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 WHY WE PRAY TOGETHER . . . AND HOW
An Interfaith Perspective
An address given at the Interfaith Prayer Breakfast

of the Greater Dayton Christian Connections

Rabbi Bernard Barsky


In the wonderful 1966 Italian film of Pier Paolo Pasolini, called “The Hawks and the Sparrows”, Saint Francis directs two monks to bring the gospel to the birds.  After a long period spent in prayer, meditation and careful listening to the sounds of the hawks, one of the monks learns their language and teaches them the message:  “Love! Love! Love!”  And all the hawks, in their language, exuberantly proclaim it:  “Love! Love! Love!”  The monks report their success to Saint Francis, who tells them their work is not yet finished; they need to teach the message to the sparrows, too.  This proves much harder.  The more intelligent of the two monks again prays, meditates and listens to the sounds of the sparrows, and tries to imitate them, to no avail.  At last he realizes that the language of the sparrows is not vocal, but is in their peculiar fluttery, strutting movements, like the dance of bees.  But he masters that, too, and soon the sparrows are strutting the gospel of “Love! Love! Love!”

The monks are of course thrilled by their success, but then watch in horror as the hawks swoop down on their prey, the sparrows, to have them for their dinner.  When the monks protest, the hawks explain that they had not understood that the gospel of love had meant loving the sparrows.  They thought it was only about loving other hawks.


It’s a simple and powerful parable for us, but to understand it in a deep way we have to ask, who are the hawks and who are the sparrows?


A few years ago some of you who are clergy may have been present with me at a talk given by Professor Michael Cook, professor of New Testament at Hebrew Union College, at Temple Israel’s annual clergy conference.  Professor Cook was speaking about the controversial, yet to be released Mel Gibson film, “The Passion of the Christ,” and he made the shocking statement – shocking because of its embarrassing truthfulness – that deep in his or her heart, every Jew has a fear of being killed by Christians.  I would never have consciously thought it, and would certainly never have articulated it out loud like that in mixed company – that is, in front of Christians.  It felt as if he were letting out something very private and secret, something I would hardly have spoken even to myself, and I can remember gasping in my heart when he said it.  We Jews are the sparrows, and Christians are the hawks of our experience for the past two thousand years.  And there is no comfort for us in the affection of those Christians today who see the apocalypse as imminent, and with the apocalypse the consignment to hell of all the Jews who don’t confess to Jesus.

At that time I was part of a pastoral therapy group at Miami Valley Hospital, and I shared this story with my colleagues there, all of them Christian clergy.  And when I said this, I heard my own gasp now coming from the one African-American in the group.  Completely startled, he said that every black man or woman secretly fears being murdered by white people.  He suddenly realized that in the darkness of my fears, where I was a sparrow, this black man was among the hawks, not because he was black, but because he was Christian.  While in the darkness of his most private fears, he was the sparrow, and I was a hawk – not because I was a Jew, but because I was a white man.


We could go around this room and around the world and see how many ways these lines are drawn.  For a Palestinian – whether Muslim or Christian – he is the sparrow and the Jew is the hawk.  For Muslims worldwide today, the entire Judaeo-Christian world is hawk to their sparrow, while for the Jewish and Christian world, the Muslims are hawks and we are sparrows.  In India today, Hindus are hawks to Mulsim sparrows.  Yet among ourselves we have one gospel: “Love! Love! Love!”

We might all be squirming in our seats now, at this “interfaith prayer breakfast”, to have our secret fears made public in front of one another.  But deep, deep in our hearts, which is it – our fear or our love – which brings us together on occasions like this?

You see, we have right here in this room enough religious diversity to fight among ourselves most of the wars going on in the world today.  It is one of the strangest and most unexpected developments of twenty-first century history to see the return of religious wars such as we have hardly witnessed since the internecine Christian struggles in sixteenth and seventeenth century Europe.  We in the West had thought that the Age of Enlightenment had defanged the brutality of religion.  Recently we have heard American pundits arrogantly insist on the need for Islam to undergo its own Age of Enlightenment, to bring it into the modern world, the world of tolerance and Western wisdom - just at the very moment when so many Christians and Jews are erasing our own Enlightenment and panting for war, and for war, and for more war.  They have invented the grotesquely ugly word “Islamofascism”, demonizing the profound faith of a billion people, while hypocritically, smugly, assuring us that they don’t mean the “good Muslims”.  If you ever hear that profanity spoken in your presence, I urge you to stand up and challenge it.

But we here today are not necessarily free of such fears and such hatreds toward one another, just because we happen to be in this room now, at something called an “interfaith prayer breakfast”.  We should not suppose that coming here on such occasions, or attending an interfaith Thanksgiving service, or a peace bridge rally, or a Dayton Peace Prize event – we should not so quickly pride ourselves that we have achieved the goal of living together in peace, of respecting one another, of caring for one another, or even of knowing one another.


We should never forget the terrifying lesson of the first interfaith meal celebrated in America, Thanksgiving in the Massachusetts colony, where pilgrims and native Americans sat down to break bread together.  It seems a mockery of truth and of history the way we celebrate the harmonious cooperation and brotherhood of two peoples, one of whom subsequently exterminated the other.  We like to think of the Pilgrims as champions of religious freedom, but we know that they meant only their own religious freedom.  In the words of Richard Mather, one of New England's Founding generation, we must never submit to those who "think a man may be saved in any Religion, and that it were good to have all religions free."  That is to say, only one religion saves, only one religion should be free, and that would be – happily for Richard Mather - Richard Mathers’ religion!  Perhaps he could be persuaded in the right moment, when the weather was good and the harvest full, to tolerate some other Protestant sects; but he would damn to hell Roman Catholic and Greek Orthodox Christians along with any Jew or Muslim or those savage-looking guests at his Thanksgiving table.

No, let’s not have that first Thanksgiving be a model for what we hope to achieve here at our interfaith meal, or few of us will escape with our lives.


Let’s acknowledge then, that we are all still at the very beginning of a process of learning to know one another and learning to love one another, and we are living in a world which doesn’t give us much encouragement on this path.  Tragically, we can’t even be sure of our own religious traditions to sustain us, and part of our struggle must be the struggle we have to wage on our home territories, with our own co-religionists who beat the drums of war and tell us to fear one another and insist, as Richard Mather did, that God cannot love and will not save anyone whose religious creed differs from his own.


Each of us needs to dig new wells within our own traditions, find the seeds of peace and neighbor-love that have been sown until now on stony soil, pick them up and plant them in the good soil of our own hearts.


Each of us must go into our own heritage.  From my own Jewish tradition I love best the story of Jacob, returning to meet his brother Esau after twenty years absence – Esau, the dangerous brother whom he had wronged, the brother who hated him and had sworn to kill him.  In the tellings of our rabbis which have shaped how Jews view Esau, he is the forefather and emblem of the cruel Roman empire, and we are taught to read every story about Esau with that squint, and to understand every sign of gentleness or humanity in his stories as a hypocrisy.  Because we had reason to fear Rome, we have taken Esau as the emblem of everyone we should fear.


But the story itself which the ancient Israelites related to one another generation after generation, before there was a cruel Roman empire, tells me something very different.  The night before Jacob confronted Esau, he struggled with a mysterious angel who transformed and blessed him, taking away his fear.  Esau runs to meet him, embraces and kisses him, and weeps, and when Jacob offers gifts to Esau, Esau replies, "I have enough, my brother, let that which you have be yours."  Esau offers reconciliation.  And Jacob replies, "No, I pray you, if now I have found favor in your sight, accept this gift from my hand; for to see your face is like seeing the face of God, and you have received me favorably."


"For to see your face is like seeing the face of God."


For me, this vision of Jacob, seeing God in the face of the one he feared and whom he thought hated him, offers the only meaning of the word “thanksgiving" which has any sense for me.  Not merely the giving of thanks to God.  But a giving - done as an act of thanks to God - a giving to my brother or my sister human being, in whose face I see the face of God.  Our service to God is the gift we make to the face of God that we see in brother Esau, once we have stopped fearing him long enough to look deeply, to look out on him with the heart and eyes that God has blessed.  The gift to my brother and sister the Muslim.  To my brother and sister the Christian.  To my brother and sister the African-American, and the Sikh and the Hindu.  For I look in their faces and see – it is so easy to see - the face of God.

And now Esau is no hawk and Jacob no sparrow.  The Christian is no longer my hawk.  I am no black man’s hawk.  We are no Muslim’s hawk.  And then we can begin to speak together the message of the gospel, the good news:  “Love! Love! Love!”  It has no meaning until we can all speak it together, to one another.


We can not - we are not - praying together, but only pretending to pray together, until we can look into one another’s faces long enough and deeply enough to see the face of God.  A verse from the Sikh tradition teaches, “We are all created from the seed of God.  There is the same clay in the whole world, and God the potter makes many kinds of pots.”  A verse of the Koran teaches that Allah made us into tribes and nations, created our differences, so that we would learn to know and respect one another.  These are the verses, these are the seeds from our faiths which we have to sow and tend and nurture.

From these seeds we learn not only that we must pray with one another, but also how to pray with one another.  We look for the seed of God – our common spirit – and for the universal clay (our flesh and blood) that we share with every human being; and we stop fearing our differences, because our differences, too, are from God.

Though we come together in our diversity which God loves, we can only pray together from the core of our common ground.  I can pray at you, but not with you, if I insist on praying as if we were all Jews, or you as if we were all Christians, or all Muslims, or all Sikhs.  It is one thing to show one another how we pray in our own church or temple or mosque, and when I invite you to my synagogue that is what you will see.  But when I pray with you, I will save for another time, for a time among my own tribe, the prayer which says, “May God bring peace to all Israel,” or “May God heal all the people Israel”.  For those are prayers exclusive to us, and do not include you.  And I cannot pray together with a Christian who offers in the name of Jesus what is supposed to be our common prayer.  That is a prayer which doesn’t see me, or want to see me, or many others in this room.  And whenever that happens – as unfortunately it usually happens even on occasions like this, so that every non-Christian cringes when the time for prayer comes, waiting to hear whether an otherwise beautiful prayer, which we could share, will be offered up in the name of Jesus Christ, and suddenly the door is slammed in our faces – whenever that happens I, we, feel pushed out of the room.

For that rare moment of common prayer, when we come together to lay aside our fear, to look deeply and searchingly into one another’s eyes for the face of God there, looking beyond our Selves, looking beyond our own tribe, our own church or temple, looking beyond everything that separates us and gives us cause for war – then we have to find a voice and a speech which articulates what all of us want to say to our one Creator.  So whatever your custom is when you pray among your own, when we come pray together let us never close our eyes and look inside to find God.  We know God is there, and easy to find there.  But when we come pray together let us keep our eyes wide open and look into one another’s faces, into one another’s eyes, and find God there.  That is not so easy.  But then . . . then! . . . no more hawks, no more sparrows, we are all doves of peace, doves of the holy spirit who has taught us all one thing:  Love! Love!  Love!
