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Walking the Walk: A Program of the Interfaith Center
Launched in the fall of 2005, Walking the Walk brings together Christian, Jewish and Muslim high school students twice a month during the school year to engage in meaningful conversation, explore shared values between traditions in addition to each tradition’s uniqueness, volunteer a community service organization, and reflect on their experiences through the arts.
“We Can Change the History of the World”
Keynote Address by Dr. Eboo Patel,

Founder and Director of the Interfaith Youth Core
This speech was delivered at a community event at the Philadelphia Cathedral, which was attended by 300 people. The occasion marked the Interfaith Center's formal launch of Walking the Walk. In this brief address, Eboo Patel relates the work of the Interfaith Center to global and national challenges for Americans and people of faith around the world in the 21st century.
As an American Muslim, the daily news puts me in the position of having my loyalties constantly inspected. The ridiculing of the Prophet Muhammad in European newspapers is the most recent case.

“Do you believe in free speech?” people ask me.
“To the teeth,” I respond.
“Do you think that some sources in the West deliberately distort Islam?” they prod.
“Absolutely,” I tell them.
“Are you hurt by the ridiculing of the Prophet in mainstream newspapers?” some wonder.
“Deep in my heart,” I say.
After determining that my allegiances are multiple, they always say: “But your beliefs contradict each other. Which do you choose?”
They immediately dichotomize the discussion – Western values vs. Muslim values, free speech vs. cultural sensitivity. They push to the point of polarization and then demand that I pick one side. But I refuse to fall prey to that mindset.
In poet Walt Whitman’s words:
Do I contradict myself?

Very well then I contradict myself.

(I am large, I contain multitudes) 

Viewing the world as sets of absolute principles at odds with each other plays into the hands of those who are working day and night to entrench the clash of civilizations and make it as bloody as possible. Some are undoubtedly whispering in the ears of right-wing politicians in Denmark, France and Spain, saying things like ‘True Europeans are now more than ever ready to hear that we were not meant to live with these foreigners. Let’s move to make Europe pure again.’
Their counterparts, fiery preachers in the Muslim world, are demanding the heads of European newspaper editors, telling their people that if Muslims do not go to war with the West, then the West will continue to insult Islam. Sooner or later, we will see European tourists murdered by Muslim extremists and mosques set on fire by European racists.
The purists on both sides wrap themselves in the shroud of principle, sharpen their spears and aim for the eyes. Some reprint cartoons that they know are grossly offensive to the most sacred symbols of others. Some burn embassies and threaten violence. But globalization makes all of us intimates. The two sides think they are battling each other, but their volleys serve mostly to destroy the dream of a common life together.

Who is flying the flag of coexistence? Who is telling the story of pluralism? Who is pointing out that they are us? 

Our only hope is a new generation of faith heroes. They are here to be nurtured. 
Douglas Huneke’s book, The Moses of Rovno, is about a German engineer who risked his own life to rescue hundreds of Jews from Hitler’s gas chambers. When asked why he did it, Fritz Graebe pointed to his youth.  When he saw someone in distress, his mother would ask him: “And you, Fritz, if you could help, what would you do?”
The processes and events of our youth form the commitments we carry throughout our lives. The effect is both immediate, and long-lasting. The youth program a 15-year old is involved in will have a powerful impact on her behavior at 17 and 75.
There are a lot of organizations who pay lip service to the importance of youth programs. But too often, those programs are the top picture in the newsletter and the last priority in the budget.
And there are some folks who are dismissive out of the gate. They say things like, ‘So your organization, it just runs youth programs?’ It’s almost like they are asking, ‘Don’t you work with real people?’.
There is a segment of our world who fully understand that young people are a combustible combination of powerful and fragile. These are the religious extremists.  Youth programs are the focus of their institutions and at the center of their strategies. Indeed, their youth programs have reshaped our world.
Preachers in the bigotry-driven Christian Identity movement pay special attention to young people.  So it should come as no surprise when we learn that 21-year old Benjamin Smith went on a shooting rampage in 1999 that targeted Jews, Asians and African-Americans throughout the mid-west.
Those Christian Identity movement preachers are not just running a youth program.  They are tearing apart the fabric of a diverse society.
Radical Jews in the Middle East take pains to involve young people. So it should come as no surprise that the assassin of one of the great souls of the twentieth century, Yitzhak Rabin, was only 25 years old. Those radical Jews aren’t just running youth programs.  They are destabilizing a peace process.
Muslim extremists make explicit calls to young people, inviting them to study in their hate-filled schools and train in their jihadi death camps. So it should come as no surprise that most of the Sept 11 terrorists were in their twenties. Those Muslim extremists aren’t just running a youth program. They are creating a state of permanent war.
There is another, far more hopeful, storyline involving religious young people. I call it the faith hero storyline.  It is astounding how young our faith heroes were when they began impacting the world. King was just 26 when he led the bus boycott in Montgomery. Gandhi only 24 when he led the movement against racist pass laws in South Africa. The Dalai Lama was even younger when he led his people out of occupied Tibet and set up a government in exile.
There are remarkable differences between the young religious terrorists and the young faith heroes. But there is also a striking similarity—young people are going to impact the world. The only question is, how?
It reminds me of the truth in Gwendolyn Brooks’ poem Boy Breaks Glass, written from the perspective of a young person:
I shall create
If not a note, a hole
If not an overture
a desecration.
I think that when we read about a 22 year old kid who fires a gun or detonates a bomb while whispering the name of God, we should take it personally. It didn’t have to be like that. We could have gotten to that kid first. In every 22 year old religious terrorist, there lies a faith hero we failed to nurture.
I recently read an account by an Indian journalist of the RSS, an extremist Hindu organization based in India. Fifty years ago, one of its young members murdered Gandhi, and more recently the RSS was involved in the killing of over 1000 Muslims in the state of Gujarat.
I was surprised at the intimacy of the article, and wondered how this person knew so much about the RSS. Towards the end, he confessed that he had been a member when he was a teenager during the 1940’s. It was the twilight of the colonial era, this journalist wrote, and he wanted to be part of something larger than himself. He joined the RSS because it seemed like the only option for a teenager with a growing political consciousness. Especially considering the more moderate Congress party didn’t have a youth wing.
The youth program of the Interfaith Center of Philadelphia is working to make sure that never happens in this city. 
I want to say a word directly to the young people.
Abby Stamelman Hocky, Margie Scharf and Susan Teegen-Case and your parents and teachers and religious leaders work because they believe in you. They love you. The impact you have already had in the world makes their work worthwhile, and makes me honored to be with you today.  

I have read your poetry:
Do we always think




To hold open the world’s door




For people unknown?  - Claire
Even though I am not a poem person,
I still find myself writing poems for you.
Every line, every word, every pen stroke
Is for you my love!  -  Abdul-Hafiz
 

I have every confidence that your effect will only grow. I want you to know that our life’s mission is to create the space so that you can become the leaders God meant you to be.  Like the faith heroes that went before, your leadership will create a new world. May God bless you, your families, your teachers, your religious leaders and all the people who know that the faith hero in you is ready to emerge.
Let me end with a line from one of my favorite poets, William Carlos Williams, who attended the University of Pennsylvania:
Who will speak of (you) in the time to come?
Let them say there was a burst of fragrance from black branches.
Eboo Patel founded the Chicago Interfaith Youth Core, www.ifyc.org, to cultivate a generation of compassionate global leaders. The independent organization brings together young people of all faiths to do service work, reflect on their faith, and better understand the connection between religion and social justice in 2002, the Utne Reader named Patel one of America’s 30 social visionaries under 30. A Rhodes Scholar with a Ph.D. in the Sociology of Religion from Oxford University, Patel is a Muslim. He is the co-editor of Building the Interfaith Youth Movement (Rowman and Littlefield, 2006), lectures world wide on youth and religion, and was a keynote speaker at the 2004 Nobel Peace Prize Forum.
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