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Summary:  There is a great need for all Americans – Muslim and non-Muslim alike to encourage peace, harmony and understanding among people of different faith traditions for global peace and prosperity. The result of such efforts is to build inclusive social communities that are genuinely appreciative of diversity of spiritual thought among people and to promote communities living together with their religious and other differences. The intended audiences are Muslims but the paper is also designed to give insight into ecumenical aspects of Islam to non-Muslims. Muslims should then better understand their role and obligations to participate in interfaith work of the 21st Century. Non-Muslims are able to appreciate Islam’s positive role in building modern societies that are inclusive and pluralistic.
Qu’ranic quotations and the ahadith (sayings) of Prophet Muhammad (pbuh
) are used to argue that Islam commands believers to find ways to get to know your neighbor and to work with others towards a just society.
A real life case study from Detroit, Michigan, is presented as a success story to learn from the experiences of Interfaith Partners who came together, in the aftermath of 9/11 terrorist attacks,  to build alliances and cooperative projects.
America is becoming increasingly diverse – religiously and racially. For peace and prosperity at home and to continue to play a leading role in a new world that is rapidly shrinking – America needs to promote and help build communities that are inclusive and accepting – at home and abroad.

The Holy Qur’an’s universal message is to set our differences aside and be part of the community of believers. We are asked to confirm the role of faith and belief in God as being the most important and inspirational factor governing human behavior – The Holy Quran urges: (5:2) “Help ye one another in righteousness and piety, but help ye not one another in sin and rancor: Be God conscience. For God is strict in taking account.”  Then the Qur’an clearly states “Let there be no compulsion in religion” (2:256) clarifying that a belief system is an individual option and it is up to an individual to believe in any religion or not.

In the 21st Century, interfaith work is no longer a forum simply for discussing theological issues, restricted to the clergy.  In order to involve the larger community, including educational institutions and public schools, the interfaith interaction has to be meaningful, geared towards an average individual. Such work needs to attract young and old – women and men alike, particularly the lay people and also those who may not believe in any religion. 
Participants in programs like these need to derive some personal satisfaction by engaging in dialog with people of beliefs different from their own. The forums need to revolve around social service projects, meaningful relationship building efforts with a goal of building communities that celebrate diversity and enjoy living with people of different beliefs and practices.  Peace, tranquility and economic prosperity will be sure to follow a population that is engaged. Thus the effort is to reduce the level of fear, hostility and ignorance and increase understanding, appreciation of variety in spiritual lives and living in peace with one another. Such opportunities are important, particularly for Muslims, as Islam is much misunderstood and maligned today. It is necessary for Muslims to give the message of Islam and its progressive world view while learning more about the traditions of their neighbors.
Interfaith work today is much more than just learning about the belief system of the other, as much as that may be a beginning point. It is also fair to say that the word ‘interfaith’ does not fully express this new form of dialog that is taking place today among people. The term may even be counter-productive for some. Contemporary interfaith work is not designed to convince the other or create an environment where everybody loses his or her faith values to accommodate a new spiritual order. The idea is to recognize the existence of a single Almighty God we all are ultimately accountable to or, if some so choose to, no God. 

What we call interfaith projects, if you think about it, promote understanding of culture, cuisine, language and race relations in America today as much as they teach about each others faith traditions – bringing people of various backgrounds together to break bread and build valuable longer lasting relations. Friendships are often developed among individuals, groups of people and families, especially when we have children and their parents come together. An interfaith project called ‘Re-uniting the Children of Abraham’
, developed in Detroit area, is a perfect example of it.

To accomplish this community building objective, it is necessary to form forums that are developed to provide opportunities to engage in discussions, to work together, to collectively develop universal principles to live by and to recognize people’s choice to pursue their own path in seeking their Creator or find satisfaction to their spiritual needs in their own way. Thus, the focus here is much more than a learning experience of practices and theology of world religions. It is to recognize and appreciate the mosaic of human experiences endowed to us by our Creator.

The Holy Qur’an outlines humanity as one family: (49:13) O People! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other not that ye may despise (each other). Verily the most honored of you in the sight of God is (one who is) the most righteous of you. And God has full knowledge and is well acquainted (with all things).To fulfill the Qu’ranic injunction to “know each other” and to “Help one another in righteousness and piety” we must undertake and participate in initiatives that are designed to build more inclusive communities that thrive peacefully – periods of the Golden Age of the Islamic Spain is a great historical experience. We may have the potential to build something that never was before: an American Golden Age; a new gift from the Creator through our hands today. At the same time, we also have the potential to move in the opposite direction if we don’t do our part – as it happened during the later period of the Golden Age in the Medieval Spain.

Muslims often site a tradition of the Prophet Muhammad – as a young man he witnessed a pact called Hilful-Fudool – a group of non-believing young men signing a treaty to promote moral values discouraging anti-social behavior in the pre-Islamic Mecca. The Prophet commented in later years of his life “If a similar pact occurs today, I would join it”. It is imperative for Muslims to join efforts that promote creative benefits pluralism offers to America, keeping in mind – God intended us to be different or He would have made us all alike. 

God sent multitude of prophets since Adam. If He expected all of us to have a single monolithic community– he would have made us that way. (5:48) ‘… To each among you have we prescribed a law and an open way. If God had so willed, He would have made you a single people, but (His plan is) to test you in what He hath given you: so strive as in a race in all virtues. The goal of you all is to God. It is He that will show you the truth of the matters in which ye dispute;’ Yusuf Ali in his translation of the meaning of the Holy Book
, commenting on the above verse, contends that the spiritual light is common to humankind but through laws and rules, its expression may take different forms among different people.
Muhammad (pbuh) was only a warner and a bearer of good news – (35:23-24) ‘Thou art no other than a warner. Verily We have sent thee in truth, as a bearer of glad tidings, and as a warner: and there never was a people, without a warner having lived among them (in the past)’. The Qur’an repeats this theme more than 30 times – repeating the concept more often than the number of sections the Qur’an is divided into. (46:9) Say: "I am no bringer of new-fangled doctrine among the apostles, nor do I know what will be done with me or with you. I follow but that which is revealed to me by inspiration; I am but a Warner open and clear."
Unless we engage both the non-Muslim and Muslim community with interfaith and intra-faith interactions towards social good and working for harmony, we will not be fulfilling our mission, serving as God’s steward on earth.

Helping build an inclusive society will not only build bridges of understanding among people but will also help recognize the importance of social justice, bringing about a positive political change for a better America. ISNA’s participation in an inter-religious coalition to raise level of consciousness regarding the plight of uninsured in America
 is just one such example.

It is also important to pursue a path of religious understanding today more than any other time as we have means of communication that instantly convey messages – including ‘misinformation’. If people of goodwill and those interested in building inclusive community do not take the lead in promoting better communal living, then those with the opposite agenda will give their message of division and hatred unrestricted, thus creating environments that are counter to peace and prosperity. Therefore, it is not a choice but an imperative to promote positive interfaith interactions. In the absence of authentic information delivered professionally by trained, sincere and experienced interfaith leaders, public then will consume false or half true information.

American culture is a dominant culture in the world. By creating a culture of inter-religious cooperation and harmony will then affect the cause of peace elsewhere in the world.

Interfaith Partners (IFP) – A case study in Metro-Detroit, Michigan.  http://www.nccj-mi.org/ 
Beginnings & the Vision: In the aftermath of 9/11, a group of Muslim, Christian and Jewish leaders in Detroit, gathered to plan for a prayer service for the victims of the terror attack, agreed that it is time to do more than organizing interfaith prayer services. Recognizing the September terror attacks on the twin towers, in New York, marked the first day of a new calendar, they embarked on setting up an organization to build from the ashes of that horrible event. The terrorist attacks of September 11th marked end of business as usual.  Though this was a profound and shaking experience for the entire nation, with a large Arab, Muslim and Jewish communities, Detroit experienced September 11th with an added intensity.  The religious and political communities reacted almost immediately to show solidarity, build trust and maintain community peace.  Prayer vigils and public events were held with clergy of all faiths involved.

That group is now known as ‘Interfaith Partners’. Andrus Foundation provided a substantial grant to hire congregational organizers and for other administrative expenses to launch the work of the group.

Interfaith Partners (IFP) decided to focus on congregations – as opposed to individuals coming together to discuss theological similarities as the primary interfaith work used to be in the past. IFP Board of directors now includes the Council of Islamic Organizations of Michigan, The Detroit Archdiocese, The Christian Communications Council of Metro Detroit and Windsor and the Jewish Community Relations Councils of Metro Detroit as the primary institutional stakeholders. The Executive committee is comprised of an institutional representative from the above institutions, a clergy representative from each faith and a lay leader/activist from the three faiths. More recently, the Abrahamic group expanded to include others from non-Abrahamic faiths. The larger Board, meets quarterly, and is designed to include leaders from all walks of life including media, government, business and other non-profit organizations.

It is time that we recognize our world community as the children of Adam and go beyond the narrow concept of Judeo-Christian or Abrahamic value systems. The world Ummah must include all the children of God.

IFP mission is to create a deeper understanding among the people of faiths and to improve social welfare through education, dialogue and cooperative service projects. The religious leaders of the various congregations that have come in touch with the group feel the spirit behind ‘Interfaith Partners’ efforts and concept. It shows that there is a need to build a common voice and to promote the spirit of Abrahamic tradition. 

Inspired by this ecumenical enterprise, many other efforts branched out – the most recent one is WISDOM (Women’s Interfaith Solutions for Dialogue and Outreach in Metro-Detroit) This women’s group strives to empower and give women opportunities to listen to each other, respect each other’s differences, and take action towards change. Women invite other women to join their journey towards celebrating Detroit’s religious diversity, while expanding and intensifying their knowledge about each other in order to dispel myths, stereotypes, prejudices, and fear that exist with lack of understanding.

As in any major metropolitan area the life of the city is a complex interweaving of political, social, economic, cultural and religious dimensions.  Interfaith Partners seek to address both the local/regional aspect of the interfaith interactions and the national and global connections that affect Detroit and can in turn be affected by what we do here.  The focus is on the religious dimension of our lives, with an explicit awareness that the religious dimension can and must connect creatively with the other dimensions of our community fabric. An interfaith Arts and Culture group has sprung up with the help of IFP. The possibilities are now seen as limitless.

IFP recognized that the transition would not lead us into an ideal world by any means.  There will continue to be crises that will threaten the fabric of our community, both from within our metro area and also from the world of which we are a profoundly connected part.  So a network of community leaders was envisioned, including religious and political figures, which would have established enough trust so that such crises can be quickly and effectively responded to.  A glimpse of that potential was seen in the way that smaller network of relationships was able to react to the events of September 11th.  Since then the program expanded to many other parts of the community.  IFP organized discussions on very difficult issues in which trust was built to at least talk even if there were strong disagreements.

IFP vision has a global aspect. Detroit was seen as a place with a potential for giving a gift to the humanity.  They were impacted by the world but they have people with key connections to the lines of the most serious conflicts facing this era.  CBS nationally televised a documentary on their interfaith work in the South East Michigan on 4/28/05. The documentary also highlighted successful resolution, through IFP efforts, of a potential conflict in Hamtramck, Michigan – Islamic Call for prayer broadcast over loudspeakers caused divisions locally.

The bridge building efforts of IFP creates a safe-space, a “sanctuary,” in which differences and commonalities can be explored and experiments in ways to build common ground and reconciliation can be pursued.  Relationships were established and structures enabling communication between Detroit and key places of conflict, such as the Middle East, were built so that the potential for these explorations and experiments can be realized.

Operational Principles of Interfaith Partners:

1)     Cooperative projects targeted toward the South East Michigan residents who may need social services, housing, education, public transportation or justice remediation.

2) Interfaith partners focus primarily on congregations and councils representing the various faith and peoples of the area for volunteers and steering committee members.

3) Partners interspersed work projects with theological reflection.

4) Absorb synergies and partner with others with similar mission
. 

Goals for Interfaith Partners in carrying out the vision:

1.  Develop an effective regional network among congregations for interfaith dialog and cooperation, building upon what is already in place.

2.  Access the spirituality of the varieties of religious tradition among us so as to strengthen our total community-building efforts.

3.  Equip community leaders with skills for community conflict transformation and reconciliation work.

4.  Mobilize people in congregations for extensive work in community transformation.

5. Engage in joint community-building initiatives that cross religious lines
.

6. Build linkages with bridge-building initiatives such as in the Middle East for mutual encouragement and support.

7. Take advantage of the various programs (i.e.: Abrahamic Salons
) as they come up.

Some IFP programs and cooperative ventures:

· Religious Diversity Initiative for the middle school kids attending public schools
.

· Walk2gether – supported by major corporations and the area congregations. Once a year join a walk in Detroit as people of diverse backgrounds.

· Spiritual solutions to non-violence inspired by the story of a woman from Atlanta who talked a killer into surrendering. A conference for law enforcement personnel and others.

· Interfaith Blood drives organized at various houses of worship.

· Habitat for Humanity – interfaith cooperation. President Carter visited an interfaith house highlighting an HH blitz. 

“Reuniting the Children of Abraham” (RTCOA) … toolkit 4 peace  

Recipient of the 2004 National Conference for Community and Justice Community Service Award

2005 Vanguard Award from Woman in Communication

2006 Interfaith Partner Award Council of Islamic Organizations of Michigan

Featured as a Network Special on CBS and Bridges TV

“Reuniting the Children of Abraham” originally was a workshop and theatre production that brought Christian, Muslin and Jewish teens together to discuss their fears, hopes and dreams. Theatrical presentations were made in partnership with the NCCJ (Now MRDI) Interfaith Partners and the Mosaic Youth Theatre. With a grant from Fetzer Institute, the project has been transformed into a transportable, multi media resource.  RTCOA has proven it is possible to break down the barriers of ignorance, fear and hate across religious, cultural, and racial divides – it is an inspirational and transformational vehicle that builds bridges of understanding. RTCOA… toolkit 4 peace includes a 40 minute documentary, traveling exhibition and power point presentation on stereotyping and frequently asked questions about Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, that was created with the University of Michigan Arts of Citizenship Program, and funded by the Michigan Humanities Council. The toolkit 4 peace also includes a step by step  guide of a how to implement the program in communities, schools or religious institutions, as well as  inspirational support material; prayers, songs, envisioning peace exercises, testimonials and various workshop formats. The evaluations from audiences and participants have been unequivocally positive. RTCOA has opened hearts that were closed off in fear and hate.

FEED BACK AND SUPPORT

Religious Community

The program has received unconditional support from the Jewish, Muslim and Christians communities across all racial divides. It is a vehicle that is supported and is being utilized by all religious denominations. 

Educators

Teachers have expressed their enthusiasm to have balanced and visually exciting information on both stereotyping and the frequently asked questions about the three Abrahamic faiths. What was very significant was the list of commonalities that the participants created as part of their workshop experience. Humanities Councils, and RTCOA was a featured program at the November 2006 annual conference in Louisville Kentucky. RTCOA and a featured story in the MHC spring newsletter. Also the MHC has made their quick grant program available to anyone who would want to bring RTCOA to their school, religious institution or community in Michigan. 

Media responses
RTCOA was featured as special on both CBS and the new National Muslim TV network Bridges. In Rochester, Minn. RTCOA was featured on both local stations 6 and 10 o clock news. In Detroit we have had across the board coverage from all Detroit and suburban papers and local TV. RTCOA is a feature story in the spring Kirk in the Hills Presbyterian Church and Michigan Humanities Council newsletters.  

� Peace be upon him.


� See details on page 7 at the end of IFP case study.


� The Meaning of The Holy Qur’an, Abdullah Yusuf Ali


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.isna.net/index.php?id=35&backPID=1&tt_news=837" ��http://www.isna.net/index.php?id=35&backPID=1&tt_news=837� 


� Michigan Round Table for Diversity and Inclusion (MRDI � HYPERLINK "http://www.nccj-mi.org/" ��http://www.nccj-mi.org/�  , WISDOM � HYPERLINK "http://www.interfaithwisdom.org/" ��http://www.interfaithwisdom.org/� , Pathways to Peace Foundation � HYPERLINK "http://www.thechildrenofabrahamproject.org/" ��http://www.thechildrenofabrahamproject.org/�. M.O.S.E.S.


� Spiritual solutions to violence conference


� .Bruce Feiler. � HYPERLINK "http://www.pluralism.org/research/profiles/display.php?profile=73433" ��http://www.pluralism.org/research/profiles/display.php?profile=73433� 


� RDI a program originally funded by Skillman Foundation and now paid for by several public school districts in Oakland County, Michigan, is designed to take middle school kids on a ‘Journey’ of mosques, churches and temples to teach about other faiths. It is known children of middle school age form their prejudices at this age.
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