Give Bigotry No Sanction
The continuing attacks on building a mosque and community center near, but not at, Ground Zero, should be of grave concern to all Americans.  Rather than subsiding, the debate has become even more inflamed. The hot rhetoric is an affront to cherished American values of religious freedom and tolerance of diversity. 

We at the Jewish Alliance for Law and Social Action recall and support the “enlarged and liberal policy” that President George Washington enunciated in his August 21, 1790, letter to the Hebrew Congregation in Newport, Rhode Island.  Writing prior to ratification of the Bill of Rights, President Washington declared:  “It is now no more that toleration is spoken of as if it was by the indulgence of one class of people, that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights.”  “[T]he Government of the United States,” he continued, “gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance[.]”


Slavery, preeminently among other sins, made Washington’s statement more an ideal than fact.  But America at its best progresses toward that ideal; the opposition to the Islamic center is a step backward. That we have not fully embraced Washington’s message in over two hundred years is profoundly disturbing.


As members of a minority community that has experienced both discrimination and the benefits of President Washington’s liberal policy, we are saddened by the repeated mischaracterizations of the Park51 project.  It is a multi-story community center containing a prayer space in an old Burlington Coat Factory two blocks away from Ground Zero, which will not be viewable from that site.  The imam involved has been chosen by both the Bush and Obama administrations as an emissary to express American goodwill toward the Muslim world.  If there are reasonable planning or land-use objections to the project, none has been identified.  And much of the opposition surely has been unreasonable.


For example, former House Speaker, and possible future Republican presidential candidate, Newt Gingrich likened the project to “Nazis . . . put[ting] up a sign next to the Holocaust museum in Washington” or “the Japanese putting up a site next to Pearl Harbor.”  To Sarah Palin, it is “equivalent to bldg. Serbian Orthodox Church @ Srebrenica killing fields where Muslims were slaughtered.”  And Abraham Foxman, of the Anti-Defamation League, while acknowledging the First Amendment right of people to go forward with the project, suggests that “positions that others would categorize as irrational or bigoted” are the entitlement of those who lost family members on September 11.


We don’t know how many such family members actually oppose the proposed Islamic community center, although we do know that some support it.  And while we understand that some may still be so traumatized as to be unable to distinguish the evil perpetrators from innocent American Muslims, we believe that neither bigotry nor irrationality forms a legitimate basis for public policy.  And we reject those who, like Gingrich and Palin, would tar all Muslims with guilt for September 11.


As President George W. Bush said, just days after September 11:  “America counts millions of Muslims amongst our citizens, and Muslims make an incredibly valuable contribution to our country.  Muslims are doctors, lawyers, law professors, members of the military, entrepreneurs, shopkeepers, moms and dads. And they need to be treated with respect. In our anger and emotion, our fellow Americans must treat each other with respect.”


Nor should we forget that dozens of innocent Muslims died at the World Trade Center on September 11.  Indeed, Muslims constitute the vast majority of the victims of Islamist terrorism.  If we fail to recognize the difference between the Islamists and the vast majority of Muslims, then we concede to the Islamists that our conflict is with all Muslims, not just the Islamist minority.  This may be in their interest; it is not in ours.


As Americans and as Jews, we remain committed to the bed rock principles of freedom, justice, and equality, and, in this case, particularly to our First Amendment right to religious freedom.  We cannot stand silent in the face of efforts to hound and coerce the organizers of the mosque and community center into foregoing a dream that pre-dates 9/11.  We ask our fellow citizens to turn their backs on those who would cynically foment and exploit mindless bigotry, and join with Mayor Bloomberg and other New Yorkers in welcoming this hopeful project.
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