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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

Interfaith Council of New York 
Calls for Mutual Tolerance 

As one immigrant in 
Queens says, ‘no society 
should treat people like 
that. We have lived here 
for over 20 years and have 
been law-abiding. Our 
children are in schools 
and we work and contrib-
ute to the country. All we 
want is to come out from 
the shadows.’ There is no 
guarantee that this will 
happen anytime soon.

President Obama 
was the best hope 
that the undocument-
ed had if their status 
were ever going to 
be regularized. But 
he did precious little, 
despite the lofty rhet-
oric. While the un-
documented wait the 
fear increases as the 
Department of Home-
land Security has the 
personal information 
of those in the admin-
istrative closure cases 
and anything can hap-
pen.

Immigration is not 
the only area in which 
fear exists. The recent 
US presidential elections 
upped the antenna of dis-
trust toward Muslims. The 
call by Donald Trump to 
put a halt on Muslims en-
tering the country and to 
investigate mosques has 
many Muslims living in 
fear. In early December 
2016 the Interfaith Coun-
cil in Queens, New York, 
convened a conference 
to discuss what strategies 
can be adopted to combat 
the fear-mongering that 
exists.

The Conference at-
tracted a cross-section of 
the faith-based communi-
ties as well as the politi-
cal establishment and the 
media. The Conference 

priests from the different 
denominations will meet 
to discuss the pressing 
problems of their commu-
nities and to offer possible 
solutions.

But apart from dis-
cussions there should be 
action and one way of do-
ing so would be to stand 

together in solidarity. If 
a faith is attacked others 
should peacefully protest 
against it. In this way the 
Council of Clergy can ag-
itate for change. This is 
one way to fi ght the good 
fi ght. It was agreed that 
standing side by side is 
good but working togeth-
er for a common cause is 
better.

Harpreet Singh Toor 
from the Sikh Cultural 
Center said that Sikhs 
have had a long rela-
tionship with the United 
States. The founder of 
the religion Guru Nanak 
advocated for equality 
among all peoples. The 
foundation stone at the 
Golden Temple was laid 

by a Muslim and this was 
done to show equality 
among humankind.

Sikhs were attacked 
after 9/11 and the dis-
crimination continues, 
according to Toor. Frank 
Joseph from the Human 
Rights Commission was 
impressed with the turn-

out of the faith lead-
ers. He reiterated that 
fact that a multitude 
of languages are 
spoken in Queens. 
Despite the diversity 
people are fearful, 
according to Joseph. 
He wanted people to 
speak from a place 
of love and for all to 
work together.

The Human 
Rights Commission 
protects law-abiding 
peoples in spite of 
their backgrounds 
and immigration sta-
tus. People have the 
right to practice their 

faith and if there are vio-
lations there are laws to 
protect them. The Com-
mission has already con-
ducted its own Interfaith 
meeting and will hold a 
follow up meeting in due 
course.

Dr. Shuayb from 
CUNY said that an ur-
gent need exists to have a 
unifi ed approach to fi ght 
extremism in the wake of 
the US elections. He rec-
ommended the building 
of coalitions as a way of 
getting support from oth-
er groups. He pointed out 
that the areas of concern 
include: civil rights, edu-
cation, employment, pro-
tecting students from bul-
lying, the proposed ban on 

Muslims, and terrorism.
Statistics was present-

ed to show that Muslims 
are a strong community in 
the US.  It was suggest-
ed that we should spend 
more time to engage the 
incoming Trump adminis-
tration to treat all equally 
and to mend fences with 
all groups and to promote 
virtue. This paved the way 
for the Commanding Offi -
cers from the 102 and the 
106 Precincts to address 
the meeting.

Captain Deodat Ur-
prashad, a Guyanese, is 
from the 102 Precinct. 
He said that the Precinct 
is here to serve the com-
munity. Crime, he said 

was down by 17 
percent in 2016. He 
has asked that the 
community become 
more involved and 
report crimes. This 
was reinforced by 
the Commanding 
Offi cer of the 106 
Precinct. Captain 
Bohannan said that 
the Precinct is there 
to serve the com-
munity and that he 
will work with all 
to promote peace 
in the community. 
It was also good to 
see Mark Competel-
lo from Community 
Affairs106 Precinct 
at the meeting.  

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine 
pointed out that 57 per-
cent of Americans know 
little or nothing about Is-
lam.

 There is need then 
for more education and 
information. Apart from 
interfaith dialogue he rec-
ommended more positive 
exchanges between young 
people. He also suggested 
that a resolution be sent 
to the Trump transition 
team to remind it that the 
new president should be 
speaking the language of 
peace and inclusion. 

was declared open by Mo-
hamed Hack who is the 
Convener and President 
of the organization.  He 
said that the time to dis-
cuss the state of relations 
in Queens was long over-
due and that Muslims are 
afraid to wear the hijab 
because of persecution.  
We need to cultivate good 
relations with all sections 

of the community, he add-
ed. There is fear in the 
community and people 
need to work together to 
fi ght the fear, he said.

Rabbi Skolnik from 
the Forest Hills Jewish 
Center said that from his 
experience this has been a 
most diffi cult time for the 
people of Queens and for 
the Jewish community. 
He has been a Rabbi since 
1981 and has not seen the 
level of fear that currently 
exists. According to the 
Rabbi, ‘ I have been in the 
Borough for over 36 years 
and have not experienced 
the kinds of issues that I 
am seeing personally and 
professionally.’

Queens is generally 

regarded as the ‘world’s 
borough’ with the differ-
ent ethnic communities 
living peacefully. Some 
participants at the Con-
ference believed that the 
election has brought ten-
sion and that nearly ev-
ery group has become the 
victim of degrading and 

demeaning speech. Rabbi 
Skolnik, and others, stat-
ed that if we do nothing it 
would open the door for 
even more tension. We 
must not lower ourselves 
to the basest instincts in 
which we lose respect for 
each other.

Muslims are told that 
they will become part of 
a register. Some members 
pointed out that in the 
campaign women were 
treated like pieces of meat 
and the statements defy 
the glory of God. The 
Conference would like to 
see an end to hate speech. 
It was recommended that 
there should be the setting 
up of an Inter-Faith Coun-
cil of Clergy in which the 

      The answer to immigration is that 
there is no answer. The undocumented 
in the United States is neither here nor 
there. He or she is caught in a limbo 
from which there is no light at the end 
of the tunnel. The latest fi gures sug-
gest that around 80,000 immigrants 
have put their cases to the Department 
of Homeland Security, since 2012, 
through a procedure that is known as 
‘administrative closure.’ This means 
that they are not forced to leave the 
US but they are not legally allowed to 
remain. Who wants to live this way?

Some of the participants at the Interfaith Council Conference in Queens, New York. 
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Lieutenant Rana from the Community Affairs Bureau addresses the 
Council as Mohamed Hack listens intently.


