
 

 
Historic may be an overused moniker but the visit by the Chief Rabbi of 
Britain and the Commonwealth, Ephraim Mirvis, to the UAE last week 
certainly deserved that description. No Chief Rabbi had ever paid an official 
visit to an Arab state, so Rabbi Mirvis’ visit to the Gulf was certainly ground-
breaking. 

  

The highlight of his trip was his 
appearance at the Abu Dhabi Forum for Peace, appearing alongside 
Sheikh Abdullah bin Bayyah, one of the most respected Muslim scholars in 
the world. He opened his remarks, to an audience of 1,000 guests from 70 
countries with the words “Salam aleikum, shalom aleichem,” highlighting 
the similarities between the Arabic and Hebrew greetings. Rabbi Mirvis’ 
deft inter-faith diplomacy has opened new relationships and friendships. 

  

Ever since becoming Chief Rabbi in 2013, Rabbi Mirvis has made time to 
cultivate relationships with leaders of other faiths. He often quips that 
Ramadan is now a particularly busy month in his diary, given all the multi-
faith Eid gatherings he is invited to. Even before taking up the august post, 
he made a point of prioritising inter-faith relations, becoming the first Rabbi 
to host an Imam at his synagogue in London. 

  

Now two years on from the signing of the Abraham Accords between the 
UAE, Bahrain and Israel, religious leaders are coming to the fore. The 
politicians paved the way by striking an agreement. But to win the hearts 
and minds of the people, it will be important for religious leaders to support 
the new diplomatic arrangements. If politics is all about the discharge of 
power, then religion is all about influence, and this is particularly 
compelling. Whilst power is a zero-sum game (the more you share, the less 

you have), influence is a positive-sum game (the more you share, the more 



 

you have). The influence of religious leaders in articulating the benefits of 
the Abraham Accords cannot be overstated. 

  

In the week of Rabbi Mirvis’ visit, the portion of the Bible read by Jewish 
communities around the world, revolved around Abraham and the 
relationship with his sons, Ishmael and Isaac.  It was said that both would 
spawn great nations. 

This coming week’s portion 
features Abraham’s death at the grand old age of 175. The former Chief 
Rabbi, Jonathan Sacks, wrote: “Jews and Muslims both trace their descent 
from Abraham – Jews through Isaac, Muslims through Ishmael. The fact 
that both sons stood together at their father’s funeral tells us that they too 
were reunited……. Yes, there was conflict and separation; but that was the 
beginning, not the end. Between Judaism and Islam there can be friendship 
and mutual respect. Abraham loved both his sons, and was laid to rest by 
both. There is hope for the future in this story of the past.” 

  

There are certainly reasons for optimism, when assessing the future of 
Muslim-Jewish relations. Despite a general perception that Muslims and 
Jews have had an antagonistic relationship, the actual situation is more 

complicated. For the best part of 1,000 years, Jews and Muslims lived 
peacefully alongside each other. Mohammed included Jewish people as 
part of the umma he declared in Medina in 622. The second Caliph, Omar, 
brought Jews back to Jerusalem in 636 after a long period of expulsion. 
The “Golden Age” of coexistence occurred in the Middle Ages in Andalucía 
in Spain. 

  

One of Judaism’s greatest scholars, Maimonides (1135-1204), famously 
described Islam as "pure monotheism." Though born in Spain, he 



 

lived most of his life in Egypt and therefore was accustomed to Islamic 
societies. He advanced the view that Jews and Muslims could 
pray together, and if necessary, Jews could do so in a mosque. 

Islam and Judaism share not only some theology but also some elements 
of practice. Like Judaism, Islam is a religion with a rich history and a body 
of detailed religious law, or Sharia. There are strict dietary laws in both 
religions, and an obligation to pray multiple times a day. There are 
also several similar ethics and teachings, such as modest dress for 
women and obligations to give charity to the needy. 

 

In Britain, there are some inspiring historical examples of Muslims and 
Jews working together. The first purpose-built mosque in the UK, 
constructed in Woking in 1889, was built by Dr Gottlieb Wilhelm Leitner, a 
Hungarian-born Jew. He had a vision of forming an educational institution 
in Europe at which Islam could be studied. In a similar period, Lord 
Nathaniel Rothschild (1840-1915), from the famous Jewish banking family, 
became a trustee of the London Mosque Fund until his death in 
1915. Nowadays, there are many friendships between the Muslim and 
Jewish communities, both amongst community leaders and activists as well 
as ordinary people. This should not blind us to some very real challenges. 
According to surveys, anti-Semitic views are still held by an alarmingly high 
proportion of British Muslims, which needs to be addressed. 

  
Chief Rabbi Mirvis’ visit has captured the warmth generated by the 
Abraham Accords. Whilst politics brought the UAE and Israel together, it is 
religion and religious leaders that can help build the understanding and 
friendship between Muslims and Jews in the Gulf, and all over the world. 
  
Mr Zaki Cooper is an inter-faith activist and previously worked for the Chief 
Rabbi, Lord Jonathan Sacks. 
 


