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Judaism and Islam are mutually recognized as genuine monotheisms, Despite
this general recognition, Muslim and Jewish religious scholars have critiqued
each others’ religion over the centuries by calling into question both the
authenticity of the other's scripture and the efficacy of its religious practice.

This basic critique Is quite similar on both
sides, yet despite significant and sometimes
severe disapproval, each party recognizes
the essential theological and moral-ethical
soundness of the other. This basic respect,
though sometimes reluctant, does not apply
equally to other religions, certainly not to the
Oriental traditions, and for the most part, not
even Christianity.! The most fundamental
reason for the undeniable mutual recognition
(and perhaps also for the need for critique)
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is exactly the recognizability of the other. So

many aspects are familiar and decipherable, from the nature of revelation to the
principles of interpretation, centrality of law, and articulation of prayer.

Religious similarity has always raised the question of originality and influ-
ence, which in turn raises the question of religious legitimacy. The founda-
tion of religious authority is its claim to reflect God's will, and the core argu-
ment between religions and between streams within religion is over which
most faithfully reflects this will. When a new religion emerges into history,
it inevitably criticizes the established religions, usually attacking what it
defines as their hypocrisy and lack of relevance. Established religions in turn
accuse new religions-of banality or lack of legitimacy and of having cop-
ied or borrowed from previous religions. Mutual criticism is a common phe-
nomenon of religious relationship, and it reflects the economics of religious
competition for the souls of believers who not only seek solace and redemp-
tion within the religious framework, but also provide critical human and
Mmaterial resources that are necessary for the enduring success of religion.
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® Two Religions of the Law °

munities interact they influence one another through the contact of culture,
language, and custom. Because religious realia are a central part of human
civilization, religion is deeply involved in the process. While the directionality of
impact is never One-way, one direction may be more Pronounced at one time
than at others, and the force of stimulus between Judaism and Islam changed
over time. Religious parallels and similarities, however, do not necessarily point

It is with this background that we delve into some examples of ritual in Islam
and Judaism, with an eye to similarities and distinctions, possibilities of influ-
ence, and processes of differentiation. Limited space allows only a limited over-
view, but one that reflects the trends of relationship.

Early period paratlels and similarities

Religion is impossible without some form of prayer. The earliest versions of the
Qur’an refer to divine supplication, sometimes associated with offerings and sac-
rifice (Q. 108:2; 9:99), which was a virtually universal form of worship in the
ancient world. Obligatory Islamic prayer is called salat (s/w), which derives from
an Aramaic/Syriac term for prayer (selstd) that came into Arabia before the emer-
gence of Islam. Its original meaning was to bow, and most scholars believe that it
came into Arabic through Syriac Christians, though the Aramaic term continues to
be used in the traditional Jewish liturgy to chis day.? Other foreign vocabulary for
religious terminology may be identified by unique word structures (morphology)
that are not found in native Arabic. Some examples include terms such as tawrdt
(Torah), Surgan (redemption),* and zakgr (required almsgiving).5 Islamic prayer
includes bowing, kneeling, and prostration, all terms that are found in the biblical
Psalms as well as extrabiblical literature, and were once a part of Jewish ritual but
dropped from practice for reasons thar are not clear (see below).
The liturgical core of obligatory daily prayer in Islam is the Jatiha or opening of the
Qur’an, represented as its first chapter. This prayer includes terms and phrases that are
reminiscent of Jewish literature and prayer. The very title of fitiha echoes the Hebrew
petihah, a term used in earlier rabbinic discourse to distinguish the opening prologue
of a text from the text itself. So, too, the first chapter of the Qur’an functions as a
liturgical proem to the revelation that follows. It begins with praise, al-hamdu lillihi
= “praise be to God,” as do many biblical Psalms and every benediction of rabbinic
Judaism (barukh artal. .. - “praised are You [God]”). In the same line, God is “Lord
of the universe” (rabb al- dlamin), which fepresents a semantic and conceptual paral-
lel with a section of the standard Hebrew benediction “King of the universe” (1melek
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haolam),” and God is “the Merciful and the Compassionate,” a phrase that finds close
linguistic and semantic parallels in the Bible and in early rabbinic prayer.? Many more
parallels may be adduced from the remainder of this required liturgical core of daily
Islamic prayer.

The other ubiquitous recitation within daily Islamic prayer is “God is most great”
(Allahu akbar). The expectation to “magnify” God is found very early in the
Qur’anic revelation, appearing already in the early sura al-mudaththur (74:3); “And
magnify your Lord” (warabbuka fakabbir). It finds a direct semantic parallel with
the Jewish term gaddel (magnify), most familiar from the series of liturgies of praise
i found throughout all Jewish obligatory prayers in the Qaddish (yitgaddal . . . shemey
w rabbah, “magnified . . . is [God's] great name”).

v The expectation to face “God’s house” in prayer is found in both Islamic and
B, Jewish ritual practice. In Judaism this may be traced as far back as Solomon, who
is depicted repeatedly extolling the efficacy of directing prayer toward Jerusalem
and its Temple (1 Kings 8:35,44, 48; 2 Chron. 6:34). While formal prayer during
the period of the Temple was based on the Temple offerings, references to per-

24 sonal prayer accur as well, and one such case is that of the prophet Daniel, who
{ ' prayed three times daily to God by facing Jerusalem from his home in Babylon.?

: The passage occurs in biblical Aramaic and is especially interesting because it
uses the term gabel, “facing” (from the verb gabal, “to correspond to”), like the
T Arabic gibla, ro denote directionality. The Qur'an mentions that God changed
the direction of prayer (gib/a) from an unnamed location to the Sacred Mosque,
which caused some friction with the People of the Book in Medina (Q. 2:142—
45). While the Qur'an does not identify the earlier direction of prayer that was
replaced, Muslim commentators identify it universally as Jerusalem, toward which
early Christian communities prayed as well.
A specially designated weekly prayer is another parallel between Judaism, Islam, »ses articte
and Christianity. As is well known, the Jewish day is Shabbat (on Saturday),’® the 2 Mohamed

Hawary,
Christian day is the “Lord’s Day” (on Sunday),''and the Islamic day is “Day of pp.720-724.

S
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1« Congregation” (on Friday).'? And in traditional postbiblical Judaism and Islam, the

£358 leader of prayer may be any fit male whose piety and knowledge enables them to

E represent the communiy.

"ii : We have observed parallels in liturgy, phraseology, body movements and their i
i sequence, and in the representational role of the prayer leader. Even the custom of )

turning to the right and left and reciting “peace to you” at the end of the complete
Islamic prayer cycle finds a parallel in Jewish tradition. The Talmud records a discus-
sion among the sages in which the core section of the repeated daily service known
as the @midah, or “cighteen benedictions,” is ended with “the giving of peace to the
right and thereafter to the left” (Yama 53b).

Fasting, or abstention from all food intake, is a religious requirement in both
Judaism and Islam. Fasting occurs in both religions as a ritual obligation, as a
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g it form of penitence, to help raise consciousness of the plight of the unfortunate,
| and also as an ascetic act, and these aspects of fasting overlap in a variety of ways,
S The ritual obligation of fasting is established as a requirement in both scriptures

i _ (Q. 2:183-85; Lev. 16:29-31/23:27~
l ~ The liturgz'cal core of oblz'gatory dail_'y 32). The Qur'anic reference states
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i€ prayer in Islam is the fatiha or opening  unambiguously that fasting s required
fan oftbe Qur’an. The very title echoes (kutiba alaykum al-siyam), whereas
g ; the Hebrew petihah, a term used in the biblical verse an idiom is used

that is understood universally in Jewish
tradition to require fasting, as well as
abstention from sexual relations and
other activities of sensual pleasure:
ve initem et nafshoteykhem—literally, “you shall afflice yourselves.”!?
; Both, furthermore, establish the fast according to the calendar. The Qur’an estab-
lishes a daylight fast during the month of Ramadan, while the Bible requires a
sunset-to-sunset fast on the tenth day of the seventh month: this is the fast of
Yom Kippur. It is quite clear, moreover, that the early Muslims were accustomed
to fasting on the tenth day of
the month of Muharram, called
Ashura, which is confirmed
by authoritative Islamic tradi-
tion in the hadith.”* There can
be little doubrt that this custom
was . influenced by the Jewish
practice, but it dropped from
required behavior in Islam when
it was replaced by the Ramadan
month of daylight fasting,'s
The people used to fast on
‘Ashiird’ (the tenth day of the
month of Muharram) before the
fasting of Ramadin was made
obligatory. And on that day the
Ka'ba used to be covered with a
cover. When Allah made the fast-
ing of the month of Ramadin
compulsory, Allah’s Apostle said,
“Whoever wishes to fast (on the
. . : - day of ‘Ashurd’) may do so; and
Reading from the Torah in a synagogue In Jerusalem. whoever wishes to leave it can do

to distinguish the opening prologue
of a text from the text itself. Y
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It remains a major occasion of self-affliction among the Shi‘a to this day in the
1a ziyya titual among the Twelver Shi‘a, because the tenth of Muharram marks the
martyrdom of al-Husayn b, ‘Ali.'”

A second sunset-to-sunset fast accurs in Judaism on the ninth day of the month
of Av (tisha " be av), which commemorates the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple
first by the Babylonians and then the Romans. Four other public fasts in Judaism
are limited to the period from sunrise to sunset as in the Ramadan fast, three com-
memorating a sequence of events that eventuated in the destruction of the Temple,
and one commemorating the fast of Esther and the Jews of ancient Persia in solidar-
ity and prayer to avert an attempt to destroy them.' Both Judaism and Islam have
other nonobligatory fast days for a variety of purposes, including some in common,
such as the custom of fasting on Mondays and Thursdays.

Numerous additional parallels and commonalities are found in dietary laws,'?
ritual puricy,” ritual slaughter,' circumcision,? holy day rituals, and so forth.??
Much could be noted about them. I limit my final comments here to one small
aspect of an issue that is striking because of a curious Islamic custom treating
purity. Muslims are required by
religious law to ensure that they
are in a state of ritual purity
before engaging in prayer by
engaging in some form of ritual
washing (Q. 5:6). A parallel is
found also in Judaism, especially
after waking and beginning the
morning prayers,? but the ritual
washing in Judaism is customary
rather than required. Required
ritual purity presents a potential
problem in the dry and arid des-
ert environment of Arabia and
much of the Middle East and
North Africa, where water is
scarce. The problem is resolved
in Islam with the custom of
tayammum, rubbing the hands
and face with clean earth in the
absence of water, and autho-
rized by the same Qur'anic
verse requiring ritual cleans-

ing. Discussio n of ta}lammum Reading from the Qur'an in Penang, Malaysia. Photograph
. . . by Fred de Noyelle, March 20086.
is then expanded in the canoni-
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cal hadith.” In a Babylonian
Talmudic  discussion about
ritual washing, one rabbj asks
another about a young stu-
dent from the West whose
) custom-was to rub his hands
_ FO iy gty | with earth or a pebble or saw-
il o S Siap ;e (W8 dust in the absence of water.
ABE Sl el It is agreed that this custom is
acceptable as a means of ritual
washing before worship,2

Differences
and differentiation

While many other parallels and
similarities may be cited, dif-
ferences are also imporeant to
note. In face, it is just as easy to
stress differences as similarities,
which explains why as strong a
case can be made for the dis-
tinctiveness of Judaism and
Minrab (prayer alcove) in the Tilla Kari Mosque in Samarkand, Islam as for their commonali-
zbekdstan. Photograph by Gérard Degeorge. ties. One could easily make the
case, for example, that many
more differences than similarities may be found between Jewish and Islamic prayer,
from liturgy to choreography, length, number, and content. One could begin almost
anywhere. Jews are expected to pray three times per day, while Muslims are expected
to pray five times. Muslims bow, kneel, and prostrate themselves fully and repeat-
edly in every prayer service. Jews bow in the prayer service, but while the Talmud
and especially the Bible contain many cases of and references to kneeling and full
prostration, these fell out of practice in rabbinic Judaism. They did not fall out of
practice in Karaite Judaism, however, According to the fifteenth-century Karaite
scholar Elijah Bashiatsi of Adrianople (today’s Edirne in western Turkey), eight body
movements are indispensable forms of adoration in prayer. These include bending
the head, bending the upper body until it touches the knees, kneeling, violent bow-
ing of the head, complete prostration, raising the hands, standing, and raising the
eyes to heaven.”’
One of the most striking verbs associated with God and prayer in Judaism is gad-
desh (sanctify). The core of the Jewish prayer service is called the qgedushah, and
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God is praised and adored
through the use of this term as
absolutely sacred and incompa-
rable. The important repeated
litany of praise mentioned
above is called the gaddish, and
the term is used in many forms
throughout Jewish liturgies.
While the same word (gad-
dasa) is common in Islam, it
did not enter the prayer tradi-
tion, even though the Qur'an
describes the angels as sanctify-
ing God (wanugaddisu laka) in
2:30. While this image imme-
diately recalls Isaiah 6:1-4,
which imagines the divine
angels known as serafim cry-
ing out gadosh, qadosh, qadosh,
“Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord
of Hosts,” it is both interesting
and somewhat surprising that
the term is not found in Islamic
liturgy.

Even the obvious parallels can
be observed in terms of differ-

ence. For example, although Judaism and Islam each emphasize the requirement of a
weekly congregational prayer of “gathering” (kanas in Hebrew, jama ‘in Arabic), the
content of that prayer service in each religion is significantly different, as are their
respective views of the special nature and significance of the day upon which the

Ark of the Torah in the Grand Choral Synagogue;
Saint Petersburg, Russia. Photograph by Pascal Deloche.

congregational prayer must be held.?

And despite the many similarities in fasting, nearly all of the most important calendri-
cal fasts in Judaism are engaged for purposes of historical mourning, which is absent » see articte
from Islam. And while burial rites and mourning customs find many parallels—in
the immediacy of burialy-strict requirements for ritual washing of the body, burial in
shrouds and without embalming, the emphasis on simple coffins or no coffin at all,
a mourning period during which the bereaved avoid wearing jewelry or even clean
clothes—so many details vary between the two traditions that one could easily empha-
size the similarities or the differences in order to stress their commonalities or their
divergences. It all depends on what one wishes to highlight. Many of the similarities

between Judaism and Islam can be found in Christian traditions as well.

by Mohamed
Howary,
pp. 713-719.
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One more example is instructive in this regard. While it is true that both Jews and
Muslims pray in the direction of their most sacred site, they turn toward differ-
ent locations. The importance of this distinction

" < »
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Altbough Judaism and Islam is articulated well in the story of the important
4K each emphasize the requirement Jewish convert to Islam Ka'b al-Ahbar and his
E% of a weekly congregational advice to .the claliph ‘Umar. The stor{l is fo.und
el i prayer, the content of that repeated in I.s amic sources where the callPh,
1 ¥ X ., b relioi after conquering Jerusalem from the Byzantine
ki piayer Service in each re igion Christi ks Ka'b wh he should build th
i A tly different ristians, asks Ka'b where he should build the
_h i 1 is significan Y ) al-Agsa Mosque. Ka'b immediately suggested
y { - that it be positioned to the north of the site of
| ! the ancient Temple (and the rock upon which it rested). That way, when Muslims

prayed in that mosque toward Mecca, which is situated directly southward, they
would be praying toward the Jewish Temple as well. ‘Umar understood Ka'b’s inten-
tion of inserting a traditional Jewish sensibility and practice into Islam and vigor-
ously objected to the suggestion. The al-Agsa Mosque would be built on the south-
ern edge of the Temple Mount (in Arabic, the Noble Sanctuary [al-haram al-sharif]),
so that when facing Mecca in the proper direction of prayer, worshippers would turn
their backs in the direction of the old Temple of Jerusalem.

This story suggests a number of important observations about religious relationship.
On the one hand, the convert naturally feels comfortable with some of the ancient
traditions of his previous religion and may wish to incorporate certain of them into
his new faith. On the other, the leaders of the newly emerging religion need to assert
their independence from the earlier faith traditions and the institutional powers that
control them. Thus, we can observe the conscious effort to distinguish berween “the
old” and “the new” in religion. The tension between the old and the new has always

played an important part in development and change within religion and between
religions.
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Later paraliels and similarities

With the establishment of empire and consolidation, the Muslim world reached its
acme of civilization and development, and its cosmopolitan nature encouraged the
many peoples and religious communities within it to compete and contribute to a
common society. Muslim leaders were concerned that Islamic religious practice not
be influenced by ritual or custom of the Jewish and Christian communities living
among them,

The powerful Istamic influence in the disciplines of science, philosophy, grammar,
and poetry, which this volume describes in great detail, had little impact on Jewish
ritual, however, for two major reasons. The first is that Jewish religious ritual had
become largely standardized by the triumph of rabbinic Judaism, which occurred
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shortly before the emergence of Islam, and the second is that a significant portion
of the Jewish world lay outside the boundaries of the Muslim empires and was thus
immune from the undeniable attraction of Islamic religious culture. Some move-
ments occurred in Judaism that were deeply aftected by Islamic ritual, but their
impact on Judaism did not endure. One was among Karaite Jews, who, as noted
above, responded favorably to some Islamic ritual styles. These include, among other
things, the removal of shoes when entering the house of prayer and open space with-
out chairs or pews to allow prostrations in prayer.*’

Another was the pious movement that emerged in Fostat/Cairo, led or deeply
influenced by Abraham Maimuni (son of Maimonides), which became influen-
tial in Egypt and some other areas of the Middle East. Abraham’s father, Moses
Maimonides, already required that Jews wash their face, hands, and feet before the
morning prayers (Hilkhor tefillah 84:3), which seems to reflect an earlier custom of
Jews in Baghdad under the influence of Hat Gaon."

Abraham Maimuni claimed that the changes he introduced were not innovations
but rather a return to authentic Jewish practice that had fallen away, but any com-
parison of his changes with contemporary Islamic practice would note the latter's
powerful influence. What Abraham called restorations include prostrations in
prayer,” sitting on the knees in knceling position, facing eastward (symbolically
toward Jerusalem) not only during the central prayer of the eighteen benedictions
bur also during other prayer times, standing closely together in rows during prayer,*!
and spreading the hands in prayer.®* His “restorations” were, in fact, practiced by
some followers, but others accused him of copying Karaites, Muslims, or both, and
most of the changes were eventually rejected. Some members of his own congrega-
tion filed a complaint against him with the ruler of Egypr for forcing upon them
forbidden innovations. He was eventually forced to apologize for his acts and agreed
not to abuse his authority further with such demands.*

Finally, the power of the Arabic language deeply affected Jewish religious termi-
nology in a reversal of the earliest period of [slamic emergence when Jewish and
Christian terms in Aramaic/Syriac entered into

early Arabic religious discourse. Unlike in the

Christian world, where Latin was eschewed by

the Jews, Arabic was embraced by the Jews of

the Arabic-speaking Muslim world, and Arabic

religious terminology was commonly applied to

Jewish realia even when an authentic term existed

in Hebrew. The Torah could be referred to by the

Arabic terms al-shari a (the Law), al-kitib (the book), al-mushaf (the boolk of pages),
al-nuzil (the revelation), unimn al-kitab (mother of books), and even al-gui i
(related linguistically to a Hebrew word for Bible, migra).* Chapters of the Torah
were called by the term for chapters in the Qur an known as sinas, the leader of
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prayer could be called imam, and “Jerusalem” was written as dir al-salim (the abode
of peace).”” A Jewish judge (Hebrew dayan) was called gads or even mufii, a respon-
sum (teshuva in Hebrew) was often called a Jfatwd, Moses was referred to as al-rasal
or rasal Allah (messenger of God, a term used in Islam for Muhammad and other
prophets), the messiah called by the Islamic term al-gi im al-muntazar (the awaited
one), and God is not infrequently referred to simply as Allah (¢be God). Sometimes
the two languages were combined in phrases such as salit al-shaharit (the morning
prayer) or laytal-al-pesah, and sometimes even the Qur’an and hadith could be cited
in Jewish religious works.* The custom of using Arabic-Islamic terminology did not
end the use of more traditional Hebrew terms, but the two often existed together.
Islam-influenced terms tended to fall out of use, however, as demographic changes
and migrations altered the linguistic base-languages of Jews. Today in the West, for
example, local language customs have infiltrated Jewish language in a way similar to
that experienced by premodern Jews in the Muslim world. In the United States such
common English terms as judge, cantor, prayer leader, Bible, Pentateuch, and law
may replace or exist in parallel with the traditional Hebrew terminology. A similar
trend is emerging also in the American Muslim community as English words infil-
trate Islamic religious language. It is fitting to conclude with the observation that in
America and much of the West, the unprecedented comfort with which Jews have
been accepred into the larger culture was matched most closely, though not as thor-
oughly, under the rule of Islam. Future historical-anthropological studies of both
Jewish and Islamic contemporary ritual in the United States will likely investigate
similarities, influences, and processes of differentiation in relation to Western culture
and public and civil religion.
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