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I shared my sermon’s title in the eletter this week, “The Mosque Near Ground Zero and Its Lessons for Us as Jews and as Americans.”  I have had more conversations with more people about this topic at lunch, at dinner, at coffee, in the locker room, among colleagues, and on the internet; than I have had about any other subject in a very long time.   It is a difficult subject, laden with high levels of emotion and vitriol.  I find it exceedingly unpleasant, and it seems that no matter what I might say, it sounds wrong and feels wrong.  So I waited.  I waited a long while.  I thought maybe I could duck for cover or hide over this issue.  It is August and it is hot and the economy is bad and people are grumpy.  Leave it alone and it will go away.  But the drumbeats are getting louder and louder and the rhetoric more and more ferocious.  So I will do the exact opposite of what a good preacher should do.  I will lay out this sermon in reverse order.  I will give you the answer first, then the arguments, and then the lessons for us as Jews and Americans.  And finally I will conclude with some Torah.  And of course, you are free to agree or disagree with me.  This is America, you are smart people, and you are entitled to your own opinion.  And if you disagree with me, find a way by Yom Kippur to forgive me.  Few rabbis love their congregations more than I love you.

The answer:  With great sadness, I have come to the sorry conclusion that the Mosque and Islamic Community Center would be better served were it not built at its proposed location.  Even though Imam Feisel Abdul Rauf’s organization already owns half the property, outright, and even though it has unanimous permission from New York City’s Landmarks Heritage Preservation Commission, I believe the Imam would be best advised to abandon this particular project.  Were he to ask my opinion, I would say, “Call it a day.  You wanted the building to help unify Americans, to build up the stature of Muslims in American, and to be a monument to reconciliation in the aftermath of 9-11.  This project, Cordova Place, will be none of these.  It will be a bone of contention and unhappiness for a very long time.  You can win the battle, but find yourself waging the war for a very long time.  Pack it up.  Move it somewhere else.  I’m sorry.”

The arguments:  You have heard them.

For the project:  This is America.  Our Constitution protects the free practice of religion.  The First Ammendment to our Bill of Rights reads as follows:  “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof. . . “  Just what about this line is so difficult to understand?   Our Constitution does not set one religion above another.  This project has been approved by the local authorities.  This project is much more than a mosque.  It is meant to be a community center, catering hall, pre-school, and house an education program to unite people from all walks of religious life.  It is not on ground zero.  It is two blocks away.  There is a mosque in the Pentagon.  So what could possibly be wrong with building an Islamic community center in this area, between the strip clubs and liquor stores?

Opposing the project:  You have heard these too.

This project reflects a callous insensitivity.  Three thousand people died there, killed by Islamic extremists who flew their planes into our buildings in the name of Allah.  Americans still mourn them.  And Muslims are still trying to kill us.  We have to take our shoes off before we board an airplane because Muslims try to kill us.  We have to be vigilant against our enemies, and our enemies are Muslims who attack us and our way of life to promote their brand of Islam.  They want to take over our country and drive us back to the Middle Ages and impose Sharia law upon us and abridge our freedoms.  And now they want to impose themselves upon this sacred ground where they killed so many Americans in their brazen attack.  I should say not!

And we are torn apart because both of these arguments ring true.  And the fact is that it is difficult indeed to argue against those who oppose the project.  They have cast America as Islam’s eternal victim, and it is difficult to argue against the passions of victimhood.  In America, victims always seem to hold the trump card in any debate.

So if Imam Rauf were to ask my opinion, I would say, “Don’t build it there.  It will not bring you any happiness.  You will have to worry about security, and this project will always be mired in controversy.  Twenty years from now, you will be fighting this same battle one way or another.  Even though I believe that it is right for you to build on the property that is two blocks away from the World Trade Center, it would not be a wise thing for you to do.”

Now for the lessons:

My friends, I am so saddened to say what I just said about the proposed Islamic Center, because I know that it is wrong, and I know that it is un-American.  Because as a Jew, I know what it is like to be told that you don’t belong here.  I know what it is like to have our synagogues suspect and our people not permitted to join the exclusive clubs or attend the finest universities or become residents or fellows in the prestigious teaching hospitals or attain their rightful place in the boardroom or the corner law office.  I know what it is like to be treated as an oddity, or as a subject for suspicion or derision.  I know what it is like to live in America with all the rights and privileges that all the other Americans have and to be told by some with loud and obnoxious voices that we are somehow apart from our society, that we are not quite what they are, and that we abide here only because they tolerate us, that we are in our own home the guests of others.  I know what it is like to be a Muslim here in America because I am a Jew in America.  We have been here longer.  We are more established.  We are better organized.  And no one from the Jewish people is set to attack the United States of America in the name of our religion.  In these ways, we Jews are different from the Muslims.  But still, down deep, freedoms denied one group of Americans are freedoms denied to us all.  And down deep, when we breathe in the foul air of suspicion against a group we do not know, we harken back to uglier times in American history when others shouted us down.

In the 1930’s, Father Charles Coughlin, a Catholic Priest from Detroit, spoke on the radio.  He had as many as 40,000,000, listeners to his weekly broadcasts, one third of the country, before he was taken off the air at the start of World War II.    Father Coughlin railed against President Roosevelt and Great Britain, and sympathized with Hitler and Mussolini.  He vomited hatred against Jewish bankers and Jewish media moguls and Jewish Communists who, he claimed, exerted undue influence on President Roosevelt for their own financial advantage at the expense of the nation’s well being, and who were trying to draw America into another war with Europe.  He blamed the Russian Revolution on Godless Jews who persecuted millions and millions of Christians.  And that the Nazi persecution of Jews in Germany was a reaction to Communism and to the persecution of these millions of Christians at the hands of these Jews.  Jews, said the Catholic Priest, were concerned only for their own interests.

My parents and grandparents were alive during these broadcasts.  These broadcasts terrified both the Jewish communal leadership and the common Jews sitting by the radio throughout this difficult decade.  But here is the funny thing.  Pieces of what Coughlin said were true.  Henry Morganthau was Roosevelt’s Treasury Secretary.  Arthur Hays Sulzberger was the New York Times’ publisher.  Leon Trotsky did lead the Russian Revolution.

Like all demagogues, Coughlin was not entirely wrong with his facts.  But he used his facts to draw conclusions that were so vile and so un-American and so hateful.  Surely it is true that some Jews gamed the system to their financial advantage.  Do you mean to say that only Jews game the system?  My great grandfather fixed shoes for a living.  He didn’t have a nickel to game anything.  Surely it is true that some Jews had great influence over the media.  My grandfather had a little bench down on 47th street where he made diamond rings with his own two hands, not quite a lucrative profession during the Great Depression.  The reason why Coughlin was an anti-Semite was because not every Jew was a Morgenthau or a Sulzberger or a Trotsky.  And Morgenthau and Sulzberger and Trotsky did what they did not because they were Jewish, but because they were good at government or publishing or revolution.  You and I cringe at the fact that Bernie Madoff is Jewish.  And you and I know that we are not Bernie Madoff, and that we live more ethical lives.  And you and I know that Father Coughlin was a hateful anti-Semite, and you and I know that not every Roman Catholic priest hates Jews.

So my friends, what bothers me most about this national shouting match is that we have seem to have lost our ability for discernment.  Are we able to say that one Jewish crook does not mean that Jews are crooks?  Are we able to say that one Roman Catholic anti-Semite does not mean that Roman Catholics are anti-Semites?  And are we able to say that even though the world has plenty of Muslims who want to do us harm, not all Muslims are terrorists.  Can we find a way to be discerning—to figure out that while some are horrible, most are not?  And can we not differentiate between the two?

I am proud of my patriotic bona fides.  And I am proud of the fact that I have battled Muslim extremism in my own way.  I know full well that some of the Muslims in this world hide behind the cloak of their religion to do horrible things like flying airplanes into buildings in lower Manhattan, like blowing themselves up on buses in Jerusalem, like exploding car bombs in crowds of shoppers or religious pilgrims in Iraq or Pakistan, or like setting off bombs in London’s Tube or Madrid’s light rail or on a Russian intercity train track.  I am not denying or downplaying the threat that these elements within Islam pose to us.  We must resist these people with every fiber of our being.  And there are Muslims even within this small burgh of Birmingham, Alabama that I want nothing to do with because I don’t trust them and I will not work with them.

I have also met Muslims who were great in spirit and kindness.  I am proud to have had the Bosnian Mufti, Mustafa Ceric here at Temple Emanu-El several years ago.  I am proud to have met many Muslims in Turkey who are kind and decent, even though I am sorely troubled by the Turkish government’s position against Israel.  I am proud to have met Muslims in Bangladesh and India and Malaysia who were gracious in their view of others and deeply faithful and respectful of other religions.  The caretakers I met for the Magein David Synagogue in Calcutta are Muslims.

There are Muslims and there are Muslims.  There are Jews and there are Jews.  There are Christians and there are Christians.  There is a world of difference between Mother Theresa and Pat Robertson, between Timothy McVeigh and Rev. Steve Jones and Eric Robert Rudolph and Rev. Ed Hurley.  We are meant to be discerning, to be able to tell the difference.  There are Jews and there are Jews.  There are Christians and there are Christians.  There are Muslims and there are Muslims.  And we are called upon to tell the difference between them.  Amid all the shouting, that call has gotten lost in these cranky dog days of summer.

Now for Torah: At its core, this Torah portion, Ki Tavo, is about discernment.  Know the difference.  When they enter the Promised Land, the Israelites are told to divide into two.  Half are to stand on the Mount of Blessings and half are to stand on the Mount of Curses.  And the priests would place themselves in the valley and shout out the blessings that would come to them and the curses that would befall the people if they refused to follow God’s commandments.  And the people would say, “Amen!”  They were meant to tell the difference, to be able to discern between the blessings that come their way and the curses, which also can befall them.  And then Moses tells them, “v’lo natan Adonai lachem lev la’da’at, v’aynayim lirot, v’oznayim lishmhoa ad hayom hazeh.  God had not given you a knowing heart, open eyes and listening ears until this very day.”  But the implication is that now, Israelites, you have heard the blessings and the curses.  You are ready to move forward.  You now have a knowing heart, open eyes and listening ears.  You can discern between the blessings and the curses.  You know the difference between right and wrong.  You can make the distinctions that matter for the benefit of all.  Be a blessing.

And that is why I am saddened by this episode in American history.  We are not the better for this debate, such as it is.  We have lost our ability to discern between right and wrong, to understand the differences between the good and the evil.  We are hurting ourselves and our fellow Americans and our own Jewish interests.  This is not America at its best.  In this instance, we have lost our knowing heart.  Our eyes no longer see and our ears no longer listen.  It is not a good place to be.

Don’t build the mosque at 51 Park Place.   Go build it someplace else.

Isn’t that a sad day for our country?

Shabbat Shalom 
