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Insights and Issues in the ongoing Jewish-Christian Dialogue

A Rabbi and an Imam: Living in a time of religious
literacy

01.03.2023 | Rabbi Shlomo Hofmeister and Tarafa Baghajati

2023-02-23. Schlomo Hofmeister has been the municipal rabbi of Vienna since 2008. Tarafa
Baghajati is the imam and chairman of the “Initiative of Muslim Austrians”. Both serve on
the board of the “Muslim Jewish Leadership Council” for interreligious dialogue. The
KURIER met the two at the “European Policy Dialogue Forum” organized by KAICIID to
discuss the challenges faced by religious communities, spirituality and conflicts.

KURIER: A rabbi and an imam at a table. An image that still seems unusual. Why is that?

Schlomo Hofmeister: Because a lot of jokes start like that... But it's just unexpected. In principle,
these are inter-religious gatherings.

Tarafa Baghajati: Many automatically have conflicts in mind, especially in the Middle East. In
addition, we both belong to a minority in Austria. And some think they have to bring us together
somehow.

Hofmeister: In our Western society, there is often the assumption that religious people are
intolerant and don’t know anything about others and don’t want to know anything.

In other words, outsiders don’t even notice that communication is taking place anyway?

Hofmeister: Not everything that the public talks about actually takes place and not everything that
takes place is discussed in public. These are always just the tip of the iceberg. Social media has
done even more to make things seem out of proportion.

In what way?

Hofmeister: Everyone can write whatever they want on social media. If he has the right range, that
will also be multiplied. That can be blown totally out of proportion. And so the proportions are
missing.

Baghajati: In addition, we live in a time of religious illiteracy. People know far too little about their
own religion, let alone about the others.

Sometimes one has the feeling that the opposite is the case. For example, when it comes to
anti-Semitism in Muslim communities.

Hofmeister: Anti-Semitism is a big problem, also in the Muslim community. Tackling it does not
simply mean condemning it, but also proactively raising awareness. This is something that Jewish
communities throughout Europe have now come to understand.

Baghajati: And some forces are indeed trying to pit Muslims against Jews. Among other things, in
order to distance themselves from anti-Semitism. Then they say: We don’t have a problem with
anti-Semitism, that’s your problem, that's a migrant problem, a Muslim problem. To imply that you



A Rabbi and an Imam: Living in a time of religious illiteracy

have to be afraid of refugees, because they bring anti-Semitism with them. As if there has never
been anti-Semitism in Europe. And in that sense, yes, that is its own challenge, to recognize any
discrimination and to fight against it.

Mr. Baghajati, you mentioned the Middle East conflict earlier. What role does this play in the
communities here?

Baghajati: The most important thing is that we separate between our common life as citizens in
Austria and between a conflict that is taking place in another geographical part of the world. Our
appeal is that a conflict taking place elsewhere should not cloud our contact in Austria. Moreover,
talking to each other on different topics does not mean having to have the same opinion.

What framework conditions must politics provide for a successful interreligious dialogue?

Hofmeister: Historically, religions as representatives of civil society have been given a very high
level of recognition in Austria. The exchange among religious societies and the willingness of
politicians to accept them are very exemplary. In this respect, we in Austria are certainly above
average in Europe.

Baghajati: | can confirm that. But especially in the times of the Austrian People’s Party — Freedom
Party of Austria (centre right and right wing) government, with the tightening of the Islam law, we
already had the impression that Austria was moving away from its role as a role model.

Hofmeister: | understand the frustration about the Islam law. Some things should have been done
differently. But the basic principle of the Islamic law, just like that of the Jewish law, is actually a
model.

Baghajati: That's what we ourselves demanded.

Hofmeister: Many people demand that. Many Muslim communities in Germany don’t get that.
Most European countries don't have anything like that.

The trend in recent years is that the proportion of people who describe themselves as
religious is continuing to fall. Is religion losing relevance in Austria?

Hofmeister: Institutionalized religion is certainly something that became less and less important in
Europe in the 19th century. In our generation, | see a further drifting away from religion, but also a
search for spirituality. And when people don't find that in their own religion, they look for another
religion or other way to live out that spirituality. To summarize: Religion is not disappearing. It is
rather a turning away from the institutions, from the establishment.

Baghajati: | also believe that we face great challenges as religious communities. We are in a time
when not everyone can afford everything they could afford a few years ago. The religions must
radiate ideas of solidarity and social cohesion. It must add some warmth to the social coldness,
without necessarily wanting to proselytize.

How do religious communities also have to deal with issues of the day, such as the climate
crisis or identity issues?

Hofmeister: The entire rabbinic literature of the last 2000 years deals with the principles of the
Torah, Jewish law and how they are to be applied to changing times. But perhaps religions are
sometimes a bit slow and wait to see if an issue will resolve itself. And there are some topics that
boil up and then disappear again. It takes time for that to become established in practice, in the
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rabbinic debate.

Baghajati: Issues such as genetic engineering, environmental protection, dealing with armament
and nuclear. Abortion or euthanasia. On all these things, there is a great deal of Islamic literature
that also disagrees with each other. This is where scholars are called to provide answers and to be
anti-discriminatory. It takes courage from the religious communities to stand up, to be there, in
order to have a positive effect on society as a whole.

Source: Muslim-Jewish Leadership Council. Translated from “Rabbiner und Imam: “Leben in einer
Zeit des religibsen Analphabetismus™ by Naz Kicuktekin and published in Kurier on 17/12/2022.
Read the German version.
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