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A Sikh man gazes at an act of vandalism 

at his place of worship in Fresno, 

California. The sign reads, “It’s not your 

country.” Sikhs are often mistaken for 

Muslims during hate crimes. 

 
200,000 Germans march in Berlin in 

support of the U.S. shortly after 9/11. 

The Terrorist Attacks of September 11, 2001 
Intercultural and Interfaith Relations After 9/11 

 
The attacks of September 11 affected every 

segment of American society in some way, as well 

as different national, regional, and religious 

communities across the world. The savage nature 

of the attacks united diverse groups of people in 

grief and common purpose but also exposed fears 

and antagonisms across social and international 

divides. Some Muslims living in the West became 

victims of hate-crimes, but prominent religious, 

political, and cultural leaders spoke out against 

demonizing all Muslims for the actions of a few, 

and pushed for greater interreligious dialogue, 

tolerance, and understanding. Americans’ 

increased concerns regarding Muslims, fueled by the attacks and a general lack of 

knowledge of Islam, were thus held somewhat in check by urgent efforts to foster 

intercultural understanding between Muslims and the wider American community, and 

interfaith harmony between Christians and Muslims, efforts that rose up in far greater 

numbers than had ever been present before in American society. 

 

 

What divisions did the attacks expose within the international 

community? 

 
The aftermath of 9/11 witnessed almost universal 

condemnation of the attacks and sympathy and 

support for the American people even from 

traditional foes of the U.S., such as Iran, North 

Korea, Cuba, Libya and the Taliban government of 

Afghanistan, which had been harboring Osama bin 

Laden and his al-Qaeda organization. However, 

within this global chorus of solidarity, clear 

distinctions emerged between the ideological 

outlooks of different communities. 

 

Many in the democratic societies in Europe and 

North America viewed September 11 as an attack on 

democracy, freedom, and the social, cultural, 

political, and religious values shared across Europe 

and the Americas. Western nations condemned the 

attacks without qualification, expressed effusive 
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Muslim women in Jordan write messages of 

condolence outside the U.S. embassy the day 

after the attacks. 

support for the U.S., and freely volunteered partnership in bringing those responsible to 

justice. On the day of the attacks, Prime Minster Jean Chrétien of Canada called the event 

“an assault not only on the targets but an offense against the freedom and rights of all 

civilized nations.” Prime Minister Tony Blair of the United Kingdom pledged to stand 

“full-square alongside the U.S.” in the new struggle against terrorism. Shows of solidarity 

arose in many Western nations. The American national anthem, “The Star-Spangled 

Banner,” was performed at the Changing of the Guard ceremony at Buckingham Palace 

in London, at the Place de la Concorde in Paris, and at the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin in 

the presence of 200,000 Germans who marched in support of the U.S. The sentiment 

across the West and much of the rest of the world was perhaps best captured in the 

headline of the French newspaper Le Monde the day after the attacks: “Nous sommes 

tous Américains,” French for “We are all Americans.” 

 

The reaction from the Muslim world was also 

strong in its condemnation of the attacks and 

its sympathy for the innocent American 

victims, but Muslim-majority countries tended 

to stop short of preemptively throwing their 

support behind the U.S. government and 

whatever response it would give to the attacks. 

While most Muslims across the world saw the 

attacks as barbaric acts against innocent 

people, they were also well aware of 

longstanding Muslim grievances against U.S. 

foreign policy, particularly the American 

alliance with Israel, which has long been 

viewed as an affront to Arab Palestinians and 

Muslims in general. Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi offered emotional support to the 

American people while also acknowledging opposition to the American government: 

“Regardless of political considerations or differences between America and the peoples 

of the world… irrespective of the conflict with America, it is a human duty to show 

sympathy with the American people and be with them at these horrifying and awesome 

events which are bound to awaken human conscience.” Muslims did not primarily see the 

attacks as being targeted against Western values like democracy and freedom, but instead 

saw them as disproportionate responses to objectionable uses of American power in the 

Muslim world. Statements from some Muslim religious and political leaders reflected this 

sentiment, strongly condemning the attacks while also suggesting that the U.S. should 

rethink the policies that motivated them. Sheikh Yusuf Al-Qaradawi, an Egyptian 

Muslim cleric famous for his widely popular Al Jazeera television show and leading 

Islamic website IslamOnline.net, said of the attacks: 

Truly, our hearts bleed for the attacks that have targeted the World Trade 

Center as well as other institutions in the United States despite our strong 

opposition to the American-biased policy towards Israel on the military, 

political and economic fronts. Islam, the religion of tolerance, holds the 

human soul in high esteem, and considers an attack against innocent 

human beings a grave sin. 



The Intercultural and Interreligious Aspects of 9/11 

4 

 

Differing views in Palestine 
CNN footage of a number Palestinians celebrating the 9/11 attacks became notorious 

and angered many. Another story that got far less coverage was a series of Jerusalem 

Post Radio interviews with Palestinian citizens on September 11, most of whom 

regretted the attacks. Below are portions of four Palestinians’ interview responses: 

 “What's happened is not good for everyone in the world.... It's not good for anyone, 

Arab people, Jewish people... Christian people. All of the people don't accept all 

this, what's happened, because it's not in the way of the peace in the world... The 

Qur'an does not say this - to kill the people. The Qur'an said to keep these people, 

not to kill them.” 

 “Yeah, I feel very happy... When the Palestinians were killed, all the world was 

happy. I am very happy because they are happy when the Israeli forces kill us in the 

territories... The Muslims have to kill because... everywhere in the world they were 

killed.” 

 “We're sad. We condemn everything because they're attacking civilians and we 

don't want to harm anybody.” 

 “I'm very, very sorry personally for what has happened. You know, we really feel 

the pain of the people because we have been going through this pain for a long time. 

So I really feel with these people and I hope a lot of them will survive. We pray for 

them... I'm not aware of [other Palestinians celebrating the attacks], but if they are, 

I don't know how they are thinking. Everybody's a human being. Whether they are 

Palestinians, Jewish, or Americans, everyone is a human being and we appreciate 

human beings no matter who they are.” 

However, there were numerous shows of solidarity around the Muslim world that were 

not qualified by political differences. People placed flowers outside many American 

embassies, and, in a noteworthy display of public sympathy from a political foe, 

thousands of Iranians gathered to light candles in Tehran’s Mohseni Square  a week after 

the attacks. Still, some anti-American sentiment did manifest on the popular level in the 

Middle East, most iconically in spontaneous Palestinian celebrations of the attacks that 

were broadcast on international television. 

What divisions did the attacks expose in American society? 

 
In the U.S., despite immediate condemnation of the attacks and relief efforts on the part 

of national Islamic organizations, Muslims and Arab-Americans became the targets of a 

rash of hate crimes in the days and weeks after the attacks. These hate crimes affected not 

only Muslims and Arabs, but also people who were merely perceived as Muslims – 

including many Sikhs and Hindus – or perceived as Arabs – including Indians, Persians, 

and Southeast Asians. During the first nine weeks after September 11, there were more 

than 700 violent attacks against people perceived as Arab or Muslim, and a far greater 

number of instances of threats and other forms of psychological intimidation. White 

Americans of Christian heritage were responsible for the vast majority of these crimes, 

with a significant number of Jewish perpetrators as well. One of the first victims of these 
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Anti-Islamic hate crimes reported to the 

FBI. The actual number of hate crimes at 

the local level, reported and unreported, 

is many times higher. 

Prejudicial comments by U.S. Congressmen 
 John Cooksey (R-Louisiana): “If I see someone 

come in that’s got a diaper on his head, and a fan 

belt wrapped around that diaper on his head, that 

guy needs to be pulled over.” 

 Saxby Chambliss (R-Georgia): “[A Georgia 

sheriff should] arrest every Muslim that comes 

across the state line.” 

 Charlie Norwood (R-Georgia): In a letter to 

constituents, Norwood falsely claimed that Arabs 

were responsible for the 1979 Iranian hostage 

crisis (Iranians were responsible), and that the 

Taliban is comprised almost entirely of Arabs (it is 

entirely Afghan). 

hate crimes was Balbir Singh Sodhi, an Indian-

American Sikh who was murdered on September 

15, 2001, while planting flowers outside the gas 

station he owned in Mesa, Arizona. The murderer, 

Frank Roque, then drove to another gas station and 

attempted to murder a Lebanese-American clerk, 

then went to and fired shots at his former residence, 

which had been purchased by a local Afghan family. 

Roque stated that his actions were in retaliation 

against the terrorist attacks four days earlier. The 

number of anti-Arab and anti-Muslim hate crimes in 

the weeks after September 11 represented a 17-fold 

increase from the pre-September 11 number of such 

hate crimes. Though hate crimes dropped after this 

spike, they have since remained significantly more 

frequent than they were prior to 9/11. Despite these 

tragic events, analystcs agreed that there were far 

fewer prejudicial reprisal attacks in the U.S. than 

would have occurred in most other countries across the world had the such large-scale, 

religiously motivated attacks occurred elsewhere, a testament to Americans’ relatively 

accepting views and treatment of minorities. 

 

Top American political, religious, and social leaders spoke out on behalf of Arab-

Americans, Muslims, and the religious tradition of Islam, but biased speech against these 

groups became markedly more common and more tolerated in the media and in popular 

parlance in the immediate aftermath of the attacks. While most politicians spoke 

proactively to try to prevent anti-Muslim violence, a few Southern Republican members 

of the House of Representatives made public prejudicial comments against Arabs and 

Muslims. Then-Attorney General John Ashcroft, also a Republican, demonstrated a lack 

of respect for Muslims by implying that Christianity is superior to Islam, saying “Islam is 

a religion in which God requires you to send your son to die for him. Christianity is a 

faith in which God sends his son to die for you.” These comments were made despite the 

unwavering insistence of Republican president George W. Bush that Muslims and their 

faith be treated with respect. 

 

In the media, numerous pundits 

and journalists from the 

conservative end of the political 

spectrum made controversial 

comments ranging from 

assertions that Islam is 

inherently violent to vitriolic 

tirades against Arabs and 

Muslims. Jewish commentators 

were responsible for a 

disproportionately large share of 
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In the film Rebirth, Nick expresses 

anger within the first year after 9/11 at 

seeing a flyer at his school defending 

the rights of Muslims: “First, I wanted 

to punch the kid in the face. You 

know? And then I wanted to just go 

and cry. „Cos I felt, you know, like 

who, you know, who is with me? You 

know, I go into school and I have to 

see a flyer from some kid, you know? 

Who‟s fighting for the rights of the 

people that killed my mom. You know? 

You know, I‟m just angry at a lot, a lot 

of people.” 
Is Nick’s anger understandable? Does 

the student defending the rights of 

Muslims deserve Nick’s anger? Can 

you think of examples from history or 

current events in which over-

generalized anger has played a role in 

contentious situations? 

such remarks. Mona Charen wrote in Jewish World Review, “We’ve seen ample evidence 

during the past ten weeks [since the attacks] of the capacity of Middle Eastern people to 

indulge in self-delusion and downright lies.” In National Review, Paul Johnson portrayed 

Islam as an inferior religion, saying, “Islam is an imperialist religion, more so than 

Christianity has ever been, and in contrast to Judaism.” In a flagrantly prejudicial article 

published just over a month after the attacks in the reputable mainstream San Diego 

Union-Tribune newspaper, columnist John Keegan lashed out non-Westerners and 

especially Muslims: 

Westerners fight face to face… [and] observe what, to non-Westerners 

may seem curious rules of honor. Orientals by contrast, shrink from 

pitched battle… preferring ambush, surprise, treachery and deceit as the 

best way to overcome an enemy… On September 11, 2001, [„Oriental 

Tradition‟] returned in an absolutely traditional form. Arabs, appearing 

suddenly out of empty space like their desert raider ancestors, assaulted 

the heartlands of Western power, in a terrifying surprise raid and did 

appalling damage… It is no good pretending that the peoples of the desert 

and the empty spaces exist on the same level of civilization as those who 

farm and manufacture. They do not.    

To top all these biased remarks, in a National 

Review Online article two days after the 

attacks, the intentionally provocative 

commentator Ann Coulter wrote, “We should 

invade [Muslim] countries, kill their leaders, 

and convert them to Christianity.”  

 

The most vicious comments, however, tended 

to come from evangelical Christian pastors, 

religious and social conservatives concentrated 

in the American South. Their comments, 

including those of some of the most prominent 

evangelical leaders in the country, generally 

attacked Islam and its founder and prophet, 

Muhammad. On NBC Nightly News two 

months after the attacks, the Reverend Franklin 

Graham, who delivered the invocation at 

President George W. Bush’s first inauguration, 

called Islam “a very evil and wicked religion.” 

Rev. Benny Hinn told a cheering crowd in 

Dallas, Texas, “The Muslim population is 

going down!” Former Southern Baptist 

Convention president the Reverend Jerry Vines 

directly insulted the founder of Islam: “Islam 

was founded by Mohammed, a demon-

possessed pedophile who had 12 wives and his 

last one was a 9-year-old girl.” Additional 

insults against Muhammad and Islam came 
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A demonstrator defends respect 

for Islam during one of many 

rallies around Ground Zero in the 

years after 9/11. 

from some of the most prominent leaders of evangelical Christianity, broadcast on 

popular television programs. The Reverend Jerry Falwell told 60 Minutes, “I think 

Mohammed was a terrorist… I’ve read enough of the history of his life written by both 

Muslims and non-Muslims, that he was a violent man, a man of war.” On Hannity & 

Colmes, the Reverend Pat Robertson called Muhammad “an absolute wild-eyed fanatic. 

He was a robber and a brigand. And to say that these terrorists distort Islam… They’re 

carrying out Islam.” 

 

This heated public rhetoric exposed several faultlines in American society. As noted 

above, a number of political, media, and religious conservatives displayed a significant 

measure of generalized animosity toward Islam and Muslims. Liberals called for 

apologies for these conservatives’ hateful speech. On the political and religious fronts, 

anti-Muslim sentiment was more prevalent in the South than in any other region of the 

country, and more common among evangelical Christians than any other denomination. 

Jews with conservative political leanings and strong support for the state of Israel were 

another group with numerous people who distanced themselves from the presidentially 

promulgated view of Islam as a religion of peace. In this regard, the attacks became yet 

another wedge to reinforce the preexisting liberal-conservative division in American 

society and politics characteristic of the “culture wars” between left-wing and right-wing 

value groups. 

 

Still, while the attacks divided people along familiar lines, 

even these old divisions acquired new characteristics 

through the particular issues surrounding September 11, 

and new, subtler cleavages emerged. Liberal-conservative 

divisiveness became characterized by discussions of the 

place of Muslims in American society. And, while a few 

conservatives demonized Arabs and Islam in strong terms, 

a much broader segment of the population – spanning 

political, religious, and cultural lines – became more 

hesitant to trust Arabs, Muslims, and the religion of Islam. 

A Gallup polling analysis released on September 28, 2001 

pointed out that, while Americans had held somewhat 

negative views of Arabs for at least a decade prior to 9/11, 

the attacks increased this sentiment, with different polls 

recording between 35% and 43% of Americans reporting 

less trust in Arabs living in the U.S. than prior to the 

attacks; 63% said their level of trust toward Arabs had not 

changed, and a significant portion of these already had 

negative views of Arabs. A CNN/USA Today/Gallup poll taken three days after the 

attacks confirmed both the discrepancy between liberal and conservative tendencies as 

well as the fact that there was still significant overlap in both groups’ diminished trust in 

Arabs: 45% of Republicans reported having less trust in Arabs, while 33% of Democrats 

reported less trust and 29% of Independents reported the same. 
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President George W. Bush speaking to American 

Muslims at the Islamic Center of Washington, DC on 

September 17, 2001. 

“We turn to you, our Lord, at this time of 

pain and grief in our nation. We see the 

evil of destruction and the suffering of the 

many of our people before our eyes. With 

broken and humble hearts and with tears in 

our eyes, we turn to you, our Lord, to give 

us comfort. Help us in our distress. Keep 

us together as people of diverse faiths, 

colors, and races. Keep our country strong 

for the sake of the good and righteousness. 

And protect us, our Lord, from all evil. 

Amen.” – Muzummil H. Siddiqi at the 

National Cathedral, September 14, 2001 

How did people prevent violence and promote cooperation in 

the aftermath of the attacks? 
 

Despite the divisive comments from a few high-profile individuals, most religious, 

political, and cultural leaders urged Americans to distinguish between the terrorists 

behind the September 11 attacks and the majority of Muslims who condemn violence in 

the name of their religion. President George W. Bush led these calls for civility on the 

national level and was outspoken in describing the peaceful nature of true Islam and 

insisting that Muslims form an important and valuable part of American society. 

Meanwhile, other leaders from all sectors of society spoke out on national and local 

stages to foster harmony and stability between American Muslims and the rest of 

American society. 

 

Recognizing the inevitable societal 

tensions that the devastating attacks 

perpetrated by Islamic terrorists would 

engender, religious and political leaders 

immediately sought to promote 

interreligious harmony. President Bush 

declared September 14, 2001 a National 

Day of Prayer and Remembrance, 

encouraging Americans of all faiths and 

none to pray for or simply remember the 

victims of the attacks that had occurred 

three days earlier. The events of the day 

included an interreligious prayer service 

held at the National Cathedral in Washington, DC. The service, attended by four former 

presidents and numerous other political dignitaries, featured a speech by President Bush 

as well as remarks and prayers from evangelical Christian preacher the Reverend Billy 

Graham, Episcopal priest the Reverend Nathan Baxter, Jewish Rabbi Joshua Haberman, 

and Muslim cleric Muzammil H. Siddiqi. The service was broadcast live on television 

across the country. 

 

On September 17, Bush paid a highly publicized visit to the mosque at the Islamic Center 

of Washington, DC and used the 

opportunity to condemn hate crimes 

against Muslims. “America counts 

millions of Muslims amongst our 

citizens, and Muslims make an 

incredibly valuable contribution to 

our country… Those who feel like 

they can intimidate our fellow 

citizens to take out their anger don’t 

represent the best of America. They 

represent the worst of humankind, 

and they should be ashamed of that 
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Religious and political leaders at the Yankee Stadium 

interfaith service on September 23, 2001. 

kind of behavior,” Bush said on national television before the crowd of Muslims in 

attendance. 

 

One of the most memorable events aimed 

at both mourning the attacks and 

promoting interreligious harmony came 

on September 23, when a large-scale 

interfaith prayer service, dubbed “A 

Prayer for America,” was held at Yankee 

Stadium in the Bronx neighborhood of 

New York City. The event, organized by 

New York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani and 

broadcast live across the U.S. and 

beyond, involved speeches, sermons, and 

performances from religious leaders of 

many faiths, prominent politicians, and 

major entertainment celebrities. Along 

with these public figures, places of honor were reserved for the men and women who had 

participated in the rescue and relief efforts at the site of the World Trade Center, as well 

as family members of those who lost their lives in the attacks. Religious speakers 

included Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Sikh, and Hindu 

clerics, all praying for the dead, their loved ones, and the country moving forward 

through the lenses of their particular traditions – a strong public display that Americans 

of all faiths were united in mourning the attacks. 

 

At the level of individual religious traditions, the American Muslim community was 

quick to respond, disturbed by the attacks and recognizing the backlash that could result. 

Eleven of the foremost Islamic organizations in the U.S. issued a joint statement on the 

day of the attacks that read: “American Muslims utterly condemn what are apparently 

vicious and cowardly acts of terrorism against innocent civilians. We join with all 

Americans in calling for the swift apprehension and punishment of the perpetrators. No 

political cause could ever be assisted by such immoral acts.” American Islamic 

organizations also called on their members to donate blood and provide relief supplies for 

the victims of the attacks, and requested that Muslim medical professionals go to the 

scenes of the attacks to offer their assistance. Many American Muslims heeded these 

calls, and Islamic centers around the country started blood drives. 

 

Christian congregations were quick to make efforts to stave off anti-Muslim sentiment 

among their members. In the weeks and months after the attacks, a large number of 

churches invited Muslim speakers to give talks on their faith and culture in order to 

promote a basic understanding of Islam and dispel prejudicial stereotypes about Muslims. 

Christian leaders were among the most vocal advocates of interreligious harmony in the 

wake of the attacks. A few nationally prominent Christians – Rev. Jim Wallis of 

Sojourners; Dr. Bob Edgar of the National Council of Churches; Rev. Wesley Granberg 

Michaelson of the Reformed Church of America; and Dr. Ron Sider of Evangelicals for 

Social Action – along with Rabbi David Saperstein of the Religious Action Center of 
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Reform Judaism, drafted an interfaith statement condemning the attacks and encouraging 

people to shape their reactions in keeping with the religious principles of peace and 

human dignity. The statement, entitled “Deny them their victory: A religious response to 

terrorism,” included urgings toward self-reflection and fairness: 

But we can deny [the terrorists] their victory by refusing to submit to a 

world created in their image… We must not allow this terror to drive us 

away from being the people God has called us to be. We assert the vision 

of community, tolerance, compassion, justice, and the sacredness of 

human life, which lies at the heart of all our religious traditions. America 

must be a safe place for all our citizens in all their diversity. It is 

especially important that our citizens who share national origins, 

ethnicity, or religion with whoever attacked us are, themselves, protected 

among us. 

The statement was first published three days after the attacks, and within weeks 4,000 

Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, and other religious leaders across the 

country had become signatories and the statement was printed as an ad in The New York 

Times. 

 

Many local efforts were made in New York City to promote intercultural harmony 

beginning the very day of the attacks. After successfully evacuating the more than 9,000 

students and staff at the eight schools in the vicinity of the World Trade Center, the New 

York City Board of Education (NYCBOE) immediately began developing an “anti-bias 

curriculum” with assistance from community groups and faith-based organizations. The 

anti-bias curriculum facilitated critical thinking on how students can be members of a 

diverse community in which differences are treated with respect, and was tailored to 

speak to the many cultural communities within the New York school system. The 

curriculum was ready by the day after the attacks and was implemented the following 

day, September 13, the first day of school after the attacks. The NYCBOE also instructed 

teachers to look out for and report acts of bias among students. However, the NYCBOE 

received no reports of any such acts stemming from 9/11, a testament to the effectiveness 

of the anti-bias curriculum. 

 

Across the U.S., non-Muslims came forward to support and protect their Muslim 

neighbors. In Gaithersburg, Maryland, the Ameridream Charity established a $25,000 

fund to help low income Arab-Americans rebuild property that had been vandalized in 

the aftermath of 9/11. Christians from St. Anne’s Episcopal Church in Reston, Virginia 

set up a program that provided escorts for Muslim women in order to protect them from 

threats and intimidation as they ran errands around town.. The Church Council of Great 

Seattle created a similar program called “Watchful Eyes.” Numerous other groups and 

individuals contributed in other ways to make Muslims and Arab-Americans feel safe at 

that time when others were targeting those communities. 

 

Overall, participation in interfaith initiatives rose dramatically after 9/11. Between 2000 

and 2005, the percentage of congregations nationwide that held interfaith worship 

services rose from 7.1% to 22.3%, and congregations joining in interfaith community 

service skyrocketed from 8% to 37.5%. Still, these interfaith harmony initiatives were not 
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Faith Communities Today 2000 and 2005 

surveys. 

without backlashes. Radical right-wing political 

and religious voices criticized President Bush’s 

visit to the Islamic Center of Washington, DC as 

consorting with the enemy. David Benke, a 

Lutheran pastor who led a prayer at the Yankee 

Stadium prayer service, was suspended from his 

pastoral duties by a senior leader of the Lutheran 

Church, who accused him of syncretism for 

participating in a prayer service alongside 

“pagans;” he was later reinstated after an 

investigation determined that he had received 

permission from his immediate superior to take 

part in the event. Muslims participating in relief 

efforts were sometimes subject to suspicion and 

hostility. Nevertheless, overall, the immediate 

trend in interfaith relations after the September 11 

attacks was toward harmonious religious pluralism and unity as Americans. However, 

further challenges to intercultural relations lied ahead as Ground Zero, the site of the 

World Trade Center, was cleared of debris and reconstruction efforts began to take shape. 

 

  

 


