
In 1967, I was living in Toronto, Ontario. I joined an international women’s group and I was 
invited to their first meeting. Everyone had to bring a dish from their native land. I was so proud 
of myself for making baklava; I thought it was the best. When I got there, I put my baklava on the 
table and looked at the other food and to my surprise I saw a dish of falafel. The falafel looked 
perfectly round and golden brown. They looked absolutely delicious. I asked who brought them 
and I was introduced to Rachel from Israel. I tried to hide my disappointment but I couldn’t. She 
was apprehensive when she knew that I came from Egypt. She asked about the weather and my 
education and in return I asked her how she made the falafel. We started talking about Toronto 
and Canada, in general. We complimented each other on the dish we brought and left.

I found out that Rachel lived close to where I lived. We met several times on our way out 
shopping or catching the bus. We started to feel comfortable talking to each other. We went for 
coffee several times.

Then it was June, 1967 and it was tense between Egypt and Israel. Rachel was scared of what 
might happen. I had a brother in the army and I was terrified of the prospect of war. I cried a lot 
and my relationship with Rachel at this time was very difficult to maintain. On June 5th the war 
started and ended in six days with a defeated Egypt. I didn’t know what happened to my brother. 
Rachel came every day to ask my if I heard any news about my brother until the day I received a 
message saying that he was safe. Rachel came and hugged me and we both cried.  I moved away 
to Edmonton, Alberta and Rachel and I kept in touch with each other.

In 1971, my brother was killed during an Israeli raid on Egypt. This news was devastating to me.  
I cried and cried until I couldn’t cry anymore. I didn’t want to have anything to do with Rachel or 
any other person with the same background.  

However, one weekend I was in Toronto attending a conference and as I was sitting reading 
the program.  I looked up and there was Rachel standing right there wearing a black dress and 
looking very sad. Her father had been killed in a bombing.

We talked about both of our situations. We talked about the anger that leads to violence against 
innocent people. We both agreed that there must be a solution. Peace is the answer to all that.  
We promised each other that we should work for peace so no one would have to go through 
what we went through losing loved ones.

The anger inside me turned into a feeling of accepting my brother’s death as my start toward 
a journey of healing, and I was determined to do all I could to help bring peace between the 
Palestinians and the Jewish State of Israel.

A story told to Soraya Zaki Hafez by Mona Ahmad Zaki, a Muslim by birth.
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Tragedy sometimes brings out the best in us. In mid-February 1980 the Edmonton Fire 
Department (EFD) was reeling from a sequence of fires that burned Beth Shalom Synagogue, 
Saint Joseph’s Roman Catholic Cathedral and the Church of the Nazarene on the Southside 
of Edmonton. Other fires followed. Officials with the EFD noted similarities in the way the 
fires were started by a man whom I came to call the “ecumenical arsonist”.  After the third fire 
religious communities began to organize watch committees and negotiate for twenty-four hour 
security. 

I remember hearing the early morning news broadcast of the first fires at Beth Shalom and Saint 
Joseph’s Cathedral. My thought immediately turned to Rabbi Hyman, whom I had come to know 
through my work at the museum and who graciously helped me in preparing the first museum 
exhibition in Canada on living religious traditions. I had attended services at Beth Shalom 
along with Eve Pascoe, who worked for the Jewish Historical and Archive Committee which 
partnered with me at the Provincial Museum of Alberta to develop a Judaica collection which 
included a large body of artifacts, photographs, ephemera and field notes documenting the life of 
a number of the Jewish communities in Alberta. I normally rode my bike from my home in Old 
Strathcona, across the High Level Bridge and through back lanes and side streets, to the Museum. 
Beth Shalom was on my way and that morning I rode to the Rabbi’s home next to the shul. The 
fire trucks were still on the scene when I knocked at the door. In a few moments Rabbi Hyman 
came and opened the door. He was deeply distressed by the fire and it showed in the whole of 
his demeanour. The burning of synagogues calls to mind a long history of horrors for Jewish 
communities. The Rabbi put his arms around me and wept and wept, trying to control his tears 
without avail. After a time his tears and sobs abated, and he stood back and spoke. Here is my 
memory of that moment. “But, David, something extraordinary has happened. A couple of hours 
ago, when the firemen were just getting the blaze under control, there was a knock at the door and 
I answered it expecting the fire chief or an investigator. There, standing right where you are, were 
Imam Chebli and Imam Saleem Ganam. I had not seen them since you introduced me to them in 
the Spiritual Life –Sacred Ritual Gallery at the Museum a few years ago. The Imam put his arms 
around me, David, and said, ‘We have come to offer the condolences of Dar al-Islam [the House 
of Islam], for a house of God has been destroyed. Come and bring your people and meet in the 
basement of our mosque.’”  
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