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By now you have heard the surprising news.  I visited Imam Hendi, leader of Frederick’s Islam community, at his Mosque on Thursday, November 16.  Anastasia Rosen-Jones of New Horizons Zones of Peace Project; Miriam Klements, a mutual friend; and Martha Hull of the National Council of Jewish Women accompanied me.  I went because it felt like the right thing to do.  Of course I read the dreaded News-Post article from August several times.   I saw all the letters on the editorial pages written in subsequent days.  Although I tried, I could not avoid the many congregants who zeroed in on me to discuss their opinions, both pro and con.  In the end I felt that the Imam wanted to open a connection with us, and I agreed.

We met at the Mosque on Key Parkway.  I’ve lived in Frederick 27 years and have never even seen this building.  It is located on some raised land guarded by tall trees behind the Golden Mile.  It looks like a large sprawling single story home but with a formal oriental style portico.  I recall ivory stucco with blue trim.  The Imam met us outside and walked in with us. 
What we saw of the mosque was beautiful.  The entrance floors were marble tiles.  At chair rail height was a repeated phrase written in Arabic alluding to the oneness of G-d.    Above it was framed artwork of more calligraphy.  I didn’t have the presence of mind to ask him what they said.  He opened the door to a large thickly carpeted auditorium empty of chairs, with a wall of windows on the other side.  Shoes were verboten in this room, not for religious reasons, but because Islamic congregants pray kneeling and touch their foreheads to the floor.  I’ll never complain about standing in shul again.   

He led us to their library, which was very neat and uncluttered. By now I was thinking that this building reminded me of a smaller version of our community center.  After introducing ourselves, he apologized for the newspaper article.  He said his goal was to establish communication, not to issue a challenge.  
I had decided before going that I was not going start conversations about religion or politics.  It would have been impolite, plus I am not well versed in either subject.  Miriam spoke of the hard feelings that many of our congregants would have to overcome.  Imam Hendi said he is no stranger to the anger over the issue and has suffered personally.  But he ultimately believes in the open mindedness of Jews specifically, and mankind in general.  I quoted his article and pressed for something Jews and Moslems in Frederick could do to get to know each other.  Anastasia and Martha said that whatever we do, there had to be food and music.  Remembering all the traife food I ignorantly picked up and brought to shul, I told them you can’t bring food to the Community Center.  He said Muslims only eat kosher food anyway.  I told him still no food, and we all laughed.  He understands.  So we all agreed that further contact would be made between Miriam and Rachel, who plans all social activities for the Mosque, to plan a party in December.    

If I know my Beth Sholom-ers, half of you are thinking, “Good for him!” and the other half are gasping, “How dare he!”  Well, it’s a free country and only I have to answer to G-d, the law, and my wife, who incidentally hasn’t been speaking to me since last Thursday.  In any case, I am hoping to build a relationship with the Islamic community of Frederick.  

And now for something completely different….Bingo is in a crisis. It’s the kind of problem we wish for in business….too busy.  We cannot sell holders fast enough.  The games are so successful that players get frustrated because the few congregants that man the games are overwhelmed.  In business we can hire more workers.  State law forbids us from hiring Bingo workers.  The current dedicated crop of Bingo workers is getting too old and tired to continue the pace.  (Their words, not mine….but I was thinkin’ it!)   Like Dracula, Bingo needs fresh blood.  Unlike Dracula, it won’t hurt. The players are friendly regulars who have been with us for years.  They have become our friends.  It’s a great way to meet other congregants, too.  

The reality is the Board is talking about doing away with Bingo if we cannot man it.   We would have to almost double your dues if we cut out Bingo.  That would put us in line with other shuls.  Frederick is a small family town.  In D.C. and Baltimore, the shuls have relentless charity drives and rich benefactors.  Neither Rabbi Kosman nor I intend to hound members for money.  But we won’t be around forever. Bingo is a very democratic way to raise funds from all members, rich and poor.  You just need to devote a little time from your hectic schedule.  Even three hours a month from most adult members would save Beth Sholom.  Please put down the Bulletin, pick up your PDA, and mark off 3 hours on your calendar for a Sunday or Monday evening.  Now is the time to come to the aid of your shul!

Shalom, Andy 

