentance and Conversion

The hard thing about our common human predicament is that we 
are typically blind to it not only in committing obviously evil or sinful 
deeds, but also in our deeds and attitudes in which we believe we are 
thinking and acting with the best and noblest intentions. Ordinarily we 
are not conscious of mimetic desire while it is happening, nor are we 
aware of our own scapegoating inclinations and our subjection to a 
scapegoat mechanism. The world in the sense of our everyday relations 
and language is built upon rivalry and mimetic desire. Everybody at 
every level, from the individual to the nation state, wants to be number 
one or to participate in a social body that is number one. 

It is difficult to avoid being entrapped in this mimetic scapegoating 
cycle because we always either presuppose it unknowingly or we fall 
back on it as if it were absolutely necessary. It is very difficult for me, for 
example, if I hear someone attack Christianity, or perhaps just voice a 
criticism of what I have said in the context of inquiry and discussion, 
not to become defensive and counter the other's assertion and argu
ment. I am most likely then to imitate the other's attack or criticism by 
attacking or criticizing in return, and the whole cycle begins again. Of 
course, culture and religion have developed usually to allow such rival, 
ry but also to keep it within safe bounds. In some cultures the very hint 
of rivalry is avoided in most situations, so much so that anthropologists 
and other investigators have concluded these cultures were nonviolent. 
My own sense of what happens is that some peoples have extensive 







FINDING WHAT ls GOOD IN JEWISH-CHRISTIAN RELATIONS o,f, 51 

In conclusion, we may lament with those of old who mourned the 

devastation of Jerusalem, but let us tum this lament toward the desire 

for peace and the affirmation of common humanity under God: 

Hashivenu Y' eleykha wenashuv/Chaddesh yameynu keqedem: "Return us to 

you, 0 Lord, and we shall (indeed) return/Renew our days as of old" 
(Lamentations 5:21). Renew our days as when we were created in the 

image of God. Cain repented, you know. At least there is a rabbinic tale 

to that effect in Leviticus Rabbah that discusses Genesis 4: 16, "And 

Cain went out." It goes as follows: 

On his way Cain met Adam, who said to him, What has hap

pened as regards the judgment passed upon you?" Cain replied, 

"I repented, and I am pardoned." When Adam heard that, he 

smote his face and said, "ls the power of repentance as great as 

that? I did not know it was so."12 

Addendum 

Is the position presented above compatible with the traditional 

Christian and Roman Catholic doctrine? I am a Roman Catholic 

Christian, having converted from the United Methodist Church in 

1993. I was, in fact, an ordained minister. My approach is informed by 

Rene Girard's mimetic theory, not a dominant position yet, but more 

and more people are paying attention to it as a way not only of under
standing the human condition, but also of finding a new way to articu

late the Christian message. This is particularly the case in Europe, espe

cially in Denmark, France, and Italy. Interest is also in growing in the 

United States. Human being as desiring being; humans born with a 
desire for communion with God, which is their potential to become 

fully human; sin as diversion and perversion of this desire through pride 

and envy (sometimes stated as the work of the Devil, which Girard 

essentially demythologizes); the need for repentance and conversion 

through the saving mediator or model: all of these basic components of 

Christian theology are very compatible with the mimetic theory, which, 

after all, stems from the influence of the Bible itself. 

I do not claim to be a representative of all Christianity and I am 

certainly not speaking officially for the Roman Catholic Church. But I 
believe that the basic support of my thesis is there in the leading edge 
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especially, by way of biblical and theological enquiry and 
through friendly discussions.16 

Therefore, the Church reproves, as foreign to the mind of 
Christ, any discrimination against people or any harassment of 
them on the basis of their race, color, condition in life or reli
gion. Accordingly, following the footsteps of the holy apostles 
Peter and Paul, the sacred council earnestly begs the Christian 
faithful to "conduct themselves well among the Gentiles" (1 
Peter 2:12) and if possible, as far as depends on them, to be at 

peace with all people (see Romans 12:18) and in that way to 
be true daughters and sons of the Father who is in heaven (see 

Mathew 5:45).17 
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In regard to the Old Testament, Father Beauchamp makes it clear 
that there are forms of individual violence which God condemns. 
Violence between brothers, as in the case of Cain and Abel, violence 
born of desire and the will to power, as in the case of David and Uriah. 

He recalls the various forms of social violence, those of Pharaoh against 
the Hebrew people in Egypt, those condemned by the prophets. But he 

does not conceal those forms of violence that history attributes to reli
gious motives, those committed in obedience to the will of God. Forms 
of violence that pose problems for the ordinary reader of the Bible, 

whether he be a believer or not. Far from brushing them aside as unfor
tunate remnants of a primitive moral state, Father Beauchamp states 
that "we must let the scandal of the Bible and of its own violence speak 
freely. Our task is neither to attack it nor to 'defend' it, and even less to 

excuse it on the grounds ofit belonging to a bygone age and a distant 
culture." And that all the more so, he adds, "since violence is not absent 
from the history of Jesus." 

How indeed could it be otherwise, since God himself is affected by 
it, before the flood (Gen 6:5-7). The Covenant of the new creation 
concluded with Noah does not wipe out this violence. Through the 

laws given to Noah, the Lord does not deny it, he endeavors to contain 

it. One would need, but it is not my intention here, to retrace the 

"search for man" carried out by God, to borrow the expression of 
Abraham Heschel, in order to channel and orientate the lives of men 

towards peace. As a Christian, as a believer in Christ our Peace, I rec

ognize that violence has not been eradicated by the salvation that he 

brings. I believe that, through the unconditional pardon which Jesus 

proclaims, he introduces into the balance that justice always demands 
an "excess" capable of overcoming violence. But opening up the paths 

of peace requires a struggle which Christ has inaugurated. Hence the 
vigilance which is necessary. It is our responsibility, as members of the 
monotheistic religions, to be fully aware of its expressions and to 
attempt to eradicate them by reflecting on their causes. For that reason, 
I continue to recall the warning given by Father Beauchamp: "The great 

weapon of violence lies in its dissimulation." 
I am going to succinctly develop my analysis along four lines, sim

ply underlining the essential points: 1) There is a need to be fully con
scious of history and the evils it displays, to be aware of the questions 

which it poses because there is no consciousness without memory; 2) 
Can the reading of the Bible protect us against violence? If so, under 
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reopen the way to a more complete listening to the Word of God? In 
that case, the fundamental question that presents itself to us is that of 

hermeneutics, not only as a science belonging to specialists,' but as the 

expression of the living tradition of our communities. But the question 
is even more one of asking ourselves who possesses the authority to 
interpret this Word in such a way that the understanding of believers 
may avoid the traps of a reductivist interpretation that justifies deviant 
forms of behavior. This is quite obviously linked to the conception that 
each of our traditions holds concerning its relationship to its founda

tional texts, and I am fully aware that our different religious confessions 
approach this question in different ways. That is why it is not only use
ful but urgent that we be able to explain our points of view and recog

nize our differences. This should be one of the primary themes of inter
religious dialogue. 

Prayer for Peace and the Necessary Conversion 

While waiting for such a path to open up, however, the present sit

uation indicates clearly the need for a conversion. Cardinal Etchegaray, 
at a conference held at the University of Nice Sophia-Antipolis on 
December 13-14, 1990, expressed his conviction that every religion car

ries in its own innermost being a desire for peace: "An authentic and 

above all authentically lived religion bears within its essence seeds of 
peace," he said. "Every religion according to its own peculiar genius, 

when it draws upon its foundational texts and inner inspirations, its 
purest motives and energies, opens up a path of peace."4 But is such a 
going back to sources possible without a conversion? In this sense, I 

believe in the necessity of the steps taken in this direction by religious 
leaders, for they alone can open up the way for the faithful. 

I rejoice in those undertaken by the Church of which I am a mem

ber on the occasion of the Jubilee of the year 2000. They were for the 

Catholic faithful the opportunity for a rediscovery of the in-depth 
meaning of the Jubilee. But I cannot remain content with such acts, 

nor a fortiori set myself up as judge over them. For the steps taken by 
religious leaders are one thing, the understanding that the faithful may 

have with regard to them is another. Much remains to be done. We 
must work towards this conversion becoming the personal conversion 
of each of us. I believe that we must situate it in its true place, which 
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Islamic Pathways to Peace: 
From Satanic to Prophetic Logic 

T
oday I am not going to talk to you about specific instances, either 

in the Qur' an or in the life of the Prophet that show that Islam is a 

peaceful religion or that there are paths to peace in Islam. My approach, 

rather, will be this: I am going to give you what I think is the fundamen

tal Islamic worldview. Please understand that it is my interpretation; I 

do not hold others bound to it. In Islam we have the freedom of ijtihad, 

of interpretation. But once we understand this Islamic worldview, then 

we cannot but understand Islam's views on peace and the importance, 

the centrality of peace to Islamic belief. 

I begin with a story. In northern Virginia over a year ago a woman 

was inspired to invite what she called "wise women of the world"-five 

or six women-I do not know how she chose them, but I was included 

among them. They came from various religions and parts of the world, 

including, for example, Isabel Allende, from Latin America, who is a 

wonderful person. We had come together there for peace, and a move

ment developed from that encounter called Peace by Peace. In the dis

cussion, which was very close-knit and under very friendly circum

stances, we asked each other what are the best values to bring about 

peace. The western women looked at us and said, "Of course, love." 

And the Muslim women, and I should say including Muslim western 

women, looked at them and said, "Justice." And the other women 

looked at us and said, "No, you cannot mean that." It was not really 

repulsion, but the word justice was not what they were looking for. And 

we were taken aback by their reaction, because we thought we had just 

put forth our highest value. 

We asked them, why did they react like that? And their answer was, 

"If you make justice your highest value, then it will always be an eye for 
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an eye and a tooth for a tooth and you are going to have a toothless and 

eyeless nation. And we were then horrified at that interpretation of jus

tice. We asked, "Who told you that is what justice means?" We had a 

discussion, by the end of which it had become clear that we were using 

the same word with two different meanings. 
So here I will present the notion of culallah, which is the Arabic and 

Quranic word for justice. Once one understands this concept, one begins 
to see the importance of peace in the Islamic worldview, because culallah 

is a fundamental attribute of God. And as Imam W. Deen Mohammed 
recently said, the most important belief for a Muslim is that of tauhid: 
belief in a single God, monotheism. God's culallah is not to be understood 

in the pedantic sense, where we speak about justice in the courtroom. 
God's culallah permeates the universe and exhibits itself on every level. 

For example, I would like to point to some statements from the Qur' an, 

which tell us that God created the universe itself on the basis of culallah. 

In Chapter 55, verses 7-9 the translation says: 

And the firmament has He raised high, and He has set up the 
balance of justice of culallah in order that you may not trans

gress due balance. So establish weight with justice, with culal

lah, and fall not short in the balance. 

This one verse extends from universal justice of harmony and bal

ance to the individual justice, of how one relates to others. We have to 

deal with others in due balance in justice. Harmony is a very important 
part of the notion of justice, as we shall find out. We will also find out 

that it is not only harmony and peace, but that justice itself includes 

love and mercy. 
In another verse in the Qur' an it says: 

We sent aforetime our messengers. But all these messengers, we 
sent them with clear signs and sent down with them the book 
and the l;ialance [the balance of right and wrong, al-mizan] that 

people may stand forth in justice. 

The Qur' an says very clearly that if standing forth for justice means 

standing against your brother who is an oppressor, you do that. It is very 

important to keep the balance of right and wrong, harmony, tn the uni- 

verse. 
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If we move from the universe to society, we find that adallah is 
expressed in society in many ways. For example, tithing is a very impor
tant manifestation of God's adallah. We are all allowed to keep what we 
earn, but then we have to think of the other and of our neighbor. In 
another hadid [a saying of the Prophet], a neighbor is defined as some
one whose scream you can hear. It is not just your next-door neighbor. 
One of my friends asked me, in this age of the Internet, when a scream 
could be heard around the world, is not the world my neighbor? And 
the answer is yes. The Prophet has so emphasized good relationships 
and good treatment of the neighbors, that one of the persons who were 
listening to the Prophet said, "I thought at one point he was going to 
tell them to leave them some of their inheritance." 

In society, we have the notion of tithing, the notion of sadaqah

giving alms, which is different from obligatory tithing. To encourage 
sadaqah and tithing, the Qur' an God speaks of the stingy souls. We, by 
nature, do not like to give away that which we have. We are stingy in 
our souls, but God says that every sadaqah one gives is a loan to God. 
Give the loan to God and God will give it back to you ten times over. 
In particular, the Prophet and the Qur' an recommend special treatment 
for the vulnerable people in society-the orphans in particular, women, 
and in the days of the revelation, also the slaves. All of these people are 
vulnerable and so, to create harmony in society, to balance the peace in 
society, one must address the needs of all these people. No one is an iso
lated person in society. 

I now move to the question of the polity. How is adallah expressed 
in a polity? Here I will begin to speak more specifically because it will 
take us directly to the issue of peace and the absence of peace or dishar
mony. 

All of you know the story of Adam's creation, which is mentioned 
in the Bible. God created Adam from clay and taught Adam the names 
of creation. But the Qur' an goes on: God summoned the angels and Iblis 
who had not fallen yet, and ordered them to bow to Adam. The angels, 
being of a perfect nature, immediately obeyed God's order and they 
bowed to Adam. But not lblis; he resented; he refused. Then there is a 
dialogue between God and Iblis. All who are from the Abrahamic tra
ditions know that our God is all-powerful, all knowing, all good. So 
God does not need to ask Iblis anything; God knows. The dialogue in 
the Qur' an is for our own benefit. God asks Iblis, "What prevented you 
from obeying me?" This is a very important question tlie"w'ay it is 
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phrased. lblis replied, "How could I possibly bow to Adam? You created 
me from fire, and you created him from clay. I am better than he is." 
Vanity. Arrogance. Hierarchy of creation is what prevented lblis from 
bowing to Adam. By doing that, Iblis violated the supreme will of our 
monotheistic religion-the will of God. Monotheism means there is 
only one supreme will. One neither associates equal partners with God, 
nor associates equal wills with God. In fact, lblis made his own will 
superior to that of God because he was more willing to be attached to 
his own hierarchy than to submit to God. And by doing that, not only 
did he disobey God, but he fell into the sin of shirk, the denial of God's 
complete sovereignty, the opposite of monotheism. lblis posited his will 
as superior to that of God by disobeying him and he was cursed. T he 
Qur' an tells us God may forgive any sin, but not that of associating God 
with partners-that is the notion of shirk.

I was first awakened to the significance of this story by the late 
Mufti of Lebanon who was visiting the United States, who counseled 
me to reflect deeply on the dialogue between lblis and God. Since then, 
I have also looked in older literature and found in the works of the 
medieval jurist, al-Ghazali, a couple of lines about it. (Al-Ghazali 
speaks in very measur�d terms.) He said to the Muslims: If you have 
been reading the story as if it is something that has to do with the ori
gins of creation-something that happened in the past-then you are 
not fully understanding the significance of the story of Iblis. He said 
that this is a story about today, as well. It is the story of a rich person 
who thinks he is better than a poor person. It is the story of a white per
son who thinks he is better than a black or a red person. And it is the 
story of a free person who thinks he is better than a slave. And I would 
like to add to that that it's the story of a man who thinks he's better than 
a woman. Because all of these are Iblisi hierarchies. Because in Islam we 
only submit to one will: the will of God. We all stand equal before God, 
and when we create hierarchies we begin to fall into vanity, arrogance, 
conflict and disharmony. In short, we are moving away from justice; we 
are moving away from peace. 

What I have described for you is the basics of what I call satanic 
logic. Satanic logic is when in a polity, someone says, "I am better than 
you and I am going to tell you what you are going to do." Tyranny is 
satanic logic. Tyranny is moving away from the Islamic concepts of baya

and sura; baa being the right of the people in a polity to choose their 
own leader, the necessity of consent of the people for a state'"t"1.S-be just 
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in the view of Muslims. Sura means consultation, and it was revealed to 
the Prophet as an order to engage in consultation with the people, even 
though he is the Prophet. The Qur' an says this is better for their hearts. 
In Medina, the very first Muslim city-state, this concept of sura was put 
into action. Although he was very well received and the women and the 
children were singing for him, he did not say: "I am the prophet; I will 
lead your state." To the contrary, people came to the Prophet and they 
said, "We give you our baya; we want you to be our leader." They gave 
him their vote. 

And guess who was the first to give the Prophet their vote. 
According to the Qur' an, a delegation of Arab women came to the 
Prophet and said, "We give you our baya." And the Prophet answered 
them. He did not say, "Women, go home." He said, "Let's talk about the 
basis of the baya." He then did this with the men as well. Sura is essen
tial because the consent of the people is based not on individuals, but 
on principles: principles that were later articulated in the Charter of 
Medina itself. Therefore, when one chooses a leader, you choose him on 
the basis of a certain set of principles disclosed. Disclosure becomes very 
important to ensure that it is informed baya, informed consent. 

The Qur' an says: "There is no coercion in religion." In Medina 
there were Muslims and there were Jews, and the question was: if you 
establish an Islamic state in the zenith of the power of the Prophet and 
the power of the Muslims in Medina, what happens fo non-Muslims
and to the Jews in particular? The Charter of Medina basically says, "To 
each his own." 

Each group is to be governed by its own religion. No one imposes 
anything on another, but they are one people. They stand together. 
They are entitled, the Charter says, to each other's support and succor 
so long as they are together-that is, they are still one ummah. The 
Charter of Medina articulates a dynamic pluralism, which is proud of 
religion as opposed to a pluralism that waters down and stamps out reli
gion. In summary, the question of justice, freedom of thought, and the 
ability to express oneself on a secular and a religious basis are part and 
parcel of the notion of adallah, of the notion of justice in Qur' an. That 
is not only the Quranic point of view, but also the prophetic message, 
to which I shall now tum. 

In the Journal of Law and Religion, which it so happens was pub
lished right after September 11, 2001, there is an article by a kindred 
spirit of·����eone I respect a great deal, named Dr. Jawdat Said, 
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from Syria. His article is innocuously entitled, "Law, Religion and the 
Prophetic Method of Social Change." In this article he describes the 
prophetic method, which I shall explain here. We know the Iblisi 
method of coercion, vanity, arrogance and tyranny. What is the method 
of the prophets? Dr. Said points out that all the prophets came with the 
same message, from Abraham to Moses to Jesus to Mohammed and 
many others that I have not named. They all represent a chain of 
prophecy that bears the same ideas-all of which humans have found 
ways to distort over time. 

So what is the prophetic method? It is not the method of Cain and 
Abel. That is the Iblisi logic. The prophetic logic is based on the fact 
that relations among people are tenable and important, that, in fact, 
there are ways of communicating that are peaceful and will result in 
change. The Qur' an is replete with examples of this. In one verse: "A 
good word is like a goodly tree. It has its roots deep in earth and its 
branches reach out to the heaven. It bears fruit every single time." It 
says that however people treat you, treat them with what is better. If you 
use the good word with people, then suddenly someone you thought was 
your fiercest enemy becomes your close friend. That is the way to 
change people-not through coercion. 

What happens when the coercion is circumvented in this way? 
What do people do? How much is left of the arrogance and the vanity 
of the tyrants once their power is taken away? The poor people, like 
Jesus and Mohammed who had no real power, may act freely. Take the 
example of Moses, who spoke to the Pharaoh with no power to chal
lenge him: his power continues to this day. True power is the power in 
the service of God, in the service of adallah.

All people of the book are asked to come to a word of equity. 
Which book? The Torah, the Bible, the Qur' an, these are the revealed 
books. And there are some other religions that Muslims have also 
included in this group. We must come together to a word of equiry, with 
fair terms between us; the following verse from the Qur' an illustrates 
this point. (Please note that in my translations of the Qur' an, there is 
paraphrasing because the Arabic is the original and it must be consult
ed; but I paraphrase to make the intention of the verse clearer.) 

Say all people of the book, come to a word of equity between 
us and you that we worship none but God; that, we.associate no 
partners with Him; that we take not each other as deitie;other 
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than God, and if they then tum back, say, "Bear witness that 
we are Muslims." 

That is all we say. We call each other to a word of equity and not 
to associate partners with God, not to take each other as deities-which 
we often do. Not only each other, but we also take things in our socie
ty as deities. The dollar, for example, is one of the deities. The root of 
all evil is that we are not monotheistic in the real sense of religion, in 
the real sense of belief. We follow other powers. We follow Caesar; we 
do not submit to God. We have moved away from tauhid; we have 
moved away from the prophetic message. 

Here I return to something Imam W. Deen Mohammed of Chicago 
has mentioned as fundamental in Islam. This is a principle repeated in 
many ways throughout the Qur'an (if a principle is repetitive, then it is 
fundamental). The principle says that God created us all of the same 
spirit or soul. And God made from the soul its mate. So we are now male 
and female. And then, the verses, go in different ways. In one verse it 
says: "And God put affection, mercy and tranquility between us, male 
and female." That is the proper relationship: not a power struggle, but 
one of affection, mercy and harmony and peace at home. But in anoth
er instance the verse goes on to say, "God created us from the same spir
it into male and female, and of them God created us into nations and 
tribes." 

I always ask my students, could not God have made it easier on us? 
Could not God have created us all to be of the same sex, the same eth
nicity? And then we would not have to fight about gender, about which 
�olor is better, which nationality, which ethnicity-we would all be the 
same. So why did God create us so varied? But the Qur'an does tell us 
why: "We created you of the same soul into male and female and of 
them we made nations and tribes so that you would come to know each

other, enjoy each other's company." We are created not to kill each 
other, not to fight each other, and not to rank each other the way Iblis 
did by thinking he was better than others. The Qur' an goes on to say 
that the most honored in the sight of God are those who are most right
eous. Not the Muslims, not the Christians, not the Jews, not the men, 
not the women, not the Arabs, not the Americans, but simply the ones 
who are most righteous. That means any one of us could be, if we are 
willing to pay the price of being righteous, and these days it is a very 
high price topay. 
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This is the Islamic worldview-the view of Islam, of nations, of 

tribes, of relationships within the polity. It is based on consent, the word 

of equity, getting to know each other, and communicating; we do this 

so that we will have al-mizan, the balance of peace and harmony that 
makes the just world, in the adallah sense of justice that God has creat

ed. That is what we are searching for. And whatever evil we see in the 

world, if I may dare say, is the result of our indulging in Iblisi logic, 

satanic logic. Because today we know that very often religion has 

become the tool of politics. It has become the very Iblisi tool·used to put 
down people and to raise others. And so we need to face our own 

demons. We need to go back into our own little comers and ask our

selves, whom are we going to follow? Are we truly people of God or are 

we looking for advantage?. The role model for me-aside from the first 

role model for every Muslim, the prophet Mohammed-is Moses. I have 

a deep relationship to Moses who is mentioned repeatedly in the Qur' an 

often specifically as an immigrant. It is very important to read and learn 

from the story of Moses, because we are today in a world of Pharaohs, 

and we have to stand up and speak truth to power. It is a tremendous 

idea, it is extremely difficult and I continue every day trying to collect 
my courage to live up to the prophetic messages of Moses, of Jesus, of 

Mohammed. 

I will end my discussion about adallah, harmony and peace in the 

world, with a paragraph from the article by Jawdat Said mentioned 

above. Adallah must be sought through the collaboration of the reli

gions, not enmity between them. Said says, 

Now is the time for the world to understand their message. The 

prophets did not come to compete in violent combat. They 
came to compete in goodness, in making a peaceful, global 

society in which all humans are equal under the law. The path 

of monotheism, of peace, is the path toward accomplishing the 

will of God and the dream of the prophets. Those closest to the 

Lord are those who serve the people, "just as the Son of man 
did not come to be served, but to serve and to give his life as a 

ransom for many." 
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Islamic Pathways to Peace: Privileging 
Prophetic Principles over Prophecies 

U
nderstanding the worldview that motivates Muslims and gives
meaning to their lives, is essential to understanding the tradition 

of peace in Islam. Dr. Azizah al-Hibri has ably elaborated, in her lecture 
"Islamic Pathways to Peace: From Satanic to Prophetic Logic," a con
ception of an Islamic worldview and described how Muslims see them
selves vis-a-vis others. I shall expound on some of the themes she pre
sented and then exam½e how Islamic values and beliefs have played 
historically, and effected interfaith relations and interactions. The first
hand experience of early Muslim society will be my chief subject; I shall 
examine the self-understandings of both the first Muslim community 
founded by the Prophet of Islam, and of later Muslims in their various 
relationships with other communities. 

Coexistence is our main concern when we talk about peace. We are 
people who have different understandings of the relationship with the 
divine, different histories, and different cultures. How can we co-exist? 
y.;e are moving into a stage of human history where distance no longer 
isolates us from one another. We may be physically kept apart most of 
the time, but in many ways what happens in China has an impact on us 
here in the West; what happens in the Middle East has an impact on us 
here; and what happens here has an impact on people everywhere. 
Unless we have a vision of a world where people of different religions, 
different ideas, and even different values can co-exist, live in peace, and 
can respect one another, there will be little hope for a brighter future. 

I will admit from the beginning that while I'm going to depict a pic
ture that is hopeful and positive, I realize that Muslims historically have 
been far from perfection. Muslims have gone through ups and downs 
like any otlrer religious and cultural communities. We can see brighter 



74 f&o Louay M. Safi 

periods. In the history of Islam, we see a vast 1400-year historical mem

ory spanning civilizations from China to Morocco to Europe. Each of 

these diverse cultures hands down to us many experiences and many 

experimentations. 

The proposition I have started with is that Islam is an essential 

partner in the effort to develop a more democratic and peaceful world. 
This statement is borne by the Muslim scriptures, the Qur'an, and it is 

borne by the history of the early Muslim community, particularly as 

illustrated in one meaningful experiment that can tell us a lot about 
how Muslims strive to live with regard to different communities: This 

experiment, from which so much can be learned today, is the covenant 

of Medina. The covenant lends us valuable insights into how Islamic 

values and understanding of revelation can positively impact people of 

all faiths. The experiment in Medina was conducted under the supervi

sion of the Prophet of Islam, in the midst of the first Muslim communi

ty. Before describing in detail the nature of this experiment, first I shall 

illuminate some contemporary problems and misconceptions that make 

a reinvestigation of the Medina covenant so timely. 

Law Rooted in Community Life 

Today we hear some Muslims say that for Muslim governments to 

be true to Islamic values, Muslim states must implement Islamic law, 

called shari' ah. I think that this opinion is based on a very distorted 

understanding of shari' ah, of the state, and of Islam. Interpreted this 

way, shari' ah becomes unlimited in its scope. It interferes in every sec

tor of society, because the law enacted by modern states regulates all 

aspects of modern society. Modern states regulate education, com

merce, health, work relations, industrial production, scientific 

research, etc.; not even the family itself lies outside the realm of state 

control. For example, modern states can take children from their fam

ilies, despite the objection of their natural parents, and relocate with

in other families, if state authorities believe that the parents are unfit 

to raise the kinds. Such powers were not historically possessed by the 

Caliph or the Sultan. 

Looking at the state and law in modern prism, there are Muslims 

today who believe that institutions of power should \Je unlimited in 
. ... ... ,., 

their authority to enforce shari' ah, and, hence, argue that modern 
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Islamic states should impose shari' ah-understood as the historically 

codified rules---on the entire society. This is a serious misunderstanding 

of what the shari' ah means and aim to achieve, and runs in direct con

tradiction of historical Muslim experience of both the state and the law. 

For unlike modem law, which is enacted by the state, shari' ah was devel

oped to limit the power of the state. Early Muslim scholars concluded 

that states ruled by dynasties and clans were illegitimate, unless the 

action of the rules where subordinated to the rules of shari' ah. To ensure 

that the rules would stay within the limits of the law, law was developed 

by the scholarly community through the interpretation of Islamic 

sources. 

Thus, in classical Islamic political theory, legislative power lied 

with civil society rather than the state. I say this very often and people 

are often puzzled, as this run in complete contradiction to modem expe

rience of legislation. But the historical records of Muslim societies show 

vividly that civil society legislated and developed the rules of shari'ah, 

and state authorities were bound to an elaborate law that they had do 

control over its formulation, including in such matters as taxation. 
Taxation was never established or decided by the state; rather, it was 

decided by civil society and the state then followed the limitations set 
by shari' ah. 

The Formative Pluralist Experience of Muslim Societies 

To get a sense of how a multi-ethnic and multi-religious society 

was organized under Islam, we need to take an overview of covenant 

of Medina. 1 The covenant established a community based on the 

notion of adil, of fairness, of justice-justice not only from the point 

of view of Muslims, but also from the point of view of people who 

belong to other faiths. The Muslims who entered into the covenant, 

it is important to note, came from various tribes. Although Islam had 

rejected tribalism, the social functions of tribal affiliation was left 

intact, since tribes provided important protection and welfare servic

es to members. But the covenant represented a new legal system that 

superseded tribal traditions and customs, and unified all into one cit

izenry. Once this function of the law was clear, it posed no difficulty 

to extend the same covenanted status to those non-Muslims who lived 
. 

in Medina. 



76 r.'J" Louay M. Safi 

So the covenant of Medina was between Muslims, the Jews and 

some pagan tribes that were not then within the Islamic fold. In this 

covenant we have a foundational model of Islamic polity. Of the Jews 

in Medina it says, "The Jews ... are one community with the believers. 

The Jews have their religion and the Muslim theirs." Muslims are not 

to interfere in the religious affairs of the Jews. Then it goes on to say: 
"The Jews must bear their expenses and Muslims theirs; each helps the 

other against anyone who attacks the people of the covenant. They 

must seek mutual advice and consultation." It goes on to say: "To the 
Jew who follows us belongs help and equity. He shall not be wronged, 

nor shall his enemies be aided." It is clear that the foundation of the 
Medina polity-was not shari' ah in the narrow sense of the word as cod

ified laws that Muslims were to follow and then others had to follow as 

well, but rather, it was a set of political principles that everyone who 

benefited from the covenant, namely Muslims, Jews, and people of 
other faiths, was able to abide by. This is the rule of law; the law is 

above religious affiliation, but it encourages rather than prohibits or 
interferes with religious solidarity. 

The covenant of Medina, further, provided important protections 
and safeguard to ensure that dignity of both individuals and groups. The 

document, in addition to establishing freedom of religion, outlawed guilt 
by association, which before Islam had supported and abetted structures 

of tribal violence. If someone from one tribe killed a member of anoth

er, the killer's tribe was seen as collectively guilty and subject to indis

criminate vengeance. Any member could be selected for retaliatory vio
lence. This is retaliation in the most vulgar sense of the word. Islam and 

this covenant, on the other hand, made guilt by association unaccept
able. The document says, "A person is not liable for his allies' misdeeds." 
No one can be held accountable for crimes committed by other people. 

This was very revolutionary in the tribal society, where historically Arab 

tribesmen engaged in endless acts of retaliation and revenge. 
Freedom of movement was protected, into and out of Medina. 

Except for criminals, all citizens were safe to enter and leave the city as 

they chose. We know this experiment did not last long, but clearly the 

intent was to have a multi-religious, multi-cultural society, multi-tribal 

society, where there is no imposition, but people cooperate and help 

each other. The people had moral autonomy. What I call moral auton

omy was recognized as essential for advancing human life and human 

dignity. 
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The commitment of a historical Muslim society to religious free

dom and the rule of law did not fade away after the passing away of the 

Prophet, but remained strong and firm centuries. The early Muslim 
community was cognizant of the need to differentiate law to ensure 
moral autonomy, while working diligently to ensure equal protection of 
the law as far as fundamental human rights were concerned. 

Thus early jurists recognized that non-Muslims who have entered 
into a peace covenant with Muslims are entitled to full religious free
dom, and equal protection of the law as far as their rights to personal 

safety and property are concerned. Muhammad bin al-Hasan al
Shaybani (9th Century) states in unequivocal terms that when non

Muslims enter into a peace covenant with Muslims, "Muslims should 

not appropriate any of the non-Muslims' houses and land, nor should 
they intrude into any of their dwellings, because they have become 

party to a covenant of peace, and because on the day of the Peace of 
Khaybar, the prophet's spokesman announced that none of the proper
ty of the covenanters is permitted to the Muslim. Also because the 
non-Muslims have accepted the peace covenant so as they may enjoy 
their properties and rights on par with Muslims."2 Similarly, early 
Muslim jurists recognized the right of non-Muslims to self-determina
tion, and awarded them full moral and legal autonomy in the villages 

and towns under their control. Therefore, al-Shaybani, the author of 
the most authoritative work on non-Muslim rights, insists that the 
Christians who have entered into a peace covenant have all the free

dom to trade in wine and pork among themselves, even though such 
practice is considered unlawful by Muslims.3 

Likewise, early Muslim jurists recognized the right of non-Muslims to 
hold public office, including the office of a judge and minister. However, 

because judges had to refer to laws sanctioned by the religious traditions 
of the various religious communities, non-Muslim judges could not 
administer law in Muslim communities, nor were Muslim judges permit

ted to enforce shari'ali laws on non-Muslims. There was no disagreement 

among the various schools of jurisprudence on the right of non-Muslims 

to be ruled according to their laws; they only differed in whether the posi

tions held by non-Muslim magistrates were judicial in nature, and hence 
the magistrates could be called judges, or whether they were purely polit-

- -

ical, and therefore the magistrates were indeed political leaders.4 
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Political Equality over Religious Solidarity 

There is an important dialogue taking place today within Muslim 
society, initiated by the Islamic Reform movement. This movement 
takes a leading role in criticizing traditional understandings of shari' ah
and of Islamic values, and strives to achieve reform in these areas of 
Muslim society. 

This movement has argued that we no longer live in a communal
ist society; we do not have communities that are autonomous and inde
pendent. In this context, the religious notion of "people of the 
covenant" is no longer valid as a political term, and we must see the 
non-Muslims in our midst as equal citizens under the law. When there 
was a communal structure of society, it made more sense to speak of peo
ple of the covenant in political terms; for example, a Jewish communi
ty, by having its own religious authority, also had its own law which was 
complete unto itself. There was no nation or state, no central authority 
within which the Jewish community operated, until Medina. And now, 
every free nation is like Medina, with legal system that binds all citizens 
regardless of religious affiliation. We are all one ummah, as were the 
Muslims and Jews under the Charter of Medina. 

Prophetic Principles over Prophecies 

I have spoken about the importance of elevating the notion of law 
over religious solidarity. Some may view this as an expression of secular
ism, and if secularism is defined as a way to ensure a multi-cultural, 
multi-religious society living in peace and harmony, then I think this 
could be correct. But far from being an anti-religious attitude, this "sec
ularism" is very Islamic. In fact, in the 9th century C.E. there emerged 
a school of rationalist Muslims, called Mutazilites, who were among the 
most enlightened thinkers in the history of Islam. But these people had 
an arrogance behind their thinking that caused them to try to impose 
their own will on society, which for a time they succeeded in doing. 
They were able to persuade the caliph to impose on society their own 
understanding of Islam; so for about two decades there was constant 
execution of people who refused to submit to the set of tests that were 
established by the caliph. Many Muslim scholars were killed, but ulti
mately opposition to the Mutazilite tyranny prevailed. The 11ucazilites 
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were overthrown, and in fact, in my view this was a major tragedy for 
Islamic thought: because of their arrogance, a superior system of ideas 
was lost. Because they thought they could use the state to impose their 
own interpretation of Islam on society, society refused their ways. And 
that was the end of an attempt by the state to adopt a specific interpre
tation or a specific code of Islamic law. So with regard to secularism, I 
submit that historically Muslim was a secular society, simply without 
pushing religion out of the public square; Islam is a secular religion in 
that sense. 

If we really are going to adopt the prophetic way as opposed to, 
using Dr. al-Hibri's expression, the satanic way-if we will use humility 
and persuasion instead of hierarchy and imposition-then Muslims will 
be essential partners in finding a set of principles to do this. We have a 
unique opportunity in this country, the United States. People of differ
ent races, different ethnic backgrounds, different religions can go out
side into the workplace and embrace each other. We respect each other. 
We walk with each other, we are neighbors and we are co-workers. This 
is because all of us recognize that there is a set of rules, there is a law 
that is feared and is above any particular community. It is a democratic 
society, but more than that, it is a society of law-of a fair, just law. Can 
we take this notion to the world? I think this country has the possibili
ty and t4e opportunity today; but to do it we must restrain our power. 
We must be willing to abide by international law, and if some have a 
quarrel with the terms of international law, let us lay our quarrels out on 
the table, but not simply violate or abide by that law according to 
whether it suits our particular situation. 

I think if we can do this, we can start transforming international 
society for the better. If we choose the other way, the way of sheer force 
without law or justice, I bdieve it would not only be the demise of this 
very short experiment so far, in which the United States has taken the 
lead of establishing international organization, international law-but 
could lead down the road into a very chaotic world for which the 
United States would pay a very high price. 

Those of us who believe in the notion of law, of justice, of digni
ty-not only for our own brethren, but for human beings everywhere
must prophetically lead our society in this direction. And although the 
current climate makes optimism difficult, I know in this country there 
are enough people committed to fairness and to the notion of law that 
we can move forward toward peace and justice with the grace of Allah. 
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PART II 

Religion and Violence, Religion and Peace: 
Study Guide 





INTRODUCTION 

"How many millions have been murdered in the name of 

religion!" 
"We know that when humans lose their moral compass, their 

faith in God, the unthinkable becomes possible."1 

These two quotations by Samuel Pisar a humanitarian, internation

al attorney and Holocaust survivor, illustrate a tension that disturbs the 

minds and hearts of all people in whose lives religion has a place. 

Religion can divide, oppress and incite human beings to violence, or it 

can unite, liberate, and call humanity to live in peace. Jews, Christians 

and Muslims have in recent years come together to proclaim that in 
rejecting the former, they can truly pursue this peace in a spirit of faith
fulness to their respective traditions. 

This Study Guide explores the questions about violence and peace 

faced by people of faith and those whom they encounter. It is not a cur

riculum unto itself, but aims to inspire further study, reflection, and 

most importantly, prayer and action in the pursuit of peace. The sec

tions are intentionally short to allow for individuals or students study 
groups to examine the important issues surrounding religion, violence 

and peace, in one-hour increments. 

The main source materials for this Study Guide are gleaned from two 
conferences ("Religion and Violence, Religion and Peace" in 1998; and 

"Pathways to Peace in the Abrahamic Faiths" in 2003) sponsored by the 
Center for Christian-} ewish Understanding of Sacred Heart University, 

Fairfield, Connecticut. The papers presented at the 1998 conference 
have been published by Sacred Heart University Press, in the 2000 vol

ume, Religion and Violence, Religion and Peace. The previous section of 

this volume contains the papers presented at the "Pathways to Peace in 

the Abrahamic Faiths" conference. 

For continued study and reflection, additional bibliographies and 

resources are provided in the Appendices of this Study Guide. 





Religion and Violence 

The twentieth century is often referred to as the most violent cen
tury in history. In the wake of two unspeakably bloody world wars, the 
Shoah, the conflicts of the second half of the century in Korea, Vietnam, 
and the Middle East, as well as the abominable genocides in the 
Balkans, Africa, Cambodia, and elsewhere, our memory of the century 
past indeed bears this out. Violence is the tragic milieu of historical 
world affairs, and remains the scourge of millions of families and indi
viduals the world over. 

Violence is a word bearing many different connotations. It can refer 
to physical combat, emotional subjugation, economic suppression, or 
other disorders and col:!flicts; the forms of violence are manifold. But 
can the origins and root causes of violence ever be adequately under
stood and acted upon in such a way as to cease it? Such a line of inquiry 
and study will be pursued in the search for understanding that can lead 
to peace. 

VIOLENCE AS CHOICE 

In the essay, "The Problem of Religion, Violence and Peace: 
Uneasy Trilogy," in Religion and Violence, Religion and Peace, the author 
writes, "Violence is the worst expression of humanity's freedom of 
choice."2 This assertion has three important implications. 

1. Violence is an action that is done by human beings.
2. Violence is freely chosen and despite nonviolent alternatives, it

is enacted anyway.
3. Violence is a transgression, contrary to life and the common

good.
First, despite its prevalence in human history, violence can be 

rejected by humans. The contingency of violence upon human action is 
the first and foremost point to keep in mind - a point that is central to 
religious exhortations to peace. Judaism, Christianity and Islam all 
emphasize the preeminent responsibility of human persons to discern 
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and cooperate with the divine plan in bringing violence to an end, for 
violence is of our own creation.3 Such a world view is rooted in the hope 
of God's promise of peace and the belief in the ability of people as God's 
creation to co-create a world of justice and law. Accordingly, the 
Abrahamic faiths have the ability to speak out in word and deed against 
notions of selfishness, greed, fatalism, nihilism and futility in human 
endeavors. 

Second, religious teachings and beliefs call forth an ethical com
mitment on the part of individuals and communities to work towards 
the reduction and eventual eradication of violence. But religion and 
violence have too often gone hand in hand. Why should we have to 
fear the emergence of violence from the religious traditions that con
sistently preach and teach its opposite? In the Christian Scriptures, 
Paul of Tarsus laments in Romans 7, "I find myself doing the very 
things I hate." He recounts his sins, and in this self-examination, he 
finds penitence and the hope for redemption. His instance could serve 
as an example for people of faith to examine their own traditions, and 
their own personal behaviors, in order that the seeds of violence be 
identified and rejected. 

Third, despite the obvious tear to the fabric of life and the common 
good, people choose to violently transgress against God, others and 
themselves. The Code of Hammurabi and the Lex Talionis were both 
attempts to limit violence from escalating into unchecked tribal blood 
feuds. The Ten Commandments (Exodus 20) also functioned to main
tain social order and helped to reduce the possibility for violence to 
erupt. The irrationality and selfishness of violence will always threaten 
the sacredness of life and the security of life in common. The establish
ment of the central place of law in a society is one of i:he highest 
achievements of humans in the pursuit of justice and peace, a develop
ment that religions have contributed greatly. 

For Continued Discussion 

Think about a personal experience involving violence. What can be 
learned from direct, first-hand knowledge of violence's causes and effects? 

Is it possible for violence to be completely overcome? Does your answer 
to this question, especially in light of religious beliefs, make a difference 
in your life and your actions? · ...: 
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If peace is the goal, why is it that religion is used as a weapon? What are 
the ways that we as individuals or as a nation can work to reduce vio
lence? 

Many religious believers hold that the evil in the world exists due to the 
influence of Satan or evil. Azizah al-Hibri discusses the Islamic inter
pretation of "satanic logic" in this volume and describes the ways that 
pride can lead to violence. If violence is influenced by forces other than 
human choice, then lasting peace will only be achieved through the 
assistance of God and frequent prayer. Compare these ideas to your own 
traditions regarding Satan or the devil. Do you see violence as a neces
sary part of the human condition, "satanic,i' or both? 

Reflections 

When the Lord saw how great was man's wickedness on earth, and how 
no desire that his heart conceived was ever anything but evil, he regret
ted that he had ever made man on th� earth, and his heart was grieved. 
(Genesis 6:5-6) 

Our rabbis taught: When the Egyptian armies were drowning in the sea, 
the Heavenly Hosts broke out in songs of jubilation. God silenced them 
and said, "My creatures are perishing and you sing praises?" (Babylonian 
Talmud, Sanhedrin, verse 39b) 

We know that all creation is groaning in labor pains even until now; 
and not only that, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the 
Spirit, we also groan within ourselves as we wait for adoption, the 
redemption of our bodies ... We know that all things work for good for 
those who love God, who are called according to his purpose. (Romans 
8:22-24, 28) 

Islam teaches that God has ordained that there be different religious 
communities on earth (49:13, 30:22), and that they must all respect one 
another (49:11). Discrimination is forbidden on any basis including 
religion, because it is God's will that there be different religions on earth 
until the Last Day. The Qur' an reads, "Unto every one of you we have 
appointed a different law (shari'a) and way of life. And if God had so 
willed it, He would have made you all one single community, but He 
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willed otherwise, in order to test you by means of what He has given 
you. So vie with one another in doing good deeds, unto Him you shall 
all return, and then He will make you understand all that on which you 
have differed." (5:48) 

Those who inflict violence or death on others assume the power over 
life and death. As such, violence is a display of idolatry. When people 
choose to act violently, they fail to acknowledge the value of life and 
fail to reverence the creation of God. 4 

VIOLENCE IN HISTORY AND RITUAL 

The anthropological theories of mimetic desire and scapegoating, 
developed by the French scholar Rene Girard, have exerted a dramatic 
influence on the sociology of religion in recent decades. Girard's 
research explores the foundational myths and sacred practices of soci
eties, with an eye toward the ways in which violence plays a role. His 
system of thought is complex, but can be roughly summed up in the fol
lowing points. 

Violence is nearly always present in the foundational myths of soci
eties and civilizations; well-known examples are the fratricides of Abel 
(Genesis) or Remus (Roman mythology). An intensive survey of such 
stories suggests that for societies to develop, something or someone was 
destroyed or killed. Many, if not all societies sustain internal concord by 
re-enacting the foundational violence, either in sacrificial ritual, or by 
the periodical "scapegoating" of a vulnerable member onto whom the 
society's anxieties and faults are projected. This violence against one or 
a few relieves social tension and provides at least a temporary unifica
tion of the remaining members. 

Scapegoating is driven by a psychological principle that Girard calls 
"mimetic desire," a behavior that begins in infancy with the imitation of 
one's parents' desires. It is a necessary part of development in the early 
years, because a child in order to survive must learn to desire things with
out cognitively knowing why they are desirable-for example, the ability 
to speak the parents' language. Mimetic desire, the fabrication of desires 
by imitation of others, becomes potentially violent in later stages, for the 
simple reason that it is a sub-rational behavior. If one desires something 
not because one has decided it would be good, but only because another 



RELIGION AND VIOLENCE "G\ 89 

person desires it, a conflict is likely to arise between the two. The con
flicts arising out of mimetic desire naturally continue to escalate. At this 
point, the crux of the theory comes into view: the easiest way out of the 
cycle of violence between the two parties is to identify another member 
of the community, someone as vulnerable and undesirable as possible, 
and they exercise their violent passions on him or her. This "scapegoat" 
is beaten, killed, or driven out of the community, and the conflict 
between the two parties subsides, until the next time.5 

The impact of Girardian theory on the study of history, as well as 
our experience of religion, raises important questions. The most horrif
ic crimes of genocide resemble very closely the Girardian behavior of 
scapegoating. The Nazis envisioned bringing about a new world order 
with the Third Reich, and the Holocaust was to be its foundational 
myth. Although the society they envisioned would never come to be, 
six million European Jews were methodically exterminated in the most 
terrible ways. Nazi propaganda resounded with language that identified 
the Jews as collectively guilty of widespread societal ills; the Jews 
became the scapegoat. They were as vulnerable as any other group 
would have been, and the Nazis succeeded in convincing the greater 
part of German society of their undesirability, by painting them as sub
human and devoid of dignity. As Gil Bailie puts it, "The Nazi ideolo
gists were trying to put the principle [that violence creates togetherness] 
to work in history. And they were not the last to do so.'>o 

Mimetic theory on the surface seems to conclude that violence is 
an inevitable fixture of human life. But recall that violence is voluntary; 
it requires a choice, and there are alternatives to it. Religion seeks to 
provide the alternatives. James G. Williams' paper included in this vol
ume from the 2003 "Pathways to Peace in the Abrahamic Faiths" con, 
ference, surveys the Hebrew Scriptures with an eye for the ways in 
which sacrifice and mimetic violence resemble one another, and in 
tum, how the stories emphasize the human responsibility in rejecting 
the violence in favor of fidelity to God. For example: 

The .. . episode that stands out is Abraham's near-sacrifice of 
Isaac in Genesis 22. It is very important in the Jewish and 
Christian traditions. It is an account full of richness and ambi
guity. I would simply stress that though it is not an explicit con
demnation of child sacrifice, it certainly must reflect a struggle 
with the problem. The story of Abraham is moved forward by 
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yearning to fulfill the divine promise, yet it turns out that it can 
be accomplished without violating the life of Abraham's son.7 

The interpretation of this Biblical story is indeed central to Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam, the Abrahamic faiths. If violence, mimetic or 
otherwise, is a sub-rational behavior that often grips human beings, then 
Abraham's story illustrates that a relationship with God can raise us 
above it. We are made more human (and humane) by our cooperation 
with the divine will and can break the cycle of mimetic violence; rather 
than turning our anxieties loose on a vulnerable scapegoat. 

Of note here is that sacrifice in Christianity carries a particular 
meaning. Christians believe that God, incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth, 
became an atoning sacrifice-a scapegoat, in a metaphysical and spiri
tual sense-for the sins of all humanity when he was crucified. The cen
tral event that Christianity reveres, then, is a violent sacrifice. 
Nonetheless, Christianity is a religion that teaches peace, but this par
adox is essential to the understanding of the Christian faith. Christians 
believe that the self-sacrifice of Christ makes liberation from violence 
possible. One's sins are forgiven, so nothing is to be gained by the blam
ing or scapegoating of another. 

For Continued Discussion 

What are the alternatives to violence when founding a new country or 
community? Are there any historical models to look to other than those 
that promote violence and conquest when starting a new community? 

Scapegoating was practiced in the past to temporarily free societies from 
escalating expressions of violence. The Abrahamic faiths teach that 
scapegoating is unacceptable and wrong and that violence towards 
human beings can no longer be seen as sacred. Why do some adherents 
still promote violence as an acceptable way to follow God, and what can 
be done to correct such misrepresentations? 

At various times in history, violence has sprung forth from the 
Abrahamic faiths. For Christianity, the crucifixion narrative has been 
grossly misrepresented as an injustice committed by the Jews of Jesus' 
time for which all Jewish descendants were guilty. This misrepresenta
tion was particularly pre�alent in medieval Europe, �nere Jews were 



RELIGION AND VIOLENCE -€> 91 

abused, ostracized and even killed by Christians who regarded them 
contemptuously as Christ-killers. Nostra Aetate, the 1965 declaration 
of the Second Vatican Council, repudiated this contempt and assert
ed the commitment of the Church to a relationship with Jews based 
on dialogue, trust and mutual respect.8 What are other historical 
wounds caused by religions need to be honestly discussed and healed? 

The scapegoat ritual described in Leviticus 16 required the high priest 
to annually send out a goat into the desert to die as an atonement for 
sin. Such a notion is illustrated in the Gospel ofJohn (11:15) where the 
high priest Caiaphas is attributed with saying, "It is better that one man 
should die for the people than for the whole nation to be destroyed." 
How do Christia�s properly understand this atonement theology today? 

What aspects of our faiths or religious practices or supposedly religious
ly-founded societies that tolerate dishonesty, slander, violence, war? Are 
there scapegoating mechanisms in place in the legal system of the 
United States and other countries where the overwhelming number of 
those in prison are poor, minorities and psychologically impaired? Is 
there any resemblance in societies that advocate capital punishment as 
a legal form of vengeance to ancient bloodletting sacrifices? Are these 
areas where Jews, Christians and Muslims should focus their efforts for 
civil and religious reform? 

Reflections 

When they came to the place of which God had told him, Abraham 
built an altar there and arranged the wood on it. Next he tied up his son 
Isaac, and put him on top of the wood on the altar. Then he reached out 
and took the knife to slaughter his son. But the Lord's messenger called 
to him from heaven, "Abraham, Abraham!" "Yes, Lord," he answered. 
"Do not lay your hand on the boy," said the messenger. "Do not do the 
least thing to him. I know now how devoted you are to God, since you 
did not withhold from me your own beloved son." Genesis 22:9-12 

There is a season for everything, a time for every occupation under 
heaven: 

A time for giving birth, a time for dying; 
A time for planting, a time for uprooting what was planted. 
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A time for killing, a time for healing; 

A time for tearing down, a time for building up .... 

A time for war, a time for peace. (&clesiastes 3) 

All who take the sword shall perish by the sword. (Matthew 26:52) 

God is a God of Peace and He is Peace Himself. As-Salam, peace, in 

Arabic is both the common greeting and one of the 99 Beautiful Names 

of God. (Sheikh Abdul Palazzi) 

War has made too many victims. It must be outlawed. There is no such 

thing as a holy war in Christianity, nor in Islam, nor in Judaism. Only 

peace is holy, for peace is the Name of G-d. Only the beautiful word of 
shal.om, peace, salam constitutes the greeting through which, when 
brothers meet, they call out the divine blessings. Shalom is the name of 

G-d. Salam is one of the 99 names of Allah. (Rabbi Rene-Samuel Sirat)9 

Permission to fight is given to those against whom war is being wrong

fully waged-and verily God has indeed the power to give them victory. 
Those who have been driven out from their homelands against all right, 

for no other reason than their saying, "Our Lord is God." If God had not 

enabled people to defend themselves against one another, then all 

monasteries and churches and synagogues and mosques-in all of which 

God's name is abundantly extolled-all of them would have been 

destroyed. And God will support those who support Him. (Qur' an, 
22:39-40) 

Once a man has begun to use violence he will never stop using it, for 
it is so much easier and more practical than any other method. It sim

plifies relations with the other completely by denying that the other 

exists. And once you have repudiated the other, you cannot adopt a 
new attitude-cannot, for example, start rational dialogue with him. 

Violence has brought so many clear and visible results; how then go 

back to a way of acting that certainly looks ineffectual and seems to 
promise only very doubtful results? So you go on using violence, even 

if at first you had thought that violence would be only a temporary 

expedient, even if you have achieved thorough change in your own or 
the general political situation. (Jacques Ellul, Violence: Reflections from 
a Christian Perspective) 



RELIGION AND VIOLENCE "G\ 93 

What difference does it make to the dead, the orphans and the home
less, whether the mad destruction is wrought under the name of totali
tarianism or the holy name of liberty or democracy? (Mahatma Gandhi) 

FUNDAMENTALISM AND VIOLENCE 

Fundamentalism is another pernicious attitude from which vio
lence can break out. Not all manifestations of fundamentalism are 
prone to violence; there are communities of fundamentalists, such as 
the Amish, who embrace strict pacifism. However, a majority of funda
mentalist movements are characterized by an ideological commitment 
to rigid religious tenets that promote a suspicion and antipathy toward 
those who do not hold the same things to be true. Martin Marty has 
studied fundamentalism and cautions how it can be ·a precursor to vio
lence. He details the cultural paranoia that generates a felt "need for 
reaction against threats to one's personal and social identity, [the funda
mentalist] having ordered a movement that creates boundaries and dis-
tances from 'the other.'" Marty goes on: 

Having chosen fundamentalistic approaches as defenses 
against modernity, what is next? Most movements see them
selves as chosen, as elect instruments to carry out divine pur
poses as they have been instructed to do in [selectively 
retrieved] sacred writings, or as recapturing ideal moments in 
the past. They use this chosenness or election against "the 
other." They know where history is going.10 

Marty acknowledges the subjective sincerity of many fundamen
talists; their concerns are truly felt and their zeal is genuine. Whether 
actual violence breaks out or not, fundamentalism sees itself as at odds 
with the world, "doing battle for the Lord.'' Violence is easily justified 
in this context, where all things foreign are seen to be essentially hos
tile-not only to the fundamentalist, but to God as well. Notably, 
Marty insists that relativism is not the antidote for fundamentalism: 

I like Gabriel Marcel's concept of counter-intolerance, which 
a fundamentalist will at least understand since he or she might 
not have any empathy for light tolerance. Instead of saying tol-
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erantly, "I don't believe much of anything and I expect you not 

to, and then we can live and let live," the counter-intolerant 

says and shows, "I believe something so deeply that I under

stand what your belief means to you, and I use the attachment 

to and comprehension of my belief structure as a warrant, a 

guarantee, of your own."11 

Such a commitment to one's own tradition facilitates approaching 

other traditions with a credible attitude of respect and allows for coher

ent moral objections to the violent excesses of the more malignant 

strains of fundamentalism. Consider Pope John Paul II's remarks on the 

subject of religiously motivated terrorism, given in Assisi on the World 

Day of Peace, January 1, 2002: 

Terrorism springs from hatred, and it generates isolation, mis

trust and closure. Violence is added to violence in a tragic 

sequence that exasperates successive generations, each one 

inheriting the hatred which divided those that went before. 

Terrorism is built on contempt for human life. For this reason, 

not only does it commit intolerable crimes, but because it 

resorts to terror as a political and military means it is itself a true 

crime against humanity ... To try to impose on others by violent 

means what we consider to be the truth is an offence against 

human dignity, and ultimately an offence against God whose 

image that person bears. For this reason, what is usually referred 

to as fundamentalism is an attitude radically opposed to belief 

in God. Terrorism exploits not just people, it exploits God: it 

ends by making him an idol to be used for one's own purposes.12 

For Continued Discussion 

What are the social structures, political-historical circumstances and/or 

economic realities that tend to spawn radical violent religious funda

mentalism? Are there realistic ways to intervene in such situations to 

reduce the possibility of violence? If so, how? What roles do religions, 

governments, and international organizations have in such work? 

In what ways are religious fundamentalism and violence linked? Who is 

able to authoritatively repudiate unlawful and immoral violent actions? 
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How can people of faith engage fundamentalists peacefully? When dia

logue is impossible, what constitutes a proper response to the challenges 
of religious and cultural fundamentalism? What does one do when vio

lence breaks out? 

Read the first reflection passage below by Martin Marty. Fundamentalism 
presents tempting answers to the questions of all believers. Identify the 

strains of fundamentalism that exist in one's own tradition, and think 
about ways you might be susceptible to the claims it presents. 

Reflections 

Protestant fundamentalism has tended to be doctrinal above all, while 

Catholic fundamentalism has concentrated on magisterial churchly 

teaching, as in nineteenth century papal documents. Jewish fundamen
talist movements concentrate on story (for example, its constituents 
like to tell stories of how God promised a specific land to Abraham and 

Moses and assured conquest through Joshua). And in Islam, the accent 

is on law and the literal application of laws in shari' ah, the body of law 
that appears as a kind of commentary on the Qur'an. (Martin Marty)13 

If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his 
cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, and 
whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. (Matthew 16:26) 

Selective literalism is a favorite practice of extremists on the one hand 
and those with secular tendencies in all religions, on the other. For 
example, extremist Muslims might read, "Fight the unbelievers," and 

stop. They omit the rest of the sentence, which says, "as they fight you." 
Unfortunately, they frequently apply this method to all of the fighting 
verses in order to legitimate their violence. (Amira Shamma Abdin)14 

All ethnic and nationalist claims, whether made in the name of 
Christianity, or Judaism, or Islam, or self-determination, or ethnic pride, 
or patriotism, or whatever other ideology is made to serve as a veil for 

violence. (Robert Hamerton-Kelly)15 

There shall be no coercion in matters of faith. (Qur'an, 2:256). 





Religion and Peace 

PEACE IN JUDAISM 

Even when Israel is surrounded by enemies seeking to ruin it, 

even when it is worried about its survival and the peace of the 

world which human folly may destroy forever, Israel must take 

upon itself its primary responsibility to be the light of nations, 
the announcer of good tidings, the peacemaker, the builder of 

the temple of universal brotherhood. (Rabbi Rene-Samuel 
Sirat) 16 

As dialogue among the Abrahamic faiths unfold in a new era of 

growing trust, friendship, and mutual enrichment, participants have 

identified a commitment to peace in the world as a central concern. As 

Rabbi Sirat asserts above, there is never a time or a place in which the 
Jewish tradition is silent about this peace. The Hebrew: word shalom, so 

far from being a simple greeting, is invoked as a name of God and an 
iteration of the covenant with Abraham. This word, shalom, peace, is at 

the heart of the Jewish faith and its identity with respect to the nations. 

Peace in the Hebrew Scriptures 

To live peacefully is to "live up to the noblest vision of [the] 

Abrahamic tradition," according to Rabbi David Rosen. 17 The tradition 

of which he speaks is grounded in the teachings of the Hebrew 

Scriptures. The following passages begin to illustrate the notion of 

peace that inhabits and nourishes the Jewish religion. 

Come and see the works of the Lord, who has done fearsome deeds on 
earth; who stops wars to the ends of the earth, breaks the bow, splinters 
the spear, and bums the shields with fire; who says, "Be still and confess 

that I am God! I am exalted among the nations, exalted on the earth." 
(Psalm 46: 9-11) 
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On that day they will sing this song in the land of Judah: "A strong city 
have we; He sets up walls and ramparts to protect us. Open up the gates 
to let in a nation that is just, one that keeps faith. A nation of firm pur
pose you keep in peace; in peace, for its trust in you." (Isaiah 26:1-3) 

Right will dwell in the desert and justice abide in the orchard. Justice 
will bring about peace; right will produce calm and security. My people 
will live in peaceful country, in secure dwellings and quiet resting 
places. (Isaiah 32:16-18) 

If your enemy is hungry, give him food to eat; if he be thirsty, give him 
to drink. (Proverbs 25:21) 

Here the tribes have come, the tribes of the Lord; as it was decreed for 
Israel, to give thanks to the name of the Lord. Here are the thrones of 
justice, the thrones of the House of David. For the peace of Jerusalem 
pray: "May those who love you prosper! May peace be within your ram
parts, prosperity within your towers." For family and friends I say, "May 
peace be yours." (Psalm 122:4-8) 

For Continued Discussion 

It is clear from the above quotes that peace in the Hebrew Scriptures is 
more than simply the absence of war. For the Biblical authors, what is 
peace, and what/who brings it about? 

Think about a personal experience where you felt at peace or experi
enced peace. What can be learned from direct, first-hand.knowledge of 
the causes and effects of peace? 

Will there ever be a time when all people on the earth are at peace? 
Does your answer to this question, especially in light of your religious 
beliefs, make a difference in how you live your life? 

Justice and Peace in Judaism 

Justice and Peace in Judaism are inextricably tied to one another: 
justice is the guarantor, the sine qua non of peace. By this logic, peace 
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cannot be defined as a mere absence of violence, or even a simple shared 

-foeling of fraternity. Rather, peace is what the rightly ordered society

enjoys, by ensuring the just fulfillment of obligations to God and among

the people. "Horizontal" justice, the lawful interaction between human

beings, and "vertical" justice, the fulfillment of covenantal duties to
God, are the pillars of this right order that ushers peace into the world.

The dictum "no peace without justice" has become proverbial 

today, cited as a first principle of international peace and amnesty 

organizations, governmental bodies, and religious authorities. Despite 

its widespread influence in world affairs, however, justice retains a spe
cial meaning within Judaism, because of the Jewish legal tradition, 

called halakhah. Unlike secular law, halakhic law is equally concerned 

with vertical justice (toward the Creator) and horizontal (between 
human persons). It contains not only the Law of Moses as found in the 

Torah, but also includes a vast corpus of rabbinic teachings about the 

ethical norms and moral directives by which Jews are to live. 

Halakhah: A Guide to Justice 

Halakhah is an overarching term, denoting the sum of the Written 

Law ( the 613 commandments of the Torah) and the Oral Law (rabbinic 

interpretations codified in the Talmud and Mishnah). Whether 

halakhah has only a "vote but not a veto" (Mordecai Kaplan, Not So 

Random Thoughts) 16 in contemporary Jewish ethical deliberation, or 
whether it remains binding even as it continues to develop (David 
Novak, The Role of Dogma in Judaism),19 the halakhic tradition has 

always held a central place in Jewish life. 

Jewish tradition affirms that conscience and moral knowledge are 

essential, but not sufficient for the construction of a just society; a bind

ing legislative ·structure is also necessary, which halakhah provides. 

Divinely instituted and seen to be the ideal guide to achieving justice, 

halakhah is absolutely binding as Rabbi Eliezer Berkovits explains: 

The same ethical code may be desired by society or God; the 

difference will lie in the nature of the obligation. The binding 

force of a code instituted by society or the state is relative; the 

force of the one willed by God is absolute ... All secular ethics 

lack the quality of absolute obligation. They are as changeable 
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as the desires and the wills that institute them; the law of God 

alone is as eternal as His will. 20 

The ritual laws and the so-called ethical laws ( the vertical and 

the horizontal) are not entirely different in nature or intention; this is 

because no dualistic distinction is made in Judaism between the body 

and soul. The two types of norms cross-fertilize one another. Norms 

like the dietary regulations and Sabbath injunctions help to train the 

body to submit to the requirements of the mind or inner "soul," which 

in turn disposes the person to act justly-to outwardly observe the 
ethical norms in society with others. Conversely, justice toward oth

·ers incites a desire for a transcendent and more fulfilling relationship

with God, which then is cultivated for its own sake through the ritu

al practices.21 Halakhah, then, is the legal framework of Judaism by

which humans learn to act with justice toward God and toward

humanity in a holistic way that orients that community to become

just and peaceful.

Jewish law is essential to religious Jewish communities the world 

over. The different approaches to halakhic observance range from the 

Orthodox position, that halakhah is always and everywhere binding for 

Jews, in its received form without modification, to the Reform and 
Reconstructionist approaches, which view halakhah chiefly as a useful 

source of inspiration in a developing tradition within which revelation 

continues to unfold.22 

Called to be a "light unto the nations," the people of Israel have 

always sought to put their special covenantal gifts to the service of the 

world. This principle underlies all Jewish ritual and observance, giv

ing it a transcendent direction in the history of the world. Halakhic 

observance is in one sense nourishes and strengthens Judaism's rela

tionship with God, but in another sense it fulfills the purpose of 

preparing Jews to undertake the task of tikkun olam, the sanctification 

and reparation of all that ails the world. As Rabbi Sirat's words at the 

beginning of this section make clear, a constant and hopeful commit

ment to peace is at the heart of tikkun olam. Rabbi Joseph Telushkin 

summarizes this well: 

Judaism believes that the purpose of Jewish existence is nothing 

less than "to perfect the world under the rule of God." Human 

beings are obligated to bring mankind to a knowledge of God, 
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whose primary demand of human beings is moral behavior. All 
people who hold this belief are "ethical monotheists," and thus 

natural allies of religiously committed Jews.23 

For Continued Discussion 

According to Judaism, peace is what a rightly ordered society enjoys, by 

ensuring the just fulfillment of obligations to God and others. What do 

you think are the starting points or fundamental principles in cultivat

ing a just and peaceful society? Are these similar/different from those 
presented here about Judaism? 

The Jewish principle that justice precedes peace can be interpreted in 
many ways on a communal and global scale, and indeed has been. 
Efforts towards peace are tried and tested in the real world. Discuss some 

contemporary issues where there is disagreement over the appropriate 

interpretation and application of justice in pursuit of peace. How does 
one negotiate such disagreements? Can the Jewish ideas discussed above 

shed any light? 

Judaism teaches that by fulfilling one's duties to God and one's neigh

bors, God's peace will be ushered into the world. What are the chal

lenges to practically living a life of faith seeking to prioritize and bal

ance "horizontal" justice between human beings and "vertical" justice of 
fulfilling one's covenantal duties to God? Would you think that this 
struggle common to all conscientious believers of the Abrahamic faiths? 

As it relates to the promotion of peace through justice, how do you 

understand the following passage as a Jew, Christian or Muslim? 

For the Lord, your God, is the God of gods, the Lord of lords, 
the great God, mighty and awesome, who has no favorites, 

accepts no bribes; who executes justice for the orphan and the 

widow, and befriends the alien, feeding and clothing him; so 
you too must befriend the alien, for you were aliens yourselves 
in the land of Egypt. (Deuteronomy 10: 17-19) 

Discuss the April 1994, passage by Pope John Paul II and its implications 

for peace among religions as a way to promote peace in the world. Do you 

agree? If so, how can you advance such cooperation and blessing? 
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Christians and Jews together have a great deal to offer to a 
world struggling to distinguish good from evil, a world called 
by the Creator to defend and protect life, and yet so vulnera
ble to voices that propagate values bringing death and destruc
tion. As Christians and Jews, following the example of the 
faith of Abraham, we are called to be a blessing for the world 
and it is therefore necessary for us, Christians and Jews, be first 
at blessing to one another. 

PEACE IN CHRISTIANITY 

Peace is a dominant message in the Christian scriptures. The word 
occurs 92 times and is found in almost every book of the New Testament. 
Similar in dynamic to the Jewish principle of justice, peace for Christians 
has a vertical dimension (God's gift of peace) and a horizontal expression 
(peace with others). T he vertical and the horizontal meet on the cross 
on which Jesus died as a voluntary sacrifice of atonem.enffor human sins. 
This is a sacrifice that Christians recall and make sacramentally present 
during prayer and worship. To prepare for such worship, Christians call 
to mind their sins and ask forgiveness from God and from each another. 
Also it is common during a service to exchange a sign of peace with one's 
neighbor in the hope that all may be made well through the peace of 
Christ. Some passages that illustrate these themes follow: 

Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. Not as the world gives 
do I give it to you. Do not let your hearts be troubled or afraid. {John 
14:27) 

But to you who hear I say, love your enemies, do good to those who hate 
you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. To the 
person who strikes you on one cheek, offer the other one as well, and 
from the person who takes your cloak, do not withhold even your tunic. 
Give to everyone who asks of you, and from the one who takes what is 
yours, do not demand it back. Do to others as you would have them do 
to you. (Luke 6:27-31) 

For he is our peace, he who made both one and broke down the divid
ing wall of enmity, through his flesh. (Ephesians 2:14) 
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Where do the wars and where do the conflicts among you come from? 
Is it not from your passions that make war within your members? You 

covet but do not possess. You kill and envy but you cannot obtain; you 

fight and wage war. You do not possess because you do not ask ... Draw 
near to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sin
ners, and purify your hearts, you of two minds. Begin to lament, to 

mourn, to weep. Let your laughter be turned into mourning and your joy 

into dejection. Humble yourselves before the Lord and he will exalt 

you. {James 4:1-2, 8-10) 

Canticle of Zechariah: 

Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, he has come to his people and 

set them free; he has raised up for us a mighty savior in the house of his 
servant David. As he spoke from his holy prophets of old, that he would 
save us from our enemies and from the hands of all who hate us. He 

promised to remember his holy covenant, the oath he swore to our 
father Abraham, to set us free us from the hands of our enemies so that 
we might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness all the 

days of our life. You my child shall be called the Prophet of the Most 

High, for you will go before the Lord to prepare his way, to give the peo
ple knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness of their sins. Through the 

tender compassion of our God, the dawn from on high shall break upon 
us to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death 

and to guide our feet into the way of peace. (Luke 1:68-79) 

The Early Martyrs and Nonviolent Resistance 

Early Christians under the Roman Empire faced an increasingly 

policy of intolerance and persecution for over two and a half centuries, 
culminating in the early fourth century with the empire-wide persecu

tions by the emperor Diocletian. The refusal of Christians to accept the 

religion of the Roman and the divinity of the emperor, as well as their 

active seeking of converts, placed them outside the law. Christians prac
ticed their faith in hiding, for suspicion alone was cause for their arrest, 

consignment to exile or execution. It is likely that tens of thousands of 
these early Christians were executed by the Roman authorities, until 
Constantine adopted the Christian religion for the Roman empire in 
the year 313.24 From these years of persecution, a tradition of nonvio-
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lent martyrdom sprang forth, a tradition that has found expression in 

movements for justice and civil rights even up to the present day. 
Cyprian, the bishop of Carthage who became a martyr in the year 258, 
writes to his diocese: 

You must follow the lessons, which I have preached and taught 

to you time and time again. Remain calm and peaceable. Let 

no one among you stir up any trouble for the brethren or offer 

himself up to the pagans of his own volition. But if a man has 
been apprehended and delivered up, then he has a duty to 
speak out, in as much as God who dwells within us speaks at 

that hour. He has shown that His will is that we should do 
more than profess our faith, we are to confess it.25 (Cyprian of 

Carthage, Letter 81) 

Cyprian was beheaded on September 14, a few weeks after 
Letter 81 was distributed. The martyr-acta (accounts of martyrs' lives 

and deaths) describe his demeanor in dying as "calm and peaceable," 
just as he preached to his people. It is important to note that 

although the vast majority of martyr-acta are of dubious historicity, 
documents such as the Acta Proconsularia, which tells of Cyprian, 

were composed by Roman notaries themselves and are thus seen to 
be reliable. Equanimity in the face of mortal danger, respect for one's 

own life (martyrdom should never be sought), and submission to the 
will of God are the distinguishing features of this tradition. Eileen 
Egan aptly notes, "The nonviolent response of the Christians to the 

evils heaped upon them was a mystery to those around them, and 

above all to their persecutors. It was not only a mystery but a mad

ness, a madness inexplicable without the example of the willing 

death on the cross. "26 

One of the most important early Christian texts, the Apologia of St. 

Justin Martyr, was submitted directly to the emperor Antoninus Pius in 
the mid-second century. Justin, in defending the right of Christians to 

exist in the empire, describes his own people as the epitome of a peace
ful community: "It is not right to answer fighting with fighting, nor does 
God wish us to imitate the wicked; but he has exhorted us to lead all 

men away from the shame and cupidity of the wicked by patience and 

gentleness."27 As Justin's traditional title indicates, his ethic of nonvio

lence did not save his life. Nor was that his intent. For men, women and 
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children such as these, death was not the end but a new beginning and 
its pains were seen as inconsequential in comparison to the eternal 
blessedness that lay ahead. The words of Thomas Merton illustrate this 
point in a modem context: 

Nonviolence is not for power but for truth. It is not pragmatic 
but prophetic. It is not aimed at immediate political results, 
but at the manifestation of fundamental and crucially impor

tant truth. Nonviolence is not primarily the language of effica
cy, but the language of kairos. It does not say, "We shall over
come" so much as "This is the day of the Lord, and whatever 
may happen to us, he shall overcome."28 

For Continued Discussion 

The New Testament understanding of peace carries the rich heritage of 
the Hebrew shalom and seeks to foster spiritual, mental, and physical 
well being. How can Jews, Christians and Muslims cultivate an environ
ment or social context in which relationships between men and women 

and God participate in God's plan for humanity's blessing and creation's 
flourishing? Discuss practical ways to begin with one's family and com
munity. 

The radical nonviolence of the early Christians was in direct juxtaposi
tion to the martial virtue extolled by Roman Empire. Discuss the extent 
to which the New Testament formed the lives of these Christians, espe
cially in the midst of a culture that diametrically opposed many of its 
central teachings. What can modern Christians learn from the martyrs' 
reliance on the teachings of justice and peace advanced by Jesus? 
Discuss the li_ves of courageous people, such as Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 
King, who are examples of believers responding to injustice. His April 
1963, letter from a Birmingham jail follows: 

Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil disobe
dience. It was seen sublimely in the refusal of Shadrach, 
Meshach and Abednego to obey the laws of Nebuchadnezzar 
because a higher moral law was involved. It was practiced 
superbly by the early Christians who were willing to face hun
gry lions and the excruciating pain of chopping blocks, before 
submitting to certain unjust laws of the Roman Empire. 
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The absence of violent conflict is not the fullest expression of peace, but 
it is an important precondition for justice to take root. Why isn't the 
cessation of violence in the world enough for Jews, Christians or 

Muslims? For the sake of harmony and peaceful co-existence, why is it 
not enough for believers to be quiet non-participants in the midst of a 

dominant culture that advocates values contrary to theirs? What ate the 

implications for historical revelation and interpretation, ethics, and 

hope in such a consideration? 

The Just War Theory: Insights and Problems 

The legalization of Christian faith in the year 313 ended the impe
rial persecutions, and at the same time paved the road toward the day 

when Christians would wield political power in the Mediterranean 

world. With political power came the responsibility to defend the popu

lace against aggression, making a categorical adherence to nonviolence 

all but impossible at the practical level of the state. Christian leaders and 

intellectuals formulated the beginnings of what is now known as the just 

war theory, which they regarded as an authentically Christian response 
to the realities of Christian society and the threats from abroad. 

St. Augustine (d. 430) exerted significant influence in the formu

lation of Christian just war theory. In a letter to Boniface he wrote, 
"Peace should be the object of your desire; war should be waged only as 
a necessity, and waged only that God may by it deliver men from the 

necessity and preserve them in peace. For peace is not sought in order 

to the kindling of war, but war is waged in order that peace may be 

obtained." In another letter to Darius he wrote, "But it is a higher glory 

still to stay war itself with a word, than to slay men with the sword, and 

to procure or maintain peace by peace, not by war. For those who fight, 

if they are good men, doubtless seek for peace; nevertheless it is 
through blood. Your mission, however, is to prevent the shedding of 
blood." 

Any interpretation of the Christian just war theory must acknowl
edge its purpose: to constrain, define, and codify the limits of morally 

legitimate force. Warfare, in this context, is never the goal, but remains 

as a possible duty after the exhaustion of all its alternatives. This 

approach must not be selectively applied to thwart this purpose of lim

iting and restraining the human inclination toward violence. 
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By the medieval period, Augustine's teachings would become the 

basis for law. The canon lawyers in medieval Europe devised a system by 

which the right to go to war (ius ad bellum) and the conduct of armed 

conflict (ius in bell.a) would be ascertained by a rigorous list of criteria. 

These criteria have changed as warfare has changed over the centuries, 

but the criteria remain largely the same today. A contemporary docu

ment, the Catechism of the Catholic Church, summarizes ius ad bellum in 

the following way: 

• The damage inflicted by the aggressor on the nation or commu

nity of nations must be lasting, grave, and certain;

• All other means of putting an end to it must have been shown to

be impractical or ineffective;

• There must be serious prospects of success;

• The use of arms must not produce evils and disorders graver than

the evil to be eliminated. The power of modem means of destruc

tion weights heavily in evaluating this condition. (Catechism of
the Catholic Church, 2309)

In brief, the ius in bello norms are: noncombatant immunity, by 

which civilians are spared as much as possible from the direct and indi

rect ravages of war; proportionality, by which objectives are met with no 

further force than is absolutely required; and right intention, by which 

the concern for peace with justice prevents indiscriminate violence and 

excesses that stem from immoral intentions in conflict. 

There are many who have objected to the use of the just war theo

ry as an authentic Christian response to violence. They say that light of 

the Gospel, warfare can never truly claim to be justifiable. Leo Tolstoy, 

in The Kingdom of God Is Within You, sums this position up simply: 
"Christianity, with its doctrine of humility, of forgiveness, of love, is 

incompatible with the state, with its haughtiness, its violence, its pun

ishment, its wars." John H. Yoder, in The Politics of Jesus, analyzes this 

position critically: 

The key to the obedience of God's people is not their effective

ness but their patience. The triumph of the right is assured not 

by the might that comes to the aid of the right, which is of 

course the justification of the use of violence and the other 

kinds of power in every human conflict; the triumph of the 

right, although it is assured, is sure because of the power of the 

resurrection and not because of any calculation of causes and 
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effects, nor because of the inherently greater strength of the 
good guys. The relationship between the obedi.ence of God's 
people and the triumph of God's cause is not a relationship of 

cause and effect but one of cross and resurrection. 29 

For Continued Discussion 

As noted earlier in Part II of this Study Guide, the Code of 

Hammurabi, Lex Talionis, the Ten Commandments and the establish
ment of just laws are vehicles to assist in reducing violence. Can we 

expect more from peace-making efforts than the reduction of violence? 
If so, what can we expect? If not, why continue trying? Should this dis

cussion be one of what we can hope for, more than what we can 

expect? 

Do you think that the just war theory and a commitment to Gospel non

violence are mutually exclusive? Is it a simple question of "realism vs. 

idealism," or can there be a conversation between these two positions? 

Read Eileen Egan's critique of the effectiveness of just war theory pro
ponents. Do you agree or disagree with her assessment? What might 

be other viable alternatives to the just war proponents or Egan? 

The just war conditions, as a means of preventing war or of 
lessening its brutality, have shown themselves to be irrelevant 

to the war-makers. Christians, their role in war always present

ed to them by the state as the enterprise of justice through vio

lence, have little choice but to join with their nation-state in 

judging and punishing ... The tragedy would be if God's cre

ation met destruction by the power and destructive will of 

humankind. The expression of this destructive will might well 

be a war undoubtedly declared just by its perpetrators. 

Individuals and groups of individuals (Martin Luther King, Gandhi, and 

others with their followers) have demonstrated the self-denial and suf

fering that strict nonviolence seems to require in the midst of adversar

ial power and injustice. Given the diverse make up of democracies, is it 

possible for an entire nation to operate with the same principles? Could 

there ever be such a nation? 
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Have you ever resorted to violence in self-defense or in defense of oth
ers? Have you ever confronted aggression with nonviolence? Think 
about these experiences and the necessities and choices that they pre
sented. 

PEACE IN ISLAM 

Peace in the Qur'an 

And if they incline to peace, incline thou also to it, and trust in God. 
(Qur'an, 8:61) 

If they let you be, and do not make war against you and off er you peace, 
then God does not allow you to harm them. (Qur'an, 4:90) 

The Jews and the Christians all who believe in God and the last day and 
do righteous deeds, shall have their reward with their Lord, and no fear 
need they have, and neither shall they grieve. (Qur'an, 5:69). 

And know that God invites man to the abode of peace. (Qur' an, 10:25) 

As for those of the unbelievers who do not fight against you on account of 
your faith, and neither do they drive you out of your homelands, God does 
not forbid you to show them kindness and to behave towards them with 
full equity, for verily, God loves those who act equitably. (Qur'an, 60:7) 

Peace be upon you and God's Mercy and His blessings. ( Obligatory form 
of greeting) 

Tolerance as a Principle of Peace 

In Arabic, islam is the word for "surrender" which also comes from 
the root SLM, from which also comes the word "salam," peace. The 
name of the religion Islam combines the meanings of surrender to God 
and peace. 

Similar to Judaism and Christianity, Islam views justice and peace as 
necessarily related. Peace is what the rightly ordered society enjoys, by 
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ensuring the just fulfillment of obligations to God and others. The Qur' an 
is a book of faith from which Muslims derive their laws, philosophy, ethics 

and theology necessary to constitute the kind of human society that God 
intends. The Qur' an is intended to be studied and interpreted in a holis

tic way. From the Qur' an, principles of tolerance and pluralism emerge as 
ways to achieve peace through just laws and societies. 

As noted above, in the Qur' an, it is said that God has ordained that 

there be different religions on earth (49:13, 30:22), they must respect 
each other ( 49: 11) and discrimination is forbidden on any basis. 
Freedom of religious belief is paramount in the Qur' an, which states, 
"There shall be no coercion in matters of faith" (2:256). Further, 
"Surely, those who have faith in this divine writ, as well as those who 
follow the Jewish faith, and the Christians and the Sabians, all who 
believe in God and the Last Day and do righteous deeds, shall have 

their reward with their Lord, and no fear need they have, and neither 

shall they grieve." (2:62 and also 5:65). 

Islam holds in highest esteem the values of tolerance and respect 

for all people including non-Muslims. Muslims are permitted to eat the 

food of non-Muslims and to befriend them as in-laws, relatives and 
friends (5:5) thus creating the freedom for cooperation and peaceful co
existence. God who is Just (one of the 99 names of God) has sent his 
guidance and light to every community on earth, each in its own lan
guage or way. God has made humans his vicegerents (2:30, 6:165) so 
that they could continue to do his work on earth. Humans are expect

ed to work for peace by protecting the values of equality, justice and fair 

dealings as ordered in the Qur' an-even between enemies or those one 

dislikes. The Qur' an reads: "O believers, be ever steadfast in your devo
tion to God, bearing witness to the truth in all equity; and never let 

hatred or enmity of any people lead you into the sin of deviating from 

justice. Be just, this is the closest to being God conscious." (5:8) 
The Prophet Mohammed was the first person to establish an 

Islamic polity in Medina, where he drew up what came to be known as 
The Constitution of Medina. In this document the Jews of Medina were 
declared to be "one community with the believers, they have their reli
gion and the Muslims have theirs" (n. 25). 

For Continued Discussion 

Is it possible and feasible to put the Islamic ethos of tolerance and 



RELIGION AND PEACE � 111 

peaceful coexistence into practice? What are the conditions under 

which such a polity could exist today? 

What can Jews and Christians learn from the period of the Golden Age 

in Spain where such an ethos successfully balanced peace and plurality 

among its community? 

How can Jewish, Christian and Islamic intra-religious dialogue benefit 

from the insights of tolerance and peaceful co-existence advocated by 

Islam? 

Jihad, Justice and Peace 

The complexities of sustaining an Islamic ethos over a long period 

of time in the face of competing and antagonistic political and military 

forces caused those with the responsibility to defend the populace to 

develop an authentically Islamic response to such threats. The Qur' an 

allows for Muslims to defend themselves in the face of aggression or vio

lence. Much like Christianity in its just war theory, Islam clearly speci

fies the defensive conditions under which violence or jihad in Islam is 

permitted. 

The word jihad comes from the Arabic root JHD, which means to 

exert effort, to strive, to struggle. There are 14 layers of jihad; the high

est or greatest of these is to struggle against one's own evil inclinations. 

Other jihads are described as one's efforts to make society more just 

through peaceful methods such as the jihad of the tongue or pen. The 

least desirable or smallest jihad is that with the sword. The Qur'an 

reads: 

Permission to fight is given to those against whom war is being 

wrongfully waged-and verily God has indeed the power to give 

them victory. Those who have been driven out from their home

lands against all right, for no other reason than their saying, "Our 

Lord is God." If God had not enabled people to defend them

selves against one another, then all monasteries and churches 

and synagogues and mosques--in all of which God's name is 

abundantly extolled-all of them would have been destroyed. 

And God will support those who support Him. (22:39-40) 
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Chapter 9 of the Qur' an deals with the challenges of war and vio

lence. God is opposed to war, although war is sometimes necessary: 

"Will you not fight a folk who broke their solemn pledges and proposed 

to drive out the Prophet and did attack you first?" (9:13). It is signifi

cant to note that Islam permits violence because of its possibility to 

defend the just society that God desires. Such a society is the best con

dition for equality and peace to flourish. 

For Continued Discussion 

Expansionist jihad is neither cited nor permitted in the Qur'an. Jihad 

with the sword should be limited to defensive purposes only. 

Historically, Judaism, Christianity and Islam have all waged expansion

ist wars in the name of God. How can the Abrahamic faiths learn from 

and be challenged by each other to remain faithful to God's desire for 

peace and justice? 

Can cultural, educational or religious programs be promoted in your 

community to build trust and respect while stemming the tide of 

those who would twist Judaism, Christianity or Islam into violent 

religions? What have others done from which you can learn? What 

can you do? 

What are the appropriate interreligious collaborations or programs 

where the authentic teachings of peace and justice found in Judaism, 

Christianity and Islam can be advanced? What are the opportunities in 

your community for such efforts? 

Concluding Reflections 

Most significant in this matter is the behavior of Western societies, and 

above all of their intellectuals, when confronted with the great collective 

crimes of our century. There exists ... an astonishing amnesia, as if these 

crimes were insignificant mishaps. We know, and yet we do not wish to 

remember. It is true that the memory of things past is susceptible to the 

opposite excess. It can become a kind of obsession that suffocates and sti

fles. We cannot develop here an analysis of the forms of remorse and the 

forms of guilt. It also happens that the indignant evocation of a distant 

past can serve as a kind of alibi for the hiding of a more recent past.30 
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Our generation is realistic, for we have come to know what man is real

ly all about. After all, man is that being who has invented the gas cham

bers of Auschwitz; however, he is also the being who has entered those 

chambers upright with the Lord's Prayer or the Shema Israel on his lips.31 
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APPENDIX 1: Suggestions for Further Reading 

This appendix offers sources directly related to the contents of this 
Study Guide. To the student who wishes to continue learning about 
religion, violence, and peace, these sources will be helpful but certainly 
not exhaustive. The volume to which this Study Guide is a companion, 
Religion and Violence, Religion and Peace (see below), is an excellent 
resource with which to begin further study. See Appendix 2 for web 
resources on interreligious issues. 
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Websites Concerned with lnterreligious Peace and Understanding 
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www.ccju.org 
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www.global-ethic.org 
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