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Is there any good news out there? Can any of us remember a time when each day seems to bring a news story bleaker and more upsetting than the previous day?

Last year, when my son, Micha, was studying in Israel, he told me that he liked going online to read the Washington Post in search of insignificant, banal stories just to take his mind off of the pressure-cooker that was all around him by virtue of living amidst the tensions in Jerusalem. Remember the good old days, when the antics of Ming Ling and Ling Ming, the pandas were front-page news? In vain, it seems, we searched for signs of reassurance that life is reverting to normal. Alas, one can no longer search the pages of the Washington Post to read stories about unimportant events that do not seem to affect anyone.

In fact, I found it interesting that more people spoke to me or wanted to be sure that I had seen the column by Marc Fisher in this past week’s metro section than any other article I can recall in recent years. Fisher visited the Islamic Education Center, not far from here, on Montrose Road, near Seven Locks. He interviewed students, as well as the principal and let their words speak for themselves. It was alarming to hear the words of the students. They were filled with venomous hatred, and regardless of the topic – even if he tried to engage them in discussion of issues significant to teenagers, such as dating or acne problems, somehow, the discussion always reverted to a diatribe against Israel. Not surprisingly, the principal of the school, a few days before the September 11 attack had expressed a vehement litany of incendiary accusations against Israel and the Jewish People.

The kind of indoctrination that goes on there, and in other mosques around the country does not surprise me. Just the week before, the Saturday edition of the New York Times reported on sermons heard in mosques around the world at last Friday’s services – their “shabbos”, so to speak. Suffice it to say, that the sermons, from London to Africa, as well as throughout the Middle East were all a call to arms against the big Satan, America, and a little different than what is preached in most synagogues on shabbos.

How much this contrasts with the teachings heard in Jewish schools and synagogues, as well as churches and Christian parochial schools. At our local Jewish Day School, for example, as well as in our own religious school, we emphasize the importance of pluralism and tolerance. Every Passover, we remind people that we do not recite the full hallel, or drink a cup of wine, because we lament the loss of life of our enemies, of those who sought to destroy us.

But while it is important that we be faithful to the ideals of Judaism, it is also important that we help people to confront reality, however contrary to our preconceived notions it may be. We like to think that everybody is like us, that the essence of all religions and faiths is to teach peace and to advocate understanding.

The truth of the matter is, however, that there are many strands within the Moslem religion and among many practitioners, which have a tendency towards violence, intolerance of non-Muslims, and support the tenet that they must evict non-Muslims from Moslem lands. This predilection may not represent all Moslems, and may even be a minority, but it is a significant proportion, and is much more prevalent then Peter Jennings, Colin Powell, or for that matter, most Americans, wish to admit. Scholars of the Islamic religion and the history of Islam who are courageous enough to dare to share publicly their research document these facts and history. The lack of democracy, the lack of free press, and the repressive nature of the regimes in Moslem nations around the globe are among the worst kept secrets in the world. We do ourselves a disservice when we attempt to rewrite Moslem history or ideology to conform to what we want it to be.

The nations of the world need to know what they are confronting, and need to understand that this is what Israel contends with every day.

And so, perhaps, we may feel at times, tempted, like the hero of this week’s Torah portion, Noah, to build an arc and retreat from the world.

As many of you may know, Noah gets mixed reviews in classical Jewish sources. Noah, by the way, was not Jewish. We know this, because Abraham, the first Jew comes along ten generations later. But we also know it, because he built this arc, all by himself, using the instructions and measurements detailed in the Torah. So I know he couldn’t have been Jewish, because the three most frightening words for a Jew are when you buy something, bring it home, open up the box, and the manual says, “some assembly required.”

Does the story of Noah have something to teach us?

Noah was a man who saw massive destruction all around him, who saw a corrupt society, and who did not succumb to it. We can learn from him the importance of courage and bravery, of speaking truth and doing what is right, even at the risk of being a lonely voice for justice. For when all is said and done, through his care for the animals, and his preservationist instinct, he insured human survival. Today we must also struggle to preserve the blessing of God’s world as well by speaking truth and not being afraid to challenge those who seek to destroy the world.

