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Cairo trialogue: christian/ moslem, jew 
Harold Schulweis 

Three of us, a Moslem imam, a Presbyterian minister 
and I, a rabbi, have returned from an intensive 10-
day visit in Egypt, during which we met with a num-
ber of key Egyptian religious and political figures, 
The implications of those meetings far exceeded our 
original intention to promote inter-religious tria-
logue among the three monotheistic traditions. The 
experience confirmed the values in the power of the 
word in meeting and the potentiality for religion to 
help prepare the ground for peaceful co-existence. It 
suggested alternate ways for Jews and non-Jews, with-
in and without Israel, to effect the climatic change 
essential to political negotiation in the Middle East. 

During our stay in Egypt, we were granted two pri-
vate audiences with the Grand Imam and Rector of 
Cairo's Al-Azhar University, Abdul Halim Mahmoud, 
recognized in the Islamic world — Sunni and Shiite — 
as the leading authority on Moslem scripture and law. 

We met privately and at length with Pope Shenouda 
III, Patriarch of Cairo and Pope of Alexandria of the 
Coptic Orthodox Church. During those meetings 
more than pro forma exchanges of inter-faith good 
will took place. 

Our stay in Egypt was not limited to private meetings. 
We were interviewed for some two hours by a distin-
guished journalist for the Arab Rose Elyosof news-
paper and appeared on national Egyptian television. 
The latter program was shown on prime time (Sun-
day, July 24, channel 5) as a segment in the popular 
talk show "International Club," hosted by Samir 
Sabri, Egypt's well known movie and television 
celebrity. Our segment, originally scheduled for 15 
minutes, lasted close to an hour. Prior to that appear-
ance, we met privately with Abdul Moneim el-Sawy, 

President Sadat's Minister of Culture and Informa-
tion, with whom I engaged in open and even heated 
discussion. 
Interreligious Dialogue takes on New Dimension 
A word about how this all came about. A year ago I 
was approached by Dr. A. Muhsin el-Biali, a citizen of 
Egypt, spiritual leader for Moslems on the West Coast 
of the United States, to join him and Dr. George B. 
Grose, a Presbyterian minister, in an inter-religious 
dialogue. Dr. Grose is originator and founder of this 
trialogue which seeks to deepen the relationship be-
tween the monotheistic religions of Judaism, Chris-
tianity and Islam and to lecture on the religious and 
moral foundations of the three faiths before religious 
and secular audiences. 

I accepted their invitation because I have long felt 
that the waning inter-religious dialogue since the late 
60's is a serious detriment to Jewish and humanitar-
iafi interests. Additionally, I cherished the notion of 
establishing a relationship with a Moslem leader, 
particularly one who had publicly condemned the 
terrorist massacre in Munich. Moreover, none of us 
was blind to the possibilities which such inter-reli-
gious dialogues may contribute towards peace in the 
Middle East. 

Out of our mutual interests and joint encounters grew 
a friendship and a resolve to bring our work to the 
attention of spiritual leaders in the Vatican and the 
Middle East. While the Egyptian government would 
not allow el-Biali to go to Israel, that would not pre-
vent our going to Egypt to confer with Islamic and 
Coptic leaders. 

Gaining Entrance into Egypt 
Arrangements for our Rome and Cairo meetings were 
made by Drs. Grose and el-Biali. We were to meet in 
Rome and then together fly to Cairo. Dr. el-Biali first 
flew home to Egypt, and I to Israel to visit my child-
ren at Kibbutz Beit Hashittah and to see my newborn 
sabra grandson, Yonathan. Upon arriving in Rome, 
we received an urgent telex from our Moslem collea-
gue advising us to cancel our plans to come to Egypt 
and to proceed with our business in Rome. In Rome 
we read of bombings that had taken place in Ataba 
Square, the site of one of Cairo's main bus stations, 
and that an extremist Moslem sect, Takfeer el-Hejira, 
had kidnapped and later assassinated the Egyptian 
Minister of Religious Endowment, Mohammed Hus-
sein Zahabi. We surmised that el-Biali was concerned 
for our safety and that the introduction of Jewish 
and Christian theologians in Egypt at this time could 
be used by orthodox Moslems as evidence of Sadat's 
unorthodoxy. 
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We had relied upon Dr. El-Biali to wave the wand for 
my entry. Unable to contact our Moslem colleague, 
who was somewhere in Egypt for further informa-" 
tion, Dr. Grose and I decided to gain visas for Egypt 
on our own. We approached the Egyptian Embassy in 
Rome and were told to fill out the visa applications 
which included such items of information as religion, 
profession and purpose of visit. I filled out the visa, 
indicating that I was Jewish and a rabbi. My passport 
witnessed to my prior visits to the State of Israel. 
While Dr. Grose's visa application was immediately 
approved, the secretary looked at my application, 
then at me and then again at the application form as 
if to test her sense of congruence. She suggested we 
see the Egyptian consul, Shadia Shoukry, who, ex-
amining the application, broke out in smiles of in-
credulity and judged my application as "impossible." 
We both explained the nature of our visit, Dr. Grose 
offering testimony to my character and benevolent 
intention. We insisted that we speak to the Egyptian 
Ambassador. While Consul Shoukry could not arrange 
such a meeting at short notice, she offered to speak 
with him herself. She picked up the telephone, en-
gaged him in an intense Arabic conversation and 
finally announced that the Ambassador authorized 
the granting of a visa for me. 

Proposal for a Reciprocal Exchange of Scholars 
In Egypt, Dr. Grose and I stayed at the Hilton Hotel 
overlooking the Nile. Two Egyptian plainclothesmen 
wearing revolvers were stationed near the elevator of 
our hotel floor and kept 24-hour duty throughout 
our stay. 

We made contact with our Moslem colleague who ar-
ranged our first meeting with the Grand Imam. The 
rector of Al-Azhar received us politely and ordered 
tea and coffee to be brought in. He fingered his string 
of 99 beads, each bead corresponding to another at-
tribute of Allah, and noted the neglfect and even dis-
tortion of Islamic tradition in the West. Through Dr. 
el-Biali, who served as our interpreter, { proposed a 
reciprocal exchange of scholars to overcome the ig-
norance and misconceptions of our traditions. Could 
not Islamic ulemmas offer courses at Jewish and 
Christian seminaries and, reciprocally, could not Jew-
ish and Christian theologians offer courses in their 
respective traditions at Islamic seminaries such as 
Al-Azhar. While Dr. Mahmoud agreed to sending 
Islamic scholars to the United States, he could see no 
purpose in arranging reciprocation. From his percep-
tion, Islam already accepts Judaism and Christianity, 
Moses and Jesus, and both traditions are taught at 
Al-Azhar. It was a position we would hear expressed 

repeatedly. I asked him who it was that was teaching 
Judaism, and he answered that the instructor was an ; , 
Islamic faculty member. I respectfully pointed out '! 
that for the same reasons that he was not satisfied 
with non-Islamic scholars teaching the Koran and -
Islamic theology, I would question the wisdom of 
having the Bible and Judaism taught through Islamic > 
eyes. Dr. Grose, speaking for Christianity, agreed that ' 
scholarship aside, it lacked the authenticity which ( 

comes from the exposition by an identified believer. 

Leader feels Judaism not always Taught Best by Jews 
Dr. Mahmoud added the observation that as a student I 
at the Sorbonne he had heard lectures on Judaism j I 
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from Jewish instructors who did not present Judaism 
in the best light. In short he advised that Judaism, 
taught by Al-Azhar scholars, would be better off in 
Islamic hands. I suggested that there must be Muslim 
scholars whose reading of Islam he would similarly 
find objectionable, but that, at any event, those 
teachers of Judaism sent to Egypt would be qualified 
and selected by his Jewish counterparts. While the 
Grand Imam agreed to take the proposal under con-
sideration, his answers were grounded in the classic 
Islamic position which views the Koran as offering 
the corrected version of Old and New Testament his-
tory. As Dr. el-Biali put it, the Koran wap the "last 
edition." I argued that the claims of Judaism as "the 
first edition" or the Koran as "the last edition" were 
not pertinent to our intention of overcoming the ig-
norance which veils us from each other. Such ex-
changes should preclude theological one-upmanship 
or conversionary design. Dr. Mahmoud laughed aloud 
at the mention of conversion. I suspect that he had 
Christian missionary movements in the Middle East 
in mind and was sensitive to their conversionary zeal 
in Moslem countries. Creating dialogue in the East 
requires the same patience and persistence it called 
for and still demands in the West. 

Several days later at our second meeting with the 
Grand Imam our discussions were more relaxed. We 
were greeted as old friends. Dr. Grose proposed that 
leaders of the three traditions proclaim days of 
prayers for peace to coincide with the Geneva Confer-
ence. Dr. Mahmoud agreed to my suggestion that he 
compose a prayer for peace to be added to the others, 
an ecumenical act which would encourage the nego-
tiators in their search for peace. 

Explaining Zionism as a Counterpart to "Ummah" 
At a separate meeting, the Coptic Pope Shenouda III 
accepted both proposals for theological exchange and 
the prayer for peace in the Middle East. The Patriarch 
of Cairo cautioned that initially the exchange should 
be limited to theologians and only later to students 
and that at least in the beginning the congruent ele-
ments of our faiths be stressed. He indicated that his 
caution derived from personal experience. On the 
wall of Pope Shenouda's impressive study was a 
framed inscription of Arabic calligraphy. I asked the 
patriarch its meaning and he explained that it was a 
verse from Isaiah, "Blessed be Egypt." I admired the 
beauty of the script but observed that the enframed 
verse was incomplete. Missing were two concluding 
parts: "And Assyria the work of My hands, and 
Israel Mine inheritance." Pope Shenouda good 
humoredly pointed to the wall and replied, "You see, 
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it was such a small frame." He embraced and kissed 
each of us. 
With Mr. Rizk, the Egyptian journalist of Rose 
Elyosof, the question of the distinction between 
Zionism and Judaism repeatedly arose. I tried to ex-
plain the inter-relationship as analagous to that be-
tween Islamic theology and the importance of 
"ummah" or peoplehood. Islam and Judaism are 
more than religious ideologies and ritual practices. 
They are holistic expressions of civilizations which 
embrace the economic, political and social well being 
of Dar al-Islam and Beit Yisrael. From that organic 
view of "religion," it should not be difficult for 
Moslems to appreciate the Abrahamic covenant of 
God and land and people. In this sense, Zionism was 
not born a century ago but has its roots in the Bibli-
cal promise to the father of many peoples. 

Recognizing Mutual Fears Breaks the Ice 
With Dr. El-Sawy, the Minister of Culture and Infor-
mation, the exchange was sharper, more political. The 
discussion took place in the presence of my two col-
leagues and Mohammed Abdul Jawwad, director of 
the Middle East News Agency. For Dr. el-Sawy Zion-
ism was an alien, European intrusion which dispos-
sessed the native Arabs of Palestine. To every histori-
cal event legitimizing the Jewish state that I men-
tioned, he replied by asking rhetorically by what 
right Lord Balfour had to declare a Jewish homeland, 
or by what right did the League of Nations mandate 
the land to Great Britain, or by what right did the 
United Nations ordain the partitioning of Palestine. 

We were at loggerheads. The argumentation seemed 
endless and unproductive. Non-verbally my colleagues 
indicated their unease with the way the conversation 
was going. I turned to Dr. el-Sawy to tell him that I 
had not come to make debater's points and that his-
torical events were differendy interpreted and 
weighted by us. My interest now was not in arguing 
over what occurred in 1917, but in exploring what we 
can do in 1977. What shall be done now, given the in-
controvertible fact of Israel's presence and the terrify-
ing possibility of a fifth war. As quickly as the con-
versation shifted from past claims and counter-claims 
to the pragmatics of the present and future, Dr. el-
Sawy's tone changed as well. 'Truly, why should we 
spill our children's blood? Our economy is drained by 
the preparations for war. Why do we need such wars?" 
I assured the Minister that having just come from 
Israel I heard his precise sentiments expressed by 
Israelis. "I know my people and I know how deep is 
their desire for peace here and now." 'Then let them 
jpve back the land," he resumed. I spoke about Egyp-



tian fears and Israeli fears. The Libyan-Egyptian out-
break had been announced that morning by President 
Sadat, and Dr. el-Sawy was sensitive to border 
threats. I asked him,"Would you counsel a country to 
deal with terrorists or to give them sovereign status in 
your midst knowing their hostility towards your ex-
istence? Should you not be apprehensive over Libyan 
or Soviet influence in such a dependent state?" He 
replied that granting autonomy and power to govern 
makes even extremists responsible leaders. In a lighter 
mood, I told him that taking such risks was obviously 
easier for Egypt than for Israel. However heated the 
meeting, and the unanticipated course of events it 
took, we parted with a friendlier and more apprecia-
tive understanding of our positions. What we heard 
was not only the rhetoric of loyalty but a confession 
of our vulnerability, of our felt fears of threats to our 
security. We were more than powers flexing our 
muscles. We were fathers of children. 

A Sensitive Hour of Statesmanship "on-the-air" 
The television studios were located in a sandbagged 
government building, guarded by soldiers. The tele-
vision crew at channel 5 was intently interested in 
this program. There was more than the novelty of 
firstness, the appearance of a "Zionist" rabbi wearing 
his skull cap at this audio-visual presentation of three 
religious leaders sitting side by side. What was heard 
was a trialogue without conversionary or triumphalist 
airs. We each spoke of our similarities and differences 
and the need to understand the other. In a society 
raised on the notion of Islam's supremacy and singu-
lar truth such a pluralistic presence based on mutual 
respect was not a prosaic event in Egypt. I praised 
President Sadat's statement earlier that week addres-
sed to the Islamic Societies Conference which stressed 
that Islam is a religion of tolerance, commended 
Sadat for his statements that week which foresaw full 
diplomatic recognition of Israel and cultural exchange 
with Israel. Emphasizing Israel's desire for peace, I 
quoted in Hebrew and English Isaiah's prophetic 
prayer, "In that day shall Israel be the third Egypt 
and with Assyria, a blessing in the midst of the earth." 

The enthusiastic response of those in the crowded 
television studio was not feigned. Mr. Samir Sabri 
who conducted the hour-long interview with sensiti-
vity was obviously moved. He perceived us as apoliti-
cal, spiritual statesmen. On camera he spoke of the 
need of people to transcend their political and mili-
tary leaders in their cries for peace. "War," Talley-
rand wrote, "is much too serious to be left to the 
generals." 

Egyptian on-the-street has Warped View of Israel 
On the evening of our departure from Egypt, 
Mr. Sabri came to our hotel to bid us farewell. He so 
clearly understood the potentialities of the trialogic 
relationship that I proposed that he meet with his 
Israeli counterpart in the United States to speak to-
gether, not- of "politics," but of their artistic inter-
ests and their concern for peace. He agreed to partici-
pate in such an exchange and was far from averse to 
having such a conversation before the public media. 
He has been invited by the United States government 
and plans to be here in September or October. 

From cab-drivers and store-keepers to cabinet minis-
ters, all received my expression of Israel's desire for 
peace and the recognition of her fears and needs for 
security with marked interest. Intentions for peace 
and Israel's concerns for its own security, so obvious 
to us, were heard as novel revelations by Egyptians 
who perceive Israel only as an awesomely competent 
military power with expansionist appetites. We must 
not lend ourselves to such caricaturing. I left such 
meetings convinced that power is a necessary prere-
quisite for dialogue but barely sufficient for the 
making of pease. Words are important, and expres-
sions of concern for security and peace ought not be 
dismissed as rhetoric or feared lest they be taken as 
signs of weakness. 

Religious exchanges can pave way for political ones 
What was accomplished by our trip? We signed no 
peace treaties and changed no borders. But there were 
small breakthroughs. On the basis of these experiences 
in Egypt, I feel encouraged to offer a number of pro-
posals which bear on the possibilities for future re-
lationships. 

1. Religious and cultural exchanges need not wait for 
the political and military negotiations to be resolved. 
Such exchanges are needed now, antecedent to the 
diplomatic negotiations, needed to create some am-
bience of understanding and trust which ultimately 
is the prerequisite for political rapprochement. 
Meetings such as those we three experienced should 
be increased and wherever possible expanded to in-
clude other Arab states. I assume from our reception 
that the door to Egypt is not completely shut. 

2. The time for direct encounters on political affairs 
may be unsuitable today, but religious dialogue may 
be more feasible. In an oblique fashion such theologi-
cal interchanges may prepare die ground for other 
kinds of dialogue. Religion has earned an unsavory re-
putation as a divisive force in human relations. It may 
now have an opportunity to serve as a unifying instru-
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ment in a world whose secularity has produced no 
prouder record for reconciliation. We must not be 
bound by stereotypic thinking which precludes reli-
tion's functioning as a healing agency in a part of the 
world where tradition wields great power. 

The Trialogue: More Potential than Dialogue 
Coming from a secular society in which state and re-
ligion are separated, I must confess not to have fully 
appreciated the centrality of religion in Moslem so-
ciety. As our stay in Egypt lengthened, it became 
clearer that our religious exchanges were far more 
than cheerftd exercises in inter-faith civility. In the 
context of Middle East conflict, inter-religious con-
tacts present a serious opportunity to affect social 
and political relations among peoples tragically iso-
lated from each other by intimidating word and wea-
pon. There is no easy analogue between three-way 
inter-religious exchanges in the East and the inter-
faith encounters in the West. For all its limitations, 
the latter has a history of ecumenism nurtured in 
pluralistic societies which has matured considerably 
especially during this last decade. The former is in its 
embryonic stage but today carries in it far weightier 
political consequences. The theology and pragmatics 
of trialogue can not be cavalierly treated as an admir-
able but irrelevant amenity. 

does that make me an anti-Semite? 

The trialogue must be cultivated over the more con-
ventional two-way dialogues particularly in the 
Middle East. In this sensitive area, any combination 
of the faiths which excludes the third appears as an 
alliance against the eliminated third. It raises suspi-
cions of accommodating collusion. However circum-
spect the arrangement, the excluded tradition is made 
to feel an outsider and an obstacle to dialogue. The 
trialogue represents a hopeful model of relationship 
in the Middle East. 

Trialogue should get Started within Israel's Borders 
It is noteworthy that the National Council of 
Churches has recendy set up a task force on Christ-
ian-Moslem relations whose purpose is to provide a 
Christian forum in which different approaches to 
Islam and Moslems can be explored and experienced. 
It is imperative that within and without Israel anala-
gous Jewish bodies be organized for spiritual states-
manship but with an eye to include all three reli-
gious traditions. Israel is here to stay in the Middle 
East. Understanding and relating constructively to the 
community of Islam and Christianity is essential for 
Israel's present and future co-existence with her 
neighbors. 

3. For the moment, it may be that non-Israeli Jews 
have easier access to the political enemies of Israel 
than Israelis do. If so, Jews of the diaspora and their 
leaders ought to be encouraged to promote peace in 
the Middle East without interfering with the political 
and diplomatic politics of the State of Israel. 

4.1 do not know whether such a religious trialogue 
functions within the State of Israel today. I do know 
that there are within Israel's borders sensitive reli-
gious leaders of the three faiths who have the courage 
to begin such inter-religious explorations. Among the 
Israeli youth there are Christians, Moslems and Jews 
who might well welcome the opportunity to share 
some common spiritual life experiences for the pur-
pose of laying the foundations of peace. 

Changing Enemies to Friends is the Way to Peace 
5. There is a mind-set which is understandably sus-
pect of any dialogue with the enemy. A traumatized 
memory inclines to see all adversary relationships 
through the single lens of the holocaust. It is a tragic 
but precarious way of seeing the world. First, because 
not all enemies are cut from the same cloth. Second, 
because demonizing the enemy only serves to para-
lyze the energies which seek reconciliation. Cynicism 
freezes accumulated hatreds into immorality and dis-
courages die imagination from discovering new ways 
towards peace. Santayana's aphorism that those who 
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refuse to remember history are doomed to repeat it is 
incomplete. Those who see history alone may simi-
larly be doomed to repeat it. To see the past as the 
inevitable portent of the future is to deny the possi-
bility of real change and choice. Where history is con-
verted into eschatology, all efforts to overcome the 
past seem foolhardy. Faith and pragmatism converge 
against the cynical wisdom which predicts that "the 
thing that hath been, it is that which shall be." 

What did we learn throifgh these personal apolitical 
engagements? That there is something to be done for 
peace by people not governmentally involved; that 
there is a power in meeting, if only in that sworn 
enemies may catch a glimpse of the humanity of the 
other; that there are alternative routes towards peace. 
Strength and security are no enemies of dialogue. The 
enemy must hear the resoluteness of my will to live 
and see the toughness of my armour but he must also 
learn that beneath it lies a heart which means peace. 
The rabbinic sages defined the true hero as "one who 
can change an enemy into a friend." Indispensible for 
such heroism is the revelation that the enemy to be 
won over is a human being. At the conclusion of 
every silent (Amidah) prayer, Jews bow to the right 
and to the left as they recite the concluding prayer 
for peace. A hasidic interpretation explains that the 
liturgical gestures instruct us to search high and low, 
in new places and old, for alternate ways towards 
peace. 

In defense of the right to be separate 
Reuel Shinnar 

I was surprised that all the respondents to my article 
(Sh'ma 7/138) agreed with my basic claim that par-
tial separateness is desirable and that we have to start 
thinking about its implications and consequences. 
Leo Pfeffer argues that my claims about present 
trends that endanger this right are erroneous and that 
our situation is better than ever before. I fully appre-
ciate that Jews in this country enjoy a degree of 
equality, freedom and judicial protection that has had 
few equals in Jewish history.. This puts a double obli-
gation on us to preserve these rights for future genera-
tions. I hope I made it clear that I speak about trends 
which already have caused us to lose ground. The 
other discussants seem to appreciate this. 

What surprised me most was that there was almost no 
discussion of my statements with respect to our stand 
on civil rights. Rabbi Lamm mentioned the problem 
of forced desegregation of Williamsburgh, but other-
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wise there was no comment. This is regrettable as this 
is the most imminent danger and it allows us to focus 
clearly on what degree of separation our society can 
permit. 
Jews are Entitled to a Fair Share of Public Welfare 
Most of the criticism was directed towards my sug-
gestions as to how to deal with the problems of edu-
cation and public welfare. As the latter is somewhat 
easier to deal with I will start with it. I raised a speci-
fic problem as an example: the old Jew who requires 
a nursing home which not only provides Kosher food 
but also an atmosphere of sabbath observance and a 
minyan. The only way this can be provided for him is 
in an institution which gives preference to such Jews. 
Twenty years ago, only private charities provided 
such services. Today, N.Y. State to give the local case, 
provides these services (on a large and expensive 
scale) and we all pay high taxes for them. I specifi-
cally stated that the state should not pay for any of 
the religious services provided, but it should provide 
basic services under conditions that do not compro-
mise his religious needs. 

Rabbi Lamm agrees with me and suggests that the 
support should go to the individual. A very good pro-
posal. He also questions if the state will be able to 
afford it. This is not my concern here. Whatever the 
state can afford, this old Jew is entitled to his share. 
Mr. Goodman states that there are still ways to deal 
with the problem under present laws, but admits 
that it is becoming more difficult. He also makes the 
sensible suggestion that rather than writing laws that 
allow direct subsidy of separated institutions, we 
should see to it that present laws are written and in-
terpreted in a way that allows us to live with them. I 
fully support that. 

Even the Courts must be Open to Change 
Leo Pfeffer does not mention the old Jew. For him 
it is obvious that he has to be supported by private 
charity. It would be both unconstitutional and im-
moral to do otherwise. I am an expert on neither law 
nor morality. But there have beeq other experts such 
as Alexander Bickel who maintain that our present 
Supreme Court has often far overstepped its rights in 
interpreting the constitution. And once society recog-
nizes that there is a justified claim here, the court's 
interpretation of the constitution could conceivably 
change as it has in other areas. I have even more 
problems with the claim that allowing the old Jew to 
benefit from his share of welfare is immoral. While 
others have a right to it, he is a second class citizen 
dependent on private charity. I appreciate die moral 
problems raised by Leo Pfeffer. In Kantian ethics, 


