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Professor Talmon has had many important things to say, and I am 
afraid his paper was on such a continuously high level that the high level 
of it tended to obscure the special profundities, which it also contained. 
And I was struck more particularly by some of these. Professor Talmon re- 
ferred to the post-nationalistic situation of the western world. This is not a 
situation that obtains in the Middle East. An Armenian Christian is not just 
a Christian; he is an Armenian, and he is an Armenian Christian, and 
those who have some inside knowledge of local Christianity know how deep 
this feeling, this awareness, goes, not only between Muslim Arabs and 
Christian Arabs, but between the various Christian Arab groups among them- 
selves, and these divisions sometimes are so deep that the outsider who 
doesn’t live with them doesn’t notice how deep they are. And there is not 
merely a legitimate desire on the part of some of us to transcend these li־ 
mitations, but there must also be a legitimate desire to preserve that which 
is valuable in this feeling of continuity, of historic ethnic identity, and of 
loyalty to that identity. And for the citizen of Israel, who realises the depth 
of these problems, the means of tackling them is much more difficult than 
the rather futile way in which many well-meaning westerners, and particu- 
larly western Christians, come with the gospel of internationalism and uni- 
versalism and do away with all these things. They can afford it perhaps- 
But they do not do justice to the situation here.

Professor Talmon outlined a programme of practical action. Many 
projects are already “in the works”. We have decided at a recent Executive 
Meeting of the Interfaith Committee to contact the Ministry of Education in 
order to establish a kind of liaison board regarding the presentation of 
Christianity and Islam in Hebrew textbooks at schools, and the other way 
round. Another practical necessity is organising more open lectures of a ge- 
neral, informative kind, and of a less esoteric academic kind.

Now let me make here perhaps a somewhat critical remark with re- 
gard to the criticism of intellectual labours. There are certainly “many rooms 
in our Father’s mansion”, and there are certainly many kinds of activities 
which are legitimate and possible; high-brow, intellectual and academic ac- 
tivity is one of them, and “honi soit qui mal y pense”. Of course such ac- 
tivity isn’t everything. I would say that in the Interfaith Committee we have 
always been keenly aware of this; and this is precisely the reason why we 
have always studiously avoided linking the Rainbow Club with the Interfaith 
Committee. The Rainbow is a private closed club of self-confessed, unrepen



tant intellectuals who meet for theological, intellectual labour, and the In- 
terfaith Committee very deliberately has no intellectual pretensions, although 
there are many intellectuals involved in its work. Maybe we should have 
gone out more to the people, to the villages, to the settlements, to the kib- 
butzim, to all kinds of places, to do educational work, public lectures, and 
so on. We are profoundly aware that the intellectual endeavour, important 
as it may be for some, is only one part, and maybe on the larger social 
scene the less important part, although intellectuals and theologians tend to 
believe that there is some innate virtue in theological thinking, and that 
this theological thinking if it is done properly has a way of percolating down 
into the other levels of the religious community.

Another point which has been remarked upon more than once is the 
relative absence of active representation and participation of Muslims in the 
interfaith dialogue. Again this is easily said, less easily understood, particu- 
larly by outsiders. If we talk about Israel and the reality of Israel, we must 
keep in mind certain very basic facts. The fact is that when the borders of 
the State of Israel were established after the War of Independence in 1948 
and the unfortunate mass exodus of a great number of Arabs from this 
country, this created not only the refugee problem, which is a serious mo- 
ral and political problem, but also a very specific internal problem for Is- 
raeli society. Israel was left with a considerable Arab population, but an 
Arab population without intellectuals, because among those who had left 
were all the intellectuals. I do not say that Arab society as such has no in- 
tellectuals. I have had the pleasure and privilege of meeting some of them , 
alas not here, but at international conferences abroad, and have the highest 
respect for their scientific achievements and for their intellectual calibre. But 
as an Israeli citizen I must say -  with some measure of exaggeration ־־ that 
in 1948 Israel was left without almost a single Arab intellectual. This had 
its profound effect on the possibility of a dialogue, because for dialogue (I 
am not speaking of good neighbourly living together -  that is a different 
thing altogether) you need some type of intellectual partner, since a certain 
minimum of reflective activity is involved.

But there were no intellectuals. To the extent that Israeli Arab so- 
ciety has intellectuals today, they are almost all of them people born already 
in the State of Israel. That is to say, they are not in the continuity of 
Arab intellectual tradition, but have emerged from the Israeli elementary and 
secondary school and the Israeli university to create a new type of Arab in- 
tellectual. All this makes the situation very, very different, and I feel that 
many well-meaning people who talk about Christian-Muslim-Jewish dialogue 
in the Holy Land simply are not aware of the most basic facts relative to 
this issue.

The extent to which Arab intellectuals who might be possible part- 
ners in dialogue are the product of the new Israel was brought home to us
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when the Interfaith Committee recently had a meeting in Nazareth with 
Arab intellectuals -  doctors, lawyers, social workers, teachers. These people 
preferred to speak Hebrew, because their intellectual background was an Is- 
raeli Arabic-speaking, primary and secondary school with Hebrew as second 
language, and a Hebrew-speaking university. Therefore, when they tried, as 
intellectuals , to formulate ideas, they felt more at ease in Hebrew than in 
English or French or any other language. But the Arab intellectuals today 
are not directed to , let alone focused o n , religious issues. At our Nazareth 
meeting we talked about social problems, municipal problems, educational 
problems; the one thing we did not talk about was religion, let alone theo- 
logy. And I think this was in line with the basic interest, the intellectual 
thrust, of the people we were meeting.

So I beg all those who wave the banner of a “trialogue” first of all 
to learn what the situation is , and to listen and to understand. Let me say 
here in parentheses that I do not believe that there ever was a Muslim - 
Jewish dialogue in the Middle A ges. This is misusing the word dialogue. 
There were cultural contacts and there was cultural influence, and there was 
cultural cross-fertilisation, as happens wherever and whenever cultures exist 
together. There is the osmotic pressure of a majority culture. There are 
other kinds of influences. I do not think that if you show that Maimonides 
or others were deeply influenced by the really impressive achievements of 
Muslim thought, philosophy, theology and piety of their times, this would 
prove that there was any dialogue. They were subject to cultural influences, 
in the same way that you cannot possibly maintain with a good conscience 
that there was any genuine dialogue in 19 th century Germany between Ger- 
mans and Jews or Christians and Jews because Jewish thinkers happened to 
be greatly influenced by Kant or by Hegel. This cultural osmosis is some- 
thing very different from a positive deliberate interaction in mutual openness 
and appreciation which we mean when we talk of dialogue and interfaith 
relations.

Let me come to my final remark. There are one or two hard words 
which I think are in order, and they are addressed perhaps to myself no 
less than to the audience. There is a great problem arising from the lack 
of a sufficient number of middle-range intellectuals in the local Arab world, 
both Christian and Muslim, at least from the fact that their interests are 
not primarily religious. Let me admit quite honestly when I meet my Arab 
neighbour, I meet as an Israeli Jew my neighbour who is an Arab. And I 
try to understand his problems. Whether he is a Muslim Arab or a Greek 
Orthodox Arab or a Protestant Arab is a secondary problem. For the basic 
political and social situation in which we move and live contributes to this 
general pattern of the specific religious, theological dimension being in some 
ways secondary. And it already demands a certain effort on both sides to 
focus on the religious dimensions of that problem.
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But this has the very tragic consequence that when interfaith dialogues 
are conducted they are very often conducted with foreigners. You have many 
well-meaning Christians coming to Jerusalem and to Israel, and they all want 
to take part actively, they all want to contribute. This somehow deflects 
what might be the intra-Israeli thrust of the dialogue to a level where intel- 
lectuals speak to each other because they operate on the same “wavelength”, 
they have been through the same type of academic schooling, they speak 
the same language. So much of this dialogue goes on between local people 
and a certain type of foreigner. Let me put it quite frankly: the very fact 
that this symposium is taking place in English and not in Hebrew makes 
me suspect. Are we engaging in dialogue, or are we playing to the gallery? 
This is a very serious question, and we have to ask ourselves, what is hap. 
pening here? Is our interfaith work something which is taking place at 
grass-roots level in this community, Jews and Arabs and those who live here, 
or is part of it at least playing to the gallery? And therefore what we need 
certainly in the context of the Israel Interfaith Committee is more attention 
to the dialogue on the grass-roots level; and if it has not taken place yet, 
we must see what can be done to create the conditions in which it can 
develop.

S U M M A R Y  OF  T H E  G E N E R A L  D I S C U S S I O N

Before the general discussion was held, M r. Zaki Kamal, Director 
of the Druse Religious Courts , extended his greetings to the audience and 
gave an interesting account on the Druse community in Israel.

In the ensuing general discussion, the following people participated : 
Mr. Joseph Bentwich, Rabbi Solomon Goldfarb, Mr. Eliahu Friedjung, Mrs. 
Shulamit Katznelson, Dr. Yochanan Bloch, Mr. Shalom Ben-Chorin, Mrs. 
Eva Heyman, Mr. Ephraim Kaminka, and Dr. Pinchas Lapide. The follow- 
ing is a brief summary of the remarks which were made .

In tune with the symposium’s purpose to take stock of what has 
been done so far in inlerfaith relations, a remark was made that it was 
appropriate to let this occasion be something of a Yom Kippur (a Day of 
Atonement) in which the partners in interfaith dialogue would do repentance 
for mutual intolerance in the past. Another observation, made by a Jewish 
participant, was that in the 25 years of the State of Israel a Jewish relig- 
ious awakening had not yet been achieved and no serious efforts had yet 
been made to find creative solutions for problems of actual life in the pres- 
ent time which would keep true to basic tenets of Jewish tradition.
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As far as the attitude in which interfaith relations should take place, 
some expressed strong reservations regarding terms like “interfaith message” 
and to the concept -  used by Prof. Talmon in his lecture ־  of a “commu- 
nity of communities”, as they felt that such expressions could lead to syn- 
cretistic endeavours aimed at working out a superficial synthesis of the dif- 
ferent religions; instead one should not aim further than at getting mutual 
information about each other’s religion. It was even stressed that in interfaith 
dialogue we should not only aim at receiving from each other but also at 
giving to each other, by not being ashamed of giving witness to our faith 
and expressing our own convictions. And it was remarked that the basic 
desire should be that the Jews become better Jews, the Christian better 
Christians and the Muslims better Muslims. Others felt that in the frame- 
work of interfaith relations there should be room for a common prayer bet- 
ween Jews, Christians and Muslims.

Several participants in the discussions expressed sorrow over the fact 
that interfaith relations in Israel are often overshadowed by the political 
problems existing in this part of the world, to such an extent that many 
people, especially Muslims, do not feel free to participate in interfaith en- 
counters, and that in addition certain religious issues and questions cannot 
be dealt with properly, because of constant danger of their mis-interpretation 
in a political sense.

As regards practical steps to be taken, some expressed doubts about 
the interfaith centre proposed by Prof. Talmon, as it might easily attract 
people who have nowhere to go and try the “universalist” solution; it might 
lead to undesirable syncretistic tendencies. In response to Prof. Talmon’s 
remarks on the desirability of introducing guided study of Christianity and 
Islam into the school curriculum, it was remarked that one could regard as 
an initial stage in this respect a recent study in which a textual analysis 
was made of the image of Jesus and Christianity, and also of Islam, in 
textbooks used in Israeli schools. A suggestion was further made that two 
parallel study projects should be undertaken: namely one called “Towards a 
Jewish Theology of Christianity” and another “Towards a Christian Theology 
of Israel”, in which it would be laid down what Judaism and Christianity 
can and may theologically say about each other.

Professor S. Talmon was invited by the Chairman to respond to the 
remarks of the respondents and of those who had participated in the gene- 
ral discussion.

He agreed that it was necessary to work more on the grass-root lev- 
e l , not as a substitute for working on a high intellectual level, for grass ־ 
roots alone are no good, and high intellectual endeavours without grass - 
roots are not good either. He accepted Father Elias’s criticisms as a wel- 
come correction to his own approach which was influenced by his own Eu- 
ropean background.
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Every attempt at syncretism should be rejected, and it should be 
clear that interfaith encounters have only one reason: to make the diversity 
of our lives livable. As far as common prayer was concerned, Prof. Talmon 
would prefer not to go beyond attending the service of others, rather than 
to participate in a joint service of worship and prayer. He felt that acade- 
mic information about each other’s religion was not sufficient, but that it 
was important to speak with someone who is our match, and who can in- 
struct us as we may instruct him.

With regard to his remark about a necessary reconsideration of the 
concept of Election, he did not propose its renunciation, but it was necessary 
for each generation to consider and reconsider any concept for itself, for it 
would be almost invalid to stick to inherited concepts without trying to see 
whether, and how, they can be fitted into one’s own existence. When he 
spoke of an inter faith centre he was thinking of exactly such subjects as the 
suggested project for a “Jewish Theology of Christianity” and a “Christian 
Theology of Israel”, but not in the sense of a “modern vacation park for in- 
tellectuals”. The idea was to have a place where people who have a stake 
in the working out of theological attitudes and problems, could meet and 
deliberate together, on the proper level and for the proper purpose, so that 
from there could go out some sort of instruction which would then be di- 
versified and filtered down to the grass-roots and further distributed.

With regard to the problem of Muslim participation, it would be 
particularly important to re־interpret the term “inter-faith” in such a way 
that “faith” should be looked at in a wider setting and also be understood 
as the expression of a culture. In such a widened scope, the attention 
would not only be focused on theoretical theological and philosophical top- 
ics, but also on all kinds of social issues of a more practical nature. This 
might make it possible to draw into the picture people who adhere to a 
faith without being theologians, or belonging to that type of intellectual 
which is the product of a long-standing typically European educational tra- 
dition. This might allow for the involvement not only of Muslim people 
but also members of the Eastern Churches and non-European Jews, whose 
cultural background is so clearly different from the European one. In addi- 
tion the younger generation, of whose lack of interest many people com- 
plain, may be attracted by this widened scope.

Professor Z . Werblowsky asked and received the opportunity to add 
some remarks. He underlined once again the difference between a closed 
intellectual club like the Rainbow Group and the Interfaith Committee which 
tries to work on a far more practical level, such as creating a mixed Arab - 
Jewish community centre in Acco.

With regard to the remarks about a possible danger of syncretism, 
he emphasised that none of the initiators of the interfaith movement in Je- 
rusalem ever thought of putting his own faith in question*. What is being
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tried is to contribute to the better life of a community, but knowing that a 
community is not the sum total of individuals. Individuals constitute com- 
munities of different kinds, among other things religious communities, and 
these communities while preserving their identity and authenticity must learn 
to live together as a community. Hence the expression: community of com- 
munities.

When there was talk of an “interfaith message”, then this applied 
only to one thing: a living together in a better way by understanding each 
other in a better way. As regards praying together, Prof. Werblowsky ack- 
nowledged that many of the audience may have experienced individually the 
blessing of praying together with others, but he would oppose introducing 
this common prayer as a part of the official programme of the Interfaith 
Committee. There was a theology of prayer; and if common prayer should 
be obtained by the Muslim leaving out the name of Muhammad or other 
cardinal tenets of his faith, or by skipping the phrase “through Jesus our 
Lord” in the Christian prayer, this would be too high a price. These ele- 
ments are essential in the theology of prayer which is implied in the prayers 
of the respective religions. The Intertaith Committee should avoid making 
praying together part of its official programme in order to enable people who 
would be opposed to this to share in its work of mutual understanding, 
learning about each other and learning from each other. Here another im- 
portant point emerges: those who want to promote interfaith understanding 
and contact must have charity for the less progressive in their camp and 
within their own ranks.

S U M M I N G  U P  BY DR.  B E R N A R D  R E S N I K O F F 1

It is going to be virtually impossible to summarise on the spot the 
stimulating responses from the panellists and the audience to the splendid 
paper read by Professor Talmon. One would have to say, I suppose, that 
each one of us will have to think through his own summary of this impres- 
sive symposium in his own way, but some things can be said now. As I 
sat, listening to these deliberations, I was struck by two things: that such 
a symposium never took place before and that it is taking place now.

That it never took place before is not hard to understand. Whereas, 
in other countries, dialogue takes place around defined subject areas at re-

1 Because of the late hour, this summary was not read o u t, but it was decided to 
publish the text in these Proceedings .
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