The following article appeared in the August 17, 2007 print edition of the Baltimore Jewish Times, but not in the online edition.  
LESSONS FROM A BRAVE BANGLADESHI

-- Jay Bernstein, host, Shalom USA Radio, broadcasting Sundays from 9 am to 11 am on AM1370-WVIE, and live on the web at www.v1370.com
 

A wise person, says Ben Zoma in Pirkei Avot, learns from everyone.  Baltimoreans were afforded the opportunity to follow Ben Zoma’s advice on July 31, 2007, when a Muslim journalist from Bangladesh, Shoaib Choudhury, spoke at Ner Tamid Congregation at an event organized by Shalom USA Radio.   Those attending heard an incredible message of courage, self sacrifice and determination which recalls eternal truths expressed thousands of years ago by our sages in Pirkei Avot.

 

Hillel teaches that in a place where there are no men, strive to be a man.  Few people born and bred in a place dominated by lies are able to recognize truth and justice, and fewer still have the moral courage and strength of character to speak the truth, and to demand justice.  Like other Bangladeshis, Shoaib Choudhury attended schools and mosques which demonized Jews and called for Israel’s destruction.  Inspired by a father who encouraged him to think for himself, Shoaib personally rejected these teachings, and now devotes his professional life to spreading a positive view of Jews, Judaism and the State of Israel.  His newspaper, the Weekly Blitz, is the only pro-Israel publication in the entire Muslim world. 

 

Rabbi Chanina ben Chachinai teaches that traveling alone on a road endangers one’s life. The high price that Shoaib Choudhury has paid for his lonely path attests to this sad reality.  Shoaib has been imprisoned and tortured by Bangladeshi officials, and his newspaper offices have been bombed by an Islamic extremist organization. He has been badly beaten by a mob which included members of the ruling Bangladeshi National Party, and is currently facing the charge of sedition, which is punishable by death.  Shoaib, his wife and children are ostracized by other family members, who regard them as traitors to Islam.  None of these consequences have shaken Shoaib’s determination; to the contrary, they have only increased his commitment and resolve.

 

Hillel and Rabbi Tzadok teach against separating oneself from the community.  While usually interpreted to mean that a person should participate in the community’s good deeds, and support the community in times of trouble, the example of Shoaib Choudhury suggests another reading, namely, the importance of battling to improve one’s community when it has gone astray.  Despite the many personal threats which he faces, Shoaib insists on remaining in Bangladesh rather than seeking political asylum in the United States or England.  As he explained at the event on July 31, his departure from Bangladesh would be a victory for the Islamic extremists, and have a chilling affect on other potential dissidents. Only by remaining with his community can he truly hope to change it for the better.

 

Yehoshua ben Perachaya teaches the importance of acquiring a friend.  A fascinating and inspiring part of Shoaib’s story is the dedication and support of a man he calls “brother,” a Jewish Chicagoan named Richard Benkin.  Since becoming aware of Shoaib’s plight, Richard has devoted countless hours and resources to advocate Shoaib’s cause, and to spread Shoaib’s message. Primarily due to Richard’s efforts, the House of Representatives passed a resolution in March, 2007calling for the government of Bangladesh to drop all pending charges against Shoaib; to return all of Shoaib’s confiscated possessions; to cease harassment and intimidation of Shoaib; and, to take steps to protect Shoaib, and hold accountable those responsible for attacks against him.

 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the courageous work of Shoaib Choudhury is a reminder that, as recorded in Pirkei Avot in the name of Nittai of Arbel, we must not despair.  While the Muslim voices of moderation are few and isolated, those who do speak up are tremendously inspiring, and will ultimately prevail. In the meantime, Shoaib and others like him in the Muslim world deserve our support and encouragement, as well as our thanks for embodying ethical precepts laid down by our sages so long ago

