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Ibn Kathir noted in his exegesis of the Qur'an: Al Dahak
ibn Muzahim said, “[This verse] annuls any treaty be-
tween the Prophet—blessings and salvation be upon him
—and any infidel, along with any contract or any accord.”
Al “Ufi said about the verse, according to Ibn ‘Abbas: “No
contract, no defense pact with an infidel was recognized
after this dissolution of obligations fixed by treaty was
revealed.”

The exegete Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn Juzayy al Kalbi
said: “The abrogation of the order to be at peace with the
infidels, to pardon them, to be passively in contact with
them, and to endure their insuits came before the order to
fight them. That makes it superfluous to repeat the abro-
gation of the order to live at peace with the infidels jn
every passage of the Qur'an. This order to live at peace
with them is given in 114 verses spread among 54 surahs.
All of those verses are abrogated by 9:5 and 2:216 (you are
prescribed to fight)™ -

The theory—and it is a theory—that underlies this discussion of Faraj
is that certain verses of the Qur'an revoke for all fime and place certain
other verses. But as T see it, the theory of abrogation, although widely.
accepted by Muslim scholars, has several weak points,

To begin with, there is no explicit authenticated saying of Muhammad
that either states that this theory or asserts that one verse has annulied
another verse permanently. All of the hadith {reports of sayings of the
Prophet) concerning abrogation are considered weak by Muslim experts.®
If a Companion of the Prophet felt that one verse cancelfed another per-
manently, that was his or her personal interpretation. For Muslims, onlya
statement of Muhammad that a verse had been abrogated should be
authoritative. There are no reliable reports of this nature,

Verses 2:106 and 16:101 are often cited in support of the theory of
abrogation, although the context indicates that the annulled revelations
referred to are those received by prophets that came before Prophet

"% Mohammad Arkoun, Rethinking Islam, tans. by Robert D. Lee {Boulder, CO:

Westview Press, 1994).
 All, The Religion of {slam, 28-30.
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Muhammad. At the very least, this would be a very natural and plausible
interpretation.”

Another weakness in the theory is that among those Muslim scholars
Wwho accept it, there is wide disagreement on exactly which verses are abro-
gated and to what extent, In almost all-cases where abrogation has been
upheld by one writer, there are other writers who argue against the alleged
abrogation. Ali shows that even with the Companions of Muhammad we
find that: -

In most cases where a report is traceable to one Compan-
ion who held a certain verse to have been abrogated, there
is another report traceable to another Companion to the
effect that the verse was not abrogated,™

It is true that when Muhammad and his Companions met new or altered
situations, verses were often revealed that addressed the new circum-
stances. Afier this, the Muslims would make the appropriate medifications
or alterations in their behavior. Bur there is no reason to conclude from this
that one passage of the Qur'an annuiled another permanently. Sometimes,
a particular revelation simply would elaborate on or extend a previously
revealed ordinance, as in the case of the verses that prohibit drinking wine.
In such cases, the earlier injunction and the new one complement each

“other. On other occasions, the Qur'an would revise prior instructions in

light of changed circumstances—as in the case of the revelation of 9:5—..
but here again, since the different injunctions deal with different situations,
there is no reason to surmise a conflict between them.

There is, in fact, no need for the theory of abrogation.™ Tt was used to
resolve what Muslim scholars felt were certain contradictory Quranic
injunctions, but if close attention is paid to the context of the Qur'an’s pre-
cepts, one finds that they do not contradict each other. The Quran itself
points to the absence of such internal discrepancies as proof of its divine
origins (4:82). Cases where some Muslim scholars sensed a contradiction
invariably deal with very different situations. Thus, when interpreting the
Qur'an’s ordinances, the sitational context must not be ignored, for then it

® Ibid., 28-34: John Burton, The Collection of the Qur'an {Cambridge: Cambrige
University Press, 1977), 237-40.

™ Ali, The Religion of Islam, 30,

™ For a discussion in favor of the theory of abrogation by one of the great masters of
Islamic law, see Inam Shafi4, Risalah, trans. by Majid Khadduri (Baltimore: John Hopkins
Press, 1961), 123-46.
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becomes easy to mistake an exception for a general rule and vice versa, or
to perceive a conflict between passages where none exists,

Finally, the theory of abrogation appears to claim that God placed
superfluous information in the last revelation to mankind and that He had
to correct Himself frequently during the process of revelation. This per-
ception is very hard to square with the Qur'an's depiction of God. Not sur-
prisingly, quite a number of converts to Islam informed me that they were
shocked and had their faith severely shaken when they first discovered
this theory. ‘ _

Therefore, I feel that there is no real need or justification for the clas-
sical theory of abrogation. Yet without this theory, the Qur'an cannot be
used to support waging war other than in self-defense or against oppres-
sion. This is proved by the fact that such a massive application of the the-
ory of abrogation is needed to justify the type of military expansion advo-

cated by the dar al Islam/dar al harb formula, Clearly, Qur'anic passages .

dealing with warfare weigh heavily against such unprovoked aggression.

So far [ have criticized only one line of argument often used by Muslim
and non-Muslim scholars to show that Islam encourages offensive military
action. This argument may be diagrammed as follows.

Muslims are religiously obligated to subject
non-Muslims to Islamic e

T

Dar al Harb{Dar al Islam theory

|

Theory of abrogation of Qur'anic verses

There are other lines of argument that support the thesis that Islam
obliges Muslims to bring non-Muslims under Isiamic rule, but I began with
this one becanse, for Muslims, the Qur'an is their principle source of moral
and ethical guidance. For Islam’s faithful, the authority of the Qur'an is
supreme and takes precedence over all other sources from which the prin-
ciples and practices of their religion are drawn.™

“Ibid., 117.
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Virtually all other attempts to prove that Muslims must subject non-
Mustims to Islamic rule intersect at the second stage in the above diagram,
That is, the conclusion that Istam encourages the subjugation of non-
Muslims is a consequence of—or is at least strongly influenced by-—the
DIH concept. The examples of Muhammad and Umar ibn al Khattab are
often cited to support this formulation. But here again, a careful and thor-
ough examination of their political decisions and actions does not lead
inevitably to it. Let us begin by considering the Prophet’s military career.

Years of severe oppression at the hands of the pagan Quraysh had
forced the nascent Muslim community to seek asylum outside of Makkah.
Al first, Muhammad sent a group of his followers to settle in Abyssinia,
where its ruler, the Negus, had guaranteed them religious freedom. Perhaps
these emigrants were to prepare for the arrival of the rest of the Muslims if

“their existence in Makkah became intolerable. The Quraysh responded to
this first emigration by stepping up their persecution of those Muslims who
remained. Just when it seemed that Muharmnmad and his followers would all
have to obtain asylum somewhere, an unexpected opportunity arose: The
people of the north Arabian city of Yathrib, many of whom had come to
believe in Muhammad's prophethood, invited the Prophet to come and gov-
ern their town, which had been torn by feuds of rival Arab tribes. The city
was soon renamed Madinah (short for madingh al nabi (city of the
Prophet). This migration is known in Arabic as the hijrah.

Muslirn historians record that both the pagans of Makkah and the flee-
ing Muslims apprehended the grave implications of the Aijrah. Both sides
knew that this would not be the end of their differences, but that the Muskim
exodus to Madinah was equivalent, in their day and environment, to a dec-
laration of war. The records show that warlike threats were exchanged
between the Makkan pagans and followers of the Prophet as the latter were
departing for Madinah.

When Muhammad remained in Makkah a few more days after the
departure of nearly all of his followers, the Quraysh twice attempted to
strike a first and decisive blow against the Muslims. First, their plot to mur-
der the Prophet in his sleep failed. Then, on their way to Madinah,
Muhammad and Abn Bakr managed to elude the Qurayshi cavalry sent to
intercept and kill them. When the Prophet arrived in Madinah, therefore,
the Muslims understood full well that they were now at war with the
Quraysh and that they would have to defend themselves in battle. The eai-
liest permission from the Qur'an to repel attack and oppression responded
to this most tense situation;
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To them against whom war is made wrongfully, permis-
sion [to fight] is given—and truly, God has indeed the
power to defend them—: those who have been driven
from their homelands against all right for no other reason
than their saying, “Our Lord is God!” For if God had not
enabled people to defend themselves against one another,
all monasteries and churches and synagogues and
mosques—in all of which God’s nawe is abundantly
extolled-would surely have been destroyed. (22:39-40)

As this verse shows, Muhammad's military struggle with the Quraysh
was from the very start defensive and retaliatory. The Quraysh had already
demonstrated by their words and actions their aggressive intentions. It now
would be time to fight back. FEight years later, after a handful of battles with
the Quraysh, a great deal of the Prophet’s renowned diplomacy and hi_s con-
tinuous and tireless efforts to preach Islam, the Prophet subdued the
Quraysh. The details of Muhammad’s military campaigns against the
Quraysh and their allies are readily and easily obtained, so 1 will not
recount them here. I only wish to draw the reader’s attention to one crucial
fact: Muslim chronicles report not'a single case in which Muhammad led
an aggressive attack. Historical records show that each tribe with which the
Muslims fought had either attacked the Muslims first or else had aided and
abetted such an aggressor. In particular, there is absolutely no evidence that
Muhammad ever offered a peaceful neighboring tribe the choice between
accepting his rule or war. Yet this fact has not deterred Muslim and non-
Muslim writers from scouring the hadith collections and the Prophet’s
hiographies in search of support for the DIH concept.

Muhammad’s last expedition, in which he led an army of thirty thou-
sand on a very long and difficult journey to Tabuk, the border region
between Byzantium and Arabia, s sometimes cited as evidence of the
Prophet’s imperialistic plans. However, the expedition was a reaction to
reports of Byzantine plans to invade Arabia. Such rumors had been circu-
lating in northern Arabia for some time.” When Muhammad reached the

* A year earlier, Muhammad had sent out an expeditionary force to investigate rumors
of a Byzantine invasion of Arabia. At Mu'tah, the Muslims engaged in battle a.n'extlremeI.)r
farge Byzantine army and several prominent Companions of the Prophet were killed. As it
turns out, the target of the Byzantine incursion into Arabia at this time may not have been
the Muslims, but rather certain northern Arab tribes who had been Byzantine allics but who
were now defying Byzantine authority. It may be that the Byzantines at first mistook the
Muslim contingent for their recalcitrant allies.
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frontier and found that the Romans did not contemplate an offensive, he
returned without attacking them. His actions on this occasion demonsirate
“that the permission to fight against the Christians contained in 9:29 was
also subject to the condition laid down in 2:190: that Muslims shall not be
aggressive in war,”™

Similarly, some writers believe that the accounts of Muhammad send-
ing letters to the rulers around him, inviting them to accept Islam, show that
something close to the DIF concept was implicit in his mind.” Yet the let-
ters contain no threats of warfare if the invitations are not accepted. What
they do show is that the Prophet was determined to use every available
peaceful means of communicating the divine message he had received.

A number of traditions of the Prophet have been used to argue for the
DIH concept. Typically, these arguments ignore the context of the tradi-
tions or draw unobvious or unnecessary implications from them. An
important example of the first type of error involves a saying from the
collection of al Bukhari, in which the Prophet states: “I have been com-
manded to fight people until they bear witness that there is no god but
God and that Muhammad is the Messenger of God and keep up prayers
and pay the zakah.”” No Muslim jurist applies this saying literally, for
such an interpretation would advocate conversion of all non-Muslirs—
even Christians and Jews—by the sword, which Islamic law does not
allow. The statement quite obviously refers to the ninth surah of the
Qur’an, where, as already mentioned, Muhammad was instructed to fight
the tribes that violated the treaty of Hudaybiyyah, but with the added pro-
viso stated in verse 9:11:

But if they repent and keep up prayer and pay the zakah,
then they become your brethren in faith: and We make the
communications clear for a people who know. (9:11)”

™ Ali, The Religion of Istam, 416,

" Ibid., pp. 417-418.

™ From the collections of al Bukhari and Muslim. See Az Nawawi's Forty Hadith,
trans. by 1. Ezzedin and D. Johnson-Davies (Beirut: The Holy Koran Publishing House,
1979), 46.

* For the sake of completeness, T will quote the two verses that come after 9:11, They
read: “But if they break their oaths after their agreement and openly revile your religion,
then fight the leaders of unbelief—for their oaths are nothing—so that they may desist.
What! will you not fight a people who broke their oaths and aimed ar the expulsion of the
Prophet, and they attacked you first; do you fear them?” (9:12-13)
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This verse and the above hadith reiterate a well-established Islamic
principle: I a people at war with Muslims accept Islam, they bec_ome pro-
tected members of the Muoslim community and all combat against them
must cease. In several prophetic traditions, various Companions ques-
tioned the practicality of this rule, since an enemy could exploit it to their
advantage. Yet Muhammad nevertheless insisted on it.™ f['herefqre, the
Prophet’s example does not suggest that Muslims are requ1req tlo impose
Islamic rule on all non-Muslims. His military and political decisions were
always in accord with the Qur'an’s general prohibition of qu_rovoked
aggression. The same can be said of Muhammad’s second political suc-
cessor, Umar ibn al Khattab. . o

Muslim jurists recognize four main sources from which all prmmp_les
and practices of Islam are drawn. Listed in descending order of authority,
these sources are the Qur'an, the hadith collections (which record {he

Prophet’s life example)}, imea’ (the unanimous agreement of t%]e Muslim
community), and givas (analogical reasoning based on the Quran and the
Prophet’s Surnah).” Although the personal opinions and statements of the
Prophet’s Companions on religious questions are not .by themselvsas a
sowrce of Islamic law, Muslims still take them very seriously, especially
the decisions and viewpoints of Muhammad’s first four political succes-
sors: Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali. Their relationships wlth the
Prophet were so close, and their self-sacrifice in thE‘B (‘:ause of Islam so
great, that Muslims assume that their judgments on religious matters could
not be opposed to Muhammad’s teachings. ‘

The great conquests that took place during the reign of Umiar present
for many Muslims a strong precedent for the dar ! [sf'am/dar al harb con-
ception. However, the wars fought between the Mushm.s and the_ PersmI}s
and Byzantines did not begin during Umar’s rule, but dumg the reign of his
political predecessor, Abu Bakr, In addition, Abu Bakr did r}ot fight these
empires because they refused to submit to Muslim rule, but in response to
their support of certain rebellious Arab tribes. N

After the Prophet’s death, a number of Arab tribes rebelled and mili-

tarily challenged the political authority of the Muslim state. The insurrec-

tions, for the most part, occurred on the western border with Syria and in
the east in Bahrain and were supported with equipment and men in the west

® An Nawawi, Riyadh Us Saleheen, trans. by S. M. N. Abbasi, 1:234.38. )

® Here | am speaking of the Sunni Muslim jurists, which are often referred to as’ 011']10-
dox™ jurists by orientalists. For the sources of Shi‘ite scholars: 5. M. H. Tabatabai, Shi'a,
trans. by S. H. Nasr (Qom: Iran: Ansarivan Publ., 1981), §9-122.

-
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and in the east by the Roman and Persian empires, respectively.® The
newly emerging Muslim nation thus found itself threatened by the two
empires, and Abu Bakr’s battle with the rebellious ribes was now extend-
ed nto a full-scale war with Byzantium and Persia.

When Umar came to power, the wars with Rome and Persia were well
under way. Under his leadership vast territories quickly fell to the Muslims.
Two hundred years of fighting each other had exhausted the Persians and
Byzantines, and this, in part, explains the great success of the Arab armies.
Another factor contributing greatly to the Muslim conquest was that large
numbers of people living in the two empires desired the fall of the govern-
ment. Most of the population in the conquered territories saw the Arabs as
liberators, and many assisted and fought with the Muslim armies.”

A few modern Muslim authors claim that both Abu Bakr and Umar
directed a purely self-defensive struggle against the two empires. They
point out that the Persians and Byzantines were initially the aggressors and
that Umar had ordered a halt to Muslim advancement into enemy territories
on several occasions. They conjecture that Umar relieved Khalid ibn al
Walid of his command of the Muslim armies because he felt that the latter
was overly aggressive. They also point out that the Muslim invasion of
Egypt had begun against Umar’s will. .

I do not disagree with these historical facts, but T am not convinced
that the Muslims’ wars with the two empires were entirely self-defensive.
Perhaps during Abu Baks's reign this was so, and to a degree it may be true
of Umar's war with Persia. Even Muir, well known for his animosity
toward Islam, concedes in his History of the Caliphate: “The truth began
to dawn on Umar that necessity was laid upon him to withdraw the ban
against advance, In self-defense, nothing was left but to crush the

Chosroes and take entire possession of his realm.™ Yet classical Muslim
accounts of the conquest, in particular al Tabari’s History of the Prophets
and Kings,”® do not show Umar to be a hesitant conqueror. Although a
good deal of the material in these accounts of the conquests is rot historic,
the overall picture of Umar's role seems trustworthy, In the accounts,

" Ali, The Religion of Islam, 416-17: M. A. Rauf, A Brief History of Islam {Oxford
University Press, 1964), 19-20.

" Gregory C. Kozlowski, The Concise History of Islam (Acton, MA: Copley Publ.,
1991), 29-30.

* W. Muir, History of the Caliphate, 172.

® The History of af Tabari, vol. 12 and 13, trans. by Yohannes Freidman and Gautier
H. A. Juynbolt, 1992 and 1989, respectively.
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Umar very deliberately directs the conquests: dispatching armies from
Madinah, communicating frequently with his generals at the front, exhort-
ing the Muslim troops, dismissing and appointing officers, and negotiating
terms of the enemies’ surrender. My own impression is that Umar per-
ceived an opportunity to turn what were originally defensive actions into
decisive and perhaps final victories. I also believe that he felt fully justi-
fied. After all, in his eyes the Romans and the Persians were originaily
guilty of aggression, the populations in the conquered territories received
the Muslim soldiers warmily as rescuers, ihe loss of civilian life brought
about by the conguest was for the most part very little, and the enemy
never sued for peace.

Although 1 do not see Umar's example as speaking strongly against the
DIH concept, at the same time 1 do not see his actions during this period
speaking in favor of the concept either. It is one thing to defeat a tyrannous
aggressor; it is quite another to declare war on a peaceful neighbor for not
submitting to Muslim rule.

‘We have considered three of the main arguments used by Muslims to
justify the dar al Islamidar al harb formulation.® The argument based on
the Qur'an seems to be extremely problematic, for it requires the acceptance
of the very questionable and unnecessary theory of abrogation together
with a radical application of this theory. A more natural reading of the
Qur'an would lead to the conclusion that the scripture is opposed to mili-
tary aggression. Prophet Muhammad’s example also does not support the
formulation, for he never led an attack against a peaceful neighbor who
refused to accept Muslim rule. We may also note that Muslim historians

record that there were pagan tribes who never fought the Prophet, but rather
were allies of the Muslims. Moreover, the Muslims fought on their behalf.*
Finally, the conguests during the caliphate of Umar—and for that matter
Abu Bakr—do not fit the scenario assumed by the DIH theory and carmot

be used to justify it.

# Jima' is ofien invoked to support the dar al Islamjdar al harb theory. The claim is
frequently made that all Muslim scholars accept it. This assertion is untrue, since there are
a number of modemn Musim scholars who disagree with the theory. This fact is sometimes
gotten around by testricting {jma’ (o a certain period of history or 10 persons possessing cer-
tain qualifications, 50 as to exclude dissenting scholars. Many rational problems are created
by imposing such limitations. For example, in early Istamic history ali Muslkim scholars
were convinced that the world was flat, and, until very recently, Mushm scholars believed
that the earth was the center of our solar system. Even though there Was 2 CONSETISUS AMONg
Muslims on these notions for many centuries, they were nonetheless wrong.

w5 Ali, The Religion of Islam, 423.
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1 do not believe that the DIH concept is essential to Islam. The textoal
sources of Istam do not lead Muslims inevitably to this foreign policy. &
may seem that I have gone back on my earlier assertion that I would r.}ot
attempt to determine whether or not this classical formulation was right
But the !(ey word here is “was,” for I believe that there may have beeli
exlenuating circumstances long ago that justified this division. Did Muslim
schol:ilrs in the classical period correctly see their non-Muslim neighbors as
enemies wa.iting for the first signs of weakness in order to attack? Was the
Muslim nation in those days in a conguer-or-be-conquered political envi-
ronment? Was the theory only developed in order to justify future Muslim
conquests? Was it constructed in an effort to explain and make sense of past
conque.:sts? T believe these are important questions, but they require more
f:xtt-;:ll}swe i.nve;tigation than we have time and space for here. My purpose
in this section has been only to i iti i
O o e an]; argue against the position that this formula-
This brings us to the second question: Is the dar al Islam/dar al harb
concept appropriate for today’s Muslims? To the average non-Muslim
reader, the answer may seem obvious. To them, the idea that Muslims
WO!:lld be religiously obligated to attack such non-aggressive countries as
Svlvmzerland, Luxembourg, Ecuador or Brazil if they were to refuse to sub-
mit tf’ Islamic rule is unacceptable. Muslims who do not believe that this
classical political division is fundamental to Islam would probably agree
iver; }riill(o? conservative Muslims who uphold the DIH formula woulci
o . ;
the:i o :ajszeil‘esztate—at least for a moment—to apply it to these hypo-
Many tf}ingS have changed since the classical period of Islamic law and
most Muslims—liberal, moderate and conservative—acknowledge the
need to adapt the Shari‘ah to modem times. In particular, there are man
elements of the Shariah’s code of warfare that seem impractical today FO}I,’
example, the strict limitations it imposes on the destruction of enemy p-rop-
erty and the injury of civilians are difficult to uphold in a war fought with
today"s weapons of mass destruction, as Iranian religious leaders discov-
ered in the recent Iran—Iraq war. In order to succeed against an enemy in
modern warfare, it may be necessary to go beyond the restrictions set b
classical Islamic Jaw. ’
“(et if Muslims allow themselves to amend certain aspects of the
Shari‘al’s theory of politics and warfare, then it seems to me that they
should reconsider the IMH concept. Since 1 do not believe it to be essential
to Islam, I feel that we Muslims need not insist that it is valid for our time.
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However, even if the convert does not accept the DIH concept, he hfas
not gotten pass the dilemma of community onz?ltles. Cfm hebea g_oo;i cit-
1zen of a western govermment and, at the same time, a sincere Muslim? The
objection may be raised that I just stated that I do 1_10t recommend the sz
concept to modern Muslims. That is true, but even if a premise upon w 1(':;]
an argument is based is rejected, the conclusion of the argument may sti
” V{a:fl}?t-en leaders of Muslim movements around the world invoke r%le DIH
concept today, it is almost always in response tq what are perceived as
very immediate and real threats to Musl_ims. That is, the gm{emm?:nts ﬂ"li.lt
Mauslim activists ‘actually apply the dar al harb con(fept to in their politi-
cal propaganda are ones that they view as real enemies, ngt only becalllse
these govémments will not submit to some form of Islamic nﬂ_e, but al lso
because they are seen to inflict injustice and syffermg on Musi.ng people.
Thus, regardless of the theoretical or ethical dilemmas ppsed by. the th(;o-
ry today, the conclusions of the religious leader.s who mV(?ke it are, ‘;)r
almost all Muslims, patently correct; These enemies of Muslims should be

n. .
bmquil:;tds: the Muslim activists’ lists of malevolent “anti-Islam.lc gov-
ernments are the brutal and totalitarian political systems under which most
of the world’s Muslims currently live. Next are those gOVti:mIl’lﬂIltS of non-
Muslim countries that are now either attacking or ac_tlvely oppressing
Mauslims, such as Serbia with respect to Bosnia, the Ru'ssmn Republfc w1ﬁ£
respect to Chechnia, Israel with respect to the Palestinians, and Indl?. w1td
respect o Kashmir. Finatly, there are those ggvemj-nents that are bedleve
to be supporting the above political systems 11.1 thellr persecyt{on and sup-
pression: of Muslims. Chief among the countries, in the opinion of many
Muslims, are the United States, Great Britain, France, Germany and once

i sian Republic. -
agaml\/,[itl};;iljtu;/[usﬁm Feaders who plead for the overthrow of these politi-
cal systemns very frequently tie their appeals to the QIH concept. Howlever,
they would have a stronger case if they focused their argufnents sole yfon
the injustice and suffering being inflicted upon tl?e Muslim m,asses, or,
without a doubt, all Islamic textual sources, especially the Qur'an, exhort
Muslims to unite in the fight against aggression and tyraony whenever
possg)ifec'ourse, it is the third category of anti»Muslifn governmenis that
presents the biggest problem for Muslims living in the West. Many
Mauslims are convinced that the secular West is leagned against them, as
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evidenced by the fact that secuiar democracies appear to lower their stan-
dards of human rights and Justice when dealing with Muslims. For exam-
ple, the U.N. resolutions against Israel are ignored routinely by western
governments, while resolutions against Iraq led quickly to the Gulf War
and hundreds of thousands of Iraqi casualties, During the Gulf War, a
middle-eastern reporter asked a White House’s cabinet member during a
press briefing if the United States was not guilty of having a doable stan-
dard for dealing with Muslim and non-Muslim countries, The reply was
a candid, although probably unintentional, admission that the American
government has no set standards and has, in fact, a different policy for
dealing with each country. To Mushims, this was a frank admission that
in international relations the American government—and the same is felt
about her western allies-—has no moral standards whatsoever when it
comes to them. '

That the secular governments of the West are united in an effort to
destroy Islam or Muslims is probably an exaggeration, but it is true that
these governments fear and are opposed 1o the many Islamic movements
that they feel threaten their economic and military interests in the Middle
East. It is also a fact that, all too frequently, their political policies have
brought great suffering to Muslims. On these grounds alone, are not
Muslim citizens of these countries obliged to consider themselves enemies
of their governmenis?

A small minority of Muslims living in the West definitely would say
50, while the great muajority would prefer not to think about it. But a third
alternative is available: Muslim citizens of secular democracies have the
ability, and perhaps the obligation, to communicate their community’s
positions on religious and political issues. Muslims living in the West are
often the first to admit that they enjoy greater religious and political free-
dom than do citizens of Muslim countries. This provides them, as com-
pared to other Muslims around the world, with an unigue and important
opportunity to influence the societies in which they live. If they unite
socially and organize politically—two things that right now they seem
reluctant to do—they can greatly affect their society’s viewpoints and the
future of Muosiims everywhere. And this is by far the most practical and

effective way they can help their fellow Muslims in distress. To squander
this opportunity would be a terrible loss.

The current situation of Muslims living in the West is not, in all
respects, similar to that of the Muslims in either the Makkan or Madinan
phase of the Prophet’s mission. It is true that, at times, Muslim citizens
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encounter prejudice in western countries, but it is n.othing like the persecu-
fion that the first Muslims suffered in Makkah. It is also true that western
Muslims have many political rights and religious ﬁt?ed?m, but_they a‘;e not
politically autonomous, as was the early community in Madmah.th et fli
long as this freedom remains, ] believe that tl}ej,_( shou1d~—:as every other ¢
izen should—strive to influence their societies acc?rdlng tq their c‘on—
science. It should not be forgotten that before the Q}lr an pel.—mxtted believ-
ers to emigrate to Madinah and retaliate aga.:{lst Fhe].’[' oppressors};
Muhammad and his Companions exhausted ali possible peaceful means 0d
persuading the Quraysh to grant Muslims the freedom to practice an

preach Islam in Makkah and that they endured terrible persecution for, .

many years. It seems that a few of the Muslims residing in the West advo-
cate or dream of bypassing the lesson set by Muhammad and his followers
in Makkah in order to move immediately to what should be a last resort.

Making a Hard Choice Harder

It is never easy to depart from the traditions of your society. Those you
love and care for will often feel threatened and're]ected, because our cus-
toms are so much a part of our communal identlt.y. We expect strangf:rs t;))
question our ways because they come from outside our group icxpenenc:l .
But when one of our own discards them, there mpst be something gravely
wrmll?gorS ;r::r‘ﬁ(hgct;teen hundred years, Islam has contgnded with 0cc1de?-
tal culture for world dominance. To this day, the mention of no oth;r reli-
gion so easily excites antipathy in the minds f’f Westemers. Althoug ‘mar;y“
Furopeans and Americans can be quite objective and somewhat sy‘mp -
thetic toward other religions, very few are able to be_so towa!rd Is}'a{n or i )
believers. Many converts to the faith recall long pen.ods of 1ndec:1s1?n anf
procrastination before joining the Muslim (‘;ommtimty due to the fear o

i i ith a despised religion and people.
bemi;ii?i::ego\:sidered vshat 1 feel are the three most prevalf:nt we_stf::rn
perceptions of Islam: Islam is an Arab, middle-eastern, or fore‘ngn ;el;;‘_;imn
incompatible with western culture; Islam demeans womer; azll : Hsl :rn;
encourages violence and aggression. The three assur_npnons abog'_{'lj ai !
not new to the West; they go back at least to _the Middle Ages. delzf); m );
have been based on and meant different things to the West gt T('et:en
times, but they have remained fairfy constant as overall perceptions. These

* Daniel, Islam and the West.
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three notions are so firmly rooted in western culture that most sincere seek-
ers of faith in God in Europe and America would never think of Tslam as a
religious option.

Almost all Muslims reject these characterizations of their faith. They
argue that they are the result of centuries of distortions and misinformation
propagated by western orientalists, litterateurs, politicians, and Christian
missionaries. They also often blame the modern media, which they claim is
under Zionist control.

This defense is oversimplified and unconvincing to anyone possessing
some knowledge of past Tslamic scholarship or modern Muslim society, for
it fails to consider what Muslims may have done to encourage these per-
ceptions. I have tried to argue that by idealizing past Muslim scholarly
opinion and culturally influenced adaptations to and interpretations of
Islam, Muslims may not only have contributed to the West’s negative atti-
tudes toward their faith, but, what is more important, they may have con-
structed unnecessary burdens and obstacles to persons searching for God.

An American Muslim Jeader recently remarked to me: “With all the bag-
gage our community has added to this religion over the years, and with ail
the tensions and hardships that these accretions create for us today, it is a
wonder that anyone in the West converts to Islam!” Yet they do so in ever
greater numbers,

“Islam is now the fastest growing religion in the West. It is also the
fastest growing religion in history, for even though it is the youngest of the
great world religions, it may now have the largest rumber of adherents.
How can a religious community in such a state of culture shock and disar-
ray continve (o obtain converts? What is it about this faith that causes so
many converts to remain deeply committed to it although the Muslim com-
munity suffers from so much internal discord? Why do persons continue to
join a community so different from and uncomfortable with the larger west-
ern society to which they belong?

The Qur’an

I believe the modern West has experienced a tremendous loss of
trust. Faith in government, traditional values, education, human rela-
tionships, scriptures, religion, and in God has greatly diminished—for-
feited it seems—in the struggle for material progress. This loss has lefi
& great vacuum of meaning and purpose and has produced many indi-
viduals who are not comrmitted strongly to any system of thought and
who are curious about and ready 1o listen to alternative perspectives. Of
the many other religions and ideologies from which to choose, it seems
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that Islam has attracted much more than its statistical share of such per-
sons. Perhaps this is due 1o the excessive attention the media gives 10
Islam, the recent arrival of large numbers of immigrants from Mushim
societies, and the greal increase in interaction between Western and
Middie-Eastern countries these days. All of these factors have certainly
aroused Western interest in Islam.

As mentioned earlier, converts give many reasons for choosing Islam
and describe many diverse paths to this religion. Regardless of what ini-
tially spurred their interest or enticed them to finally make the choice o
become Muslim, these proselytes almost always complain of the terrible
frustration they endure as they struggle o adjust to their new religious
community. The most important question we should be investigating con-
cerning western converts (o Islam is not how they came 10 Islam, but
rather, why do so many of them remain committed? The answer obtained
to the latter question is usually: the Qur'an.

Virtually all committed converts to Islam ascribe their faith to an

unwavering conviction that the Qur’an, in its entirety, is no less than pure
revelation from God. They may point to certain features of the Qur'an to
support this belief, but, very often, these were learned after this convic-
tion about the scripture already had developed. Typically, there is no
easily definable or explicable aspect of the Qur'an that a convert could
refer to as the cause of his or her faith in it. One very often discovers,
after some probing, that this certainty is based on more than a convert’s
objective study of the Muslim scripture, but more so On his or her expe-
rience of it or, perhaps one should say, on his or her conversation with
the Qur'an. Many converts, and indeed many Muslims, recall the won-
drous sensation of being 10 communion with the divine word when read-
ing the Quran. They recount occasions when the Quran seemed to
respond to their emotional and psychological states or even to their reac-
tions to certain of its passages, as if the scripture was being revealed to
them personally, immediately, page by page, with each subsequent pas-
sage anticipating how the previous one would affect them. They found
themselves slipping into and becoming immersed in a veritable dialogue
with the scripture, a dialogue that occurs at the deepest, truest, and purest
level of being, where a communication of attributes transpires and
mercy, compassion, kindness, knowledge, love—divine and humarn, per-
fect and imperfect, infinite and finite, creating and created, of God and
of man—embrace.
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’ As many converts know, one does not have to be a Muslim to feel this
intrinsic power of the Qur'an, for many of them chose Islam after and
because of such moments. Also, many a non-Muslim scholar of Islam has
reported it. The British scholar of Arabic, Arthur J. Arberry, recalied how
ﬂ.'le Q};r’an supported him through a difficult time in his life. e stated that
listening to the Qur'an chanted in Arabic was, for him, like listening to the
beat of his own heart.” Fredrick Denny, a non-Muslim writer, recalls the
“wonderfuily disturbing experience” one sometimes has when reading the
Qur'an, when the reader starts feeling “an uncanny, sometimes frightening
presence.” Instead of reading the Qur'an, the reader begins feeling the
Qur'an is “reading” the reader!™

Y_'et not every reading of the Quran leads to such an experience.
Mushms believe that it requires a certain state of mind and spirit, of humil-
ity and sincerity, of willingness and readiness. They say that if the reader is
aware of his own helplessness before God, if he is prepared to see himself
for what he really is, if he is willing to discard the many false images he has
made of and for himself, if he comes to know the reality of “there is o
power nor might but in God,™ then he is ready, by the grace of God, to be
transformed by this sacred scriprure. ,

Each generation of Muslims has feit that the Qur'an was suited ideally
to the mental outlook of their time. The articles and books that have
appearf:d recently by western converts to Islam show that they are no
exception. T cannot explain fully why past generations of Muslims felt this
way, or why Muslims in other parts of the world currently have this per-
ception, but I shall attempt to share a westermn convert's point of view.

As pointed out in the previous chapter, when a western reader first
opens the Qur’an, he soon finds himself confronted, in a dramatic way, with
one of_ the great questions that has caused so many in modern times to (’:10ubt
thf: existence of God; for the Qur'an has the angelic hosts ask, “Why create
this creature who will shed blood and spread corruption on earth?” (2:30).
The Quran then begins an explanation, but it only provides enough of an
answer to catch and hold the reader’s attention. The reader will have to read
on if he wishes to obtain more clues.

Having just read about Adam, whose story in the Qur'an differs in
key respects from the parallel account in the Bible, the western reader

* The Koran, interpreted b : jversi
R, rpreted by Arhur J. Arberty (Oxford: Oxford University Press),
:: Fredrick Denny, Islam (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1987}, 88.
A phrase frequently recited by Muslims.
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wonders where, exactly, does Islam locate itself in relation to the Judeo—
Christian tradition? The Qur'an puts this into perspective, first with the
story of the Children of Israel (2:40-86) and then with a discussion of the
attitudes and beliefs of the People of the Book (Jews and Christians). This
is followed by an account of Abraham and Ishmael’s building of the
Ka'bah that links Istam to the great Patriarch of all three religions (2:122-
41). Tslam, the Quran informs us, is the restoration of the pure faith of
Abraham (2:142-67).

The reader naturally turns his attention to more practical matters: What
about the Muslim practices we hear so much about in the news: dietary
laws, fasting, jikad, the pilgrimage, the status of women in Islam? These
issues are taken up next (2:168-283). Interspersed throughout these exposi-
tions are reminders of the existence and oneness of God, of the many signs
of God’s wisdom, mercy and power, and of man’s desperate need to turn to
Him. The Quran will implant these essential truths in the reader's mind
continually and repeatedly as it works to penetrate the inner reaches of his
soul and reawaken him to the reality by which he lives and breathes.

The second surah ends with a prayer, which it teaches to the reader. It
reminds him that God only reveals His guidance not to burden man but to
aid him. It then instructs him to ask God to help him with his many diffi-
culties and to turn to His infinite forgiveness, mercy, and protection. The
third surah opens with an answer o this plea: Our only real hope and refuge
is in

God! There is no god but He,—the Living, the Self-
Subsisting, the Eternal. Tt is He Who sent down to you, in
truth, the Book, confirming what went before it. (3:1-6)

When the reader finishes Swrat al Bagarah (the second surah), he has
already acquired a summary knowledge of Islam. In the remaining 113
surahs, the Quran will develop, reinforce, and elaborate further on the
themes introduced in al Bagarah. As mentioned in chapter one, the read-
er will find these themes interwoven throughout the text, for the Quran
does not let the reader consider them in isolation, but rather wants the
reader to see their interconnectedness. Nevertheless, each remaining surah
will emphasize, for the most part, one or two principle themes. The third
surah, Ali ‘Imran, outlines the religious history of mankind, with special
reference to the People of the Book, and reminds Muslims of their duty to
fight tyranny and injustice. The fourth surah, al Nisa', returns to the topic
of women’s rights and family obligations. The fifth surah, al Mda’idah,

i

N
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deals mainly with Judaism and Christianity and again emphasizes the cor-
ruption of the earlier religions of God, whose pure teachings are reclaimed
and perfected with Islam.

As we move through the Qur’an, the surahs gradually shorten and their
emphasis and style changes as well. In the middle surahs, we discover
fewer rules and regulations, for the main emphasis has shified to more para-
bles and stories of past prophets, more frequent and more dramatic tefer-
ences to the many natural signs of God’s wisdom and beneficence, and
greater and greater stress on man’s relationship and retum to God. In addi-
tion, the literary style of the Qur'an, which can only be truly appreciated in
Arabic, becomes ever more rhapsodic as we continue.

As we near the end of the Qur'an, the discourse focuses almost entire-
Iy on the reader and his refationship to God and on the organic relationship
between one’s deeds and one’s state in the Hereafter. These surahs contin-
ually pound out these themes in short ecstatic bursts. Heaven and Hell, the
Last Hour and the Last Jodgment, the here and now and the hereafier, the
obliteration of the universe and our return to Almighty God all converge to
an apocalyptic climax.

The Qur'an has led the reader from his immediate and practical con-
cerns, by means of a world of prophets, patriarchs, wonders and signs, to
that ultimate moment when it will seem to him that there is only himself
standing before his Lord and Creator. Many of those who make this jour-
ney experience something of the terror and the power of that meeting as
they come to the end of the Qur'an. Self-doubt, fear, and pressure sur-
round them as they near the choice that the Qur'an inevitably demands.
Many fear society’s backlash, question their own sanity, their ability to
turn their lives around and submit to the requirements of Islam, or feel
that it is too late for them—that they are far beyond the point where God

could love them. Yet throughout the Qur'an, God assures the reader con-
tinually that he or she must never yield to this type of doubt and despair.

And if my servants call on Me, teli them that I am near.
That I heed the call of every caller. So let them with a will ~
call unto me. And believe in Me, that they may walk in the
right way. (2:186)

“Never will I suffer to be lost the work of any of you, be
he male or female. You are members one of another.
Those who have left their homes, or were driven ont there
from, or suffered harm in My cause, or fought or were
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slain—truly, I will blot out from them their iniquities, and

admit them into gardens with rivers flowing underneath; A

reward from the presence of God, and from His presence

is the best of rewards. (3:195)

O My servants who have sinned against yourselves., never
déspair of the mercy of God: for God forgives all sins: for
He is Oft-Forgiving, Most Merciful. (39:53)

You are not, by the grace of your Lord, mad or possessed.
(68:2) |

By the gloridus moming light, a.nd the n_ight when it is
still and dark, your Guardian-Lord has not forsaken
you, nor is He displeased. And the promise of the here-
after is greater than the promise of the present. A-nd
soon your Guardian Lord will give you (th-at with
which) you will be well pleased. Did He not find you
like an orphém and shelter you? And He found you lost
and He guided you? And He found you in need and pur-
tured you? {93:1-8) o
Haxé ‘We not expanded for you your breast? And remov.ed
from you your burden that did gall your back? And raise

- high your esteem? So, truly with every hardship there is
relief. Truly, with every hardship there is relief. (94:1-6) .

" As the ulfimate choice closes in on him, the Qur'an puts before the
reader the words his soul 50 desperately wants and needs to say, com-
manding him: _

“Sdy, He is G()d, the One, the Eternally Soqght by Alll”
(112:1) ‘ ‘ '
“Say, T seek refuge in the Lord of every new day’s dawn!”
(113:1) _ B .
“Say, I seek reﬁige in the Lord of mankind!” (114:1}
It is as if God through the Qur'an is exhorting the reader: “Just say

it and I will come. to you; just say it and I will protect aI_ld c_omfort you;
just fumn to me and 1 will love you and your heart will finally know

peace.”
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Many of us, after reading the Qur'an, stood paralyzed on the bridge
of indecision, which stretches between faith and rejection, our material
dreams and our hopes for the hereafter, our worldly desires and our spir-
itual needs. There were sleepless nights, seemingly endless pacings,
haunting visions of our families’ and friends’ reactions, verses of the
scripture that echoed in our minds, worries about our careers and our
futures, and, worst of all, the emptiness of separation from the One who
touched us and spoke to us through His revelation, OFf those who knew
this agony, some tumed and fled, never to return. Yet there are also those
who gave up resistance and ran with outstretched arms into the merciful
embrace of their Lord, who surrendered themselves to their deepest needs
and fell into an ocean of kindness and love,

Those who choose Islam soon discover that, for the rest of their lives,
they will have to face the following question repeatedly: “How did you
become a Muslim?” They will formulate various partial explanations at
different times according to the context in which it is asked. However, all
of us who made that decision know that even we cannot fully comprehend
it, for the wisdom and workings of God are often subtle and unfath-
omable. Perhaps the simplest and truest statement we can offer is this: At
one special moment of our lives—a moment that we could never have
foreseen when we were younger—God, in His infinite knowledge and
kindness, had mercy on us. Maybe He saw in us a need so great, a pain
so deep, or an emptiness so vast. And maybe, He also saw in us a readi-
ness. However He made it come to be, to Him we are eternally thankful.
Truly, all praise and thanks belong to God.



CHAPTER 4

NOURISHING FAITH

Once the decision to accept Islam is made, the first thing almost every
convert wants to know is, what do I do now? This is because conversion
seeks fulfillment; it needs a Way Or a program to perpetuate the experience
of self-surrender. The traditions of the Prophet report many & new Muslim
asking Muhammad what deeds Islam requires of them. Very often he
would begin by telling them that Fsiam is built upon five pillars: the sha-
hadah (the witnessing of faith), salah {(ritval prayer), sawm (fasting) dur-
ing the Arabic hmar month of Ramadan, zakah (the annual charity tax),
and Aajj (the annual pilgrimage).” It is through these Jive pillars of Islam
that the proselyte begins to build his faith, They present his first test of
commitment and they are at the center of Islam’s system of moral and Spir-
itual growth. This chapter shares a few of this author’s personal impres-
sions and experiences of the five pillars. Each ritual will be discussed indi-
viduaily, but first let me make a few general comments.

Together; the five pillars of Islam touch many areas of a believer’s
earthly existence: his spitituality, ethics, personal hygiene, social rela-
tions, sexual relations, politics, finances, time management, eating habits,
dress, travel plans and many others as well. In thig way they remind and
help the Muslim to direct all of his efforts towards God and to make the
totality of his life on earth an act of worship. They also strengthen the
believer’s character, for they require considerable determination and self-
restraint, and the Muslim must repeatedly and periodically interrupt his
worldly pursuits to perform them,

‘Time plays a key role in Islam’s rituals. Voluntary acts of worship are
stronigly encouraged and may be offered for the most part whenever one
wishes, but the five piliars are obligatory and must be performed at speci-
fied times. Those who practice the pillars steadfastly and correctly soon dis-

* From the collections of al Bukhari and Muslim. See, An Nawawi’s F. orty Hadith, 34.
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cover that they come to regulate their lives. They become an inner clock by
which the believer sets and organizes his life. Like the different hands on a
stop walch, each ritual is associated with a different measure of earthly
duration. o

The shahadah, which takes only seconds to pronounce, 1s 0 One sense
Tslam’s briefest ritual. For those who wish to convert to Islam, its recital,
witnessed by two Muslims, is required in order to join the Muslim com-
munity officially.” Muslims maust also recite quietly the shahadah whl'le in
the sitting posture during ritual prayer. While these may be the only times
the statement of the shahadah is compulsory, the shahadah is really a per-
manent requirement, for the instant someone genuinely rejects it, Fhat per-
son is outside the pale of Islam. In this sense, then, the shahadah is a con-
tinuous ritual, a moment-by-moment commitment to the oneness of God
and the prophethood of Muhammad. .

The salah (ritual prayer) is mandatory for Muslims five times daily:
before sunrise (the fajr prayer), around noon (the zuhr prayer), in the aft.ﬁp
noon (the ‘asr prayer), at sunset (the maghrib prayer), and before .sleepmg
(the ‘isha’ prayer). The time needed to perform the ritual prayer is rather
short—-as little as a few minutes—so that the compulsory Islamic prayers
are just long enough and frequent enough to keep tht_?. belic?ver focused
throughout the day on the real purpose of life, without imposing too great
an interruption of his necessary worldly pursuits.

The fast of Ramadan takes place during the ninth lunar month of the
Islamic calendar. For this entire month, Muslims deny themselves food,
drink, and sex between sunrise and sunset and also make special efforts to
engage themselves in extra acts of worship. ‘While it would be-mL}ch 00
difficult to fast the whole year through, the fast of Ramadan signifies to
Muslims that they should dedicate each month of their carthly lives to
serving God.

Zakah is an annual charity-tax that follows specific rates that are
applied to one’s accumulated wealth. By paying zakah, beli.evers' as;?ire to
purify the previous year's worldly gains. The hajj is the annual pllgr‘lmage
to Makkah, which Muslims are required to make once in a lifetime if they
have the means to do so. For the faithful, to make the pilgrimage is one of
their greatest goals in life, a. chance to journey {o the sanctua.ry towa_rd
which they have always prayed and to glorify God with their Muslim
brothers and sisters from every corner of the earth.

% A Muslim relative will recite the shahkadah for an infant at birth.
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Thus through these five pillars, Muslims consecrate their time on earth:
with the shahadah they commit to God their every moment; with salah,
their days; with the fast of Ramadan, their months; with the payment of
zakah, their years; and with the pilgrimage to Makkah, their lifetimes.

Although fime has such an important place in these rituals, the five pil-
lars, in several ways, also reach beyond time. For one thing, they persis-
tently remind Muslims that they are moving, moment by moment, closer to
their last days on earth and then to the next life, to a very different order of
creation, where earthly time will seem to them strange and illusory.” The
rituals, both in form and content, help to keep the worshiper alert to this,
Indeed, many Qur'anic verses and the traditional invocations that Muslims
recite during the rituals recall the themes of the afterlife and our return to
God. In addition, many of the postures Muslims assume, hardships they
endure, and ceremonies they perform in the rituals also parallel descriptions
from the Qur’an and the sayings of Muhammad of the Day of Judgment. In
this way, the rituals become for Muslims both a preparation and a kind of
rehearsal for that Day, a vehicle by which the worshiper is allowed to
almost experience in advance that decisive meeting with his Lord.

The Islamic rituals traverse the past as well by bringing the believer
back ta the days of the Prophet and his Companions. Muslims have always
been extremely meticulous about performing the five pillars exactly as
Muhammad instructed his followers to perform them. Therefore, the ritual
of each disciple of Muhammad is the sarne as every other throughout his-
tory, which makes the five pillars of Islam a great leveler and unifier of the

Muslim community that transcend time, place, race, and language.

Muslims realize that the rituals they practice were not introduced by
Muhammad; rather, they date back to the very beginnings of humanity’s
worship of God. The Qur'an tells us that all of the prophets insisted on the
oneness of God and that the divine guidance revealed through thern must be
heeded. They often established ritual prayer and enjoined upon their follow-
ers charity and fasting. Moreover, the Qur'an states that prophet Abrahan:
first called for the hajj and, together with his son Ishmael, rebuilt the Ka‘hah,
the first house established on Earth for the worship of the one God.
Therefore, when Muslims perform their rituals, they understand that they are
not only practicing the religion taught by the Prophet Muhammad, but that
they are returning o and restoring the pure and timeless religion revealed by
God to all of his prophets: the religion of self-surrender to God—Isiam.

* See the discussion on time and predestination on pages 70-73.
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Self-surrender to God is what Islam is all about, and it is through these
rituals that Muslims come to experience it most personatly and directly.
The five pillars of Islam are at the core of Muslim piety, as each worship-
per brings into them all of his or her pains, efforts, and longings. The ritu-
als form a nexus between a believer’s relationships with his fellow man and
his relationship with God, because his good deeds and his love of God are
joined through them. Through the five pillars, Muslims have been able to
know profoundly and intimately God’s infinitely merciful power. This also
helps explain why Muslims are so strict about preserving the original forms
of their rituals, because they are convinced that the slightest modification
inevitably would diminish their experience of the divine.

Calling to Faith

Of my three daughters, I have the clearest recollection of Fattin's
birth. The fact that she is the youngest of my children, and hence the most
recently born, has a lot to do with it. The experience I gained from my
wife’s two previous pregnancies definitely helped me to be more collected
during her third. Even though her birth came rather unexpectedly—which,
by the way, is typically Fattin— was cool-headed enough this time to play
my part correctly and to observe much of what was taking place around
us in the delivery room. (During my first daughter’s delivery, [ almost
fainted and my relatives had to take over the role I was supposed to have
learned in prenatal classes.) '

As we drove to Lawrence Memorial hospital that bright summer morn-
ing, my wife and I both felt that the mild contractions she had been having
were a false alarm. We 1old her mother that we would probably be coming
right back home. I joked to the doctor examining my wife that if the baby
was coming today then she needed to hurry, because I had a class to teach
in an hour. '

“I think you might just make i1, she informed me, “because your baby
is coming now!” ' :

Soon my wife's labor pains became extremely intense, and within forty-
five minutes of our arrival at the hospital, Fattin was shouting her arrival
into this world. '

Fattin lay exhausited in her mother’s arms while the doctor and nurses
were finishing up. Then one of the nurses gently took her from my wife,
wrapped her snugly in a blanket, and put a cap on her head that covered
her ears. She then carried her over to me.

“Would you like to hold her?” she asked.
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“Yes, of course,” I answered.

. It is amazing how you can already see so much personality in those
z-‘my Jaces. The first time I gazed at Jameelah, I saw her brightness and
inquisitiveness; with Sarah, I saw her gentleness and kindness. When [
locked at Fattin's face, I could see so clearly her independence and fierce
determination.

I walked a few steps with Fattin to a corner of the room so that we
would not be in any one's way. I raised her in my arms very carefully and
bent my head so that my lips were just touching her right ear. Then, like
millions of Muslim fathers before me, I whispered to her,

Allahu Akbar (God is greater).
Allahu Akbar (God is greater).
Allahu Akbar (God is greater).
Allahu Akbar (God is greater).
o djlshhadu an la ilaha illa Allah (I bear witness that there is no god but
od).
G dz)ﬂlshhadu an la ilaha illa Allah (T bear witness that there is no god but
od),
Ashhadu anna Muhammadan rasuly Aflah (I bear witness that
Muhammad is the Messenger of God).
Ashhadu anna Muhammadan rasuln Allah (I bear witness that
Muhammad is the Messenger of God).
Hayya “alas salaah (Hasten fo prayer).
Hayya ‘alas salaah (Hasten to prayer).
Hayya “alal falaah (Hasten to success).
Hayya ‘alal falaah (Hasten to success).
Allahu Akbar {God is greater).
Allahu Akbar (God is greater).
La ilaha illa Allah (There is no god bur God).

T.he pronouncement that I whispered in Fattin’s ear that momning is the
Islamic call to prayer, termed adhan in Arabic. They are among the first
words spoken to every child born into a Muslim family.® When parents

“ After reciting the adhan in the right ear of the newborn, the parent or relative will
then recite the igamah, the second call to prayer, in the child’s left ear. The igamah reads:
Allaie Akbar. Allahu Akbar. Ashhadu an la ilaha itla Allah. Ashhadu an la ilaha illa Allah.
Ashhadyu anna Muhammadan rasulu Allah, Ashhadu anne Muhammadan rasulu Allah:

Hayya ‘alas salaah. Hayya ‘alal falaah. Qad
. qamat as salah. Qad gamat as salah. Allah
Abkbar. Allahu Akbar. La ilaha illg Allah. i i o



150 Even Angels Ask

make this summons to their infant, they do so with their fervent prayers that
he or she will grow to be a righteous, God-conscious believer. It signifies a
recalling of the child to his or her true nature, to the spirit which God
breathed into him or her, and to that primordial bond to which every soul
bore witness: “Am I not your Lord?” (7:172). While Muslim parents know
that their son or daughter may make mistakes in life, that he or she may
even come to neglect the requirements of faith at times, this adhan also sig-
nifies the parents’ deepest hope that if this should happen, then their child
will always come back to this first calling.

The adhan is typical of Islam in the way it uses the call to prayer to
remind believers of Islam’s broader objectives. Certainly, something like
a bell or a horn could signal the times for the obligatory prayers; Islam
chooses a method that offers the greatest possible meaning, for the adhan
succinctly summarizes and interconnects Islam’s attitudes toward God,
the Prophet, worship, and life. For this reason, it seems appropriate that
in this section and the next, we let the adhan introduce us to the first two

pillars of Islam.

Bearing Witness
“Allahn Akbar! Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!”

Allahu Akbar! (God is Greater!) It is the supreme affirmation of Islam,
the great axiom upon which all else depends. Tt qualifies all other- stale-
ments about God and His creation and is the key Muslim perception of
God. It is the reason for his or her worship, total trust in, and self-surrender
to Him as well as the foundation of Muslim piety and spirituality.

God is greater than what or whom? The statement seems to beg the
question. Its openendedness is at first perplexing. Why is it left incomplete?
But as we insert various objects at the end of this assertion, we soon come
to understand. The statement invites—indeed, it demands—our attempts at
completing it. But all such efforts are ultimately futile, for God’s inf'inite
greatess cannot be encompassed by our comparisons. As the Qur'an itself
says: “nothing can be compared to Him” (112:4). '

‘We may ask: Is God greater than all creation? Is He greater in mercy,
compassion, knowledge, wisdom, Jove, and justice than the most merciful,
compassionate, wise, loving and just among His creatures? Is he greater
than the greatest power we can imagine? Allahu Akbar repfaatetlly affirms
that He is incomparably greater. He is greater than any likening we may use
to complete this declaration, greater than anything and everything that we
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could ever conceive of, greater than the speculations of theologians or the
assertions of dogmatists or the formulations of philosophers, and greater
than human words could describe.

Allahu Akbar! This seemingly unfinished comparative is all-inclusive,
for it allows for all our praises and glorification, Its opencndedness inviles
us to imagine, but at the same time proclaims our inability to truly con-
ceive of God's greatness. All other beings from the perspective of Allahu
Akbar stand on the same level ground as infinitely inferior to God.
Therefore, the second declaration of the adhan, which is also the first of
the two testimonies of the shahadah, follows as a natural consequence of
Allahu Akbar.

“Ashhadu an la ilaha illa Allah! Ashhadu an la ilaha illa Allah?”’ (I bear
witness that there is no god bt God!)

For how could it be otherwise? If God is infinitely greater, mfinitely
more merciful, infinitely more compassionate, infinitely more powerful,
infinitely kinder, infinitely more just, infinitely nearer to us, infinitely more
loving, infinitely wiser, infinitely more knowing, than how could there be
and why should one seek, another god, ancther ultimate protector, another
ultimate goal? Why should one seek other deities or intermediaries befween
oneself and God, or other persons, alive or dead, to whom to direct one’s
prayers? Are God’s goodness and power somehow insufficient, fhat we
should invent for Him partners? For Muslims, the answer to these questions
is obvious: there is no ilah (deity) but God, and hence, worship is due (o
God alone,

The Iskamic term for worship is ‘ibadah. It is derived from the same
root as ‘abd, the Arabic word for “slave,” and Muslims quite proudly refer
to themselves as “slaves of Allah.” At first, (his seems like a rather severe
description of the believer’s relationship to God, for we normally think of a
slave as someone exploited and debased. However, our initial discomfort
with this term may reveal something about ourselves that is quite in tune
with Islam’s conception of warship.

We instinctively resent that a human being should choose (o be the
slave of another creation, whether it be to a tyrant, greed, drug addiction,
power, or to his or her lust. Something within us rejects this as sick and
humiliating. We feel how vulnerable such a person is—how Very precari-
ous his existence—because his happiness depends on masters who are
themselves fickle and weak, perhaps even illusory. Even an atheist could



152 Even Angels Ask

appreciate the refusal to worship—in the sense of to enslave oneself to and
to show complete obedience to—a being other than God.

Yet it seems that we all need to have faith in someone or something. A
fife without meaning or direction is wretched. Whether it be a political
cause, a person, career, nation, a dream, an idea, money, pOwer, presiige,
family, fame, or revenge, it appears that we must have something for which
to live and appreciate, for which to die. In short, T believe that it is human
nature to venerate, that we are destined for servitude. Very often, however,
the objects of our desires remain unattainable. But even when they are
attainable, the reality cannot equal our expectations. They become, in the
end, like mirages in a desert, nothing more than figments of our false imag-
inings (29:39).

As Muslims see it, life is a continual choice between masters, between
those you create for yourseif and the One who created you. ‘When you make
your own gods, you create your Own oppression and debasement, but when
you surrender yourself to the one God, you are shielded from the types of
fears and insecurities that lead persons to idol worship.

In fact, from the point of view of Islam, all creatures, whether or not
they are aware of it, are already slaves of God in the sense that they all serve
His ultimate purposes and can accomplish only what He allows them to
accomplish. God not only wants us to realize this truth, but to-benefit as
much as we can from it, by using the gifts and guidance He gives to us so
that we may grow ever closer to Him. When we become true servants of
God, we become servants of the divine attributes as well, of His Mercy,
Love, Justice, and Truth. To worship a creation is, to the Muslim, utterly
irrational and self-abasing, but to be the slave of God is a Muslim's highest
honor and lifelong goal.

This is a goal that, at times, could be difficult to pursue. The Qur’an cer-
tainly does not paint a rosy picture of most of humanity in this regard.
Misdirected worship, idolatry, comes all too easily to human beings, and
thus the Qur'an refers to faith as an “uphill climb” (90:4-17). Islam (i.e., self
surrender) requires hard work, self-discipline, determinatipn, and, above
all, following God’s guidance. This brings us to the next statement of the
adhan, the second and concluding statement of the shahadah.

Ashhadu anna Muhammadan rasulu Allah! Ashhadu anna Muhammadan
- rasulu Allah (I testify thar Muhammad is the Messenger of God!)
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The first testimony of the shahadah, that there is no god but God, is an
independent statement of fact. It bears witness to a universal truth that
applies to all of us, regardless of whether or not we acknowledge it. Before
humanity came into being, before the creation of Earth, before the birth of
the universe we live in, there was but one God—and there will never be
another.

The second testimony of the shahadah, that Muhammad is the mes-
senger of God, depends on the first, It too is a statément of a truth, but it is
also a statement of commitment to the first and to the community of disci-
ples of Muhammad. The first half of the shahadah declares the oneness of
God; the second half informs us of God’s great concern for man. The first
proclaims God’s incomparable being; the second tells us how to come to

. know Him. The first states the goal; the second shows the way. God willed

to be known and, by His mercy, commissioned Muhammad to help guide
us to Him.

From the moment someone joins the Muslim community, whether by
birth or conversion, the shahadah will be an ever-present feature of that
person’s life. It will be chanted aloud during the call to prayer, invoked at
the beginning of all major events, recited at least nine times a day during
the five ritual prayers, exclaimed spontaneously by believers during
moments of excitement or wonder, and sighed quietly by Muslims when
they reflect on the greatness and glory of God. Moreover, it will become a
statement of a lifestyle based on the Qur'an and the teachings of Prophet
Muhammad. For Muslims, the Quran is God's word revealed, and the
Prophet's Sunnah (literally, “way™) is God's word most perfectly applied.
When ‘Aishah, Muhammad's wife, was asked about the Prophet’s conduct
during his life, she simply responded, “It was the Qur'an.”™* Her answer best
expresses how Muslims view the relationship between their scripture and
the Messenger of God.

The shahadah is where Muslim life begins, both literaily and figura-
tively. It is the cornerstone upon which the community of believers rests
and is their source of unity and strength. It is the boundary that protects
them and the line of demarcation that must be crossed if one is to join
them.

Like all converts, I will never forget my first shahadah. It was the sin-
gle most difficult, yet hberating and powerful, moment of my life.
Gradually, I came to better understand its many implications, but I espe-
cially came to see that it proclaims not only the oneness of God but also the

™ Kazi, Guidance from the Messenger, preface.
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unity and equality of humankind.” OF course, my discovery of this was in
no way original. This egalitarian principle is so salient a theme in the teach-
ings of Islam that it is impossible to miss. This is not o say that every
Muslim would so readily articolate it, but rather, it is so clearly observable
in the community’s religious interactions and traditions. It is not at all sur-
prising that this is one of the first things that struck Malcolm X on his pil-
grimage to Makkah. He wrote,

For the last week, I have been utterly speechless and spell-
bound by the graciousness I see displayed all around me
by people of all colors . . . You may be shocked by these
words coming from me. But on this pilgrimage, what {
have seen, and experienced, has forced me to rearrange
much of my thought patterns previously held, and to toss
aside some of my previous conclusions . . . Perhaps if
white Americans could accept the Oneness of God, then
perhaps, too, they could accept in reality the Oneness of
Man—and cease to measure and hinder and harm others in
terms of their “differences™ in color . . . Each hour in the
Holy Land enables me to have grealer spiritual insights
into what is happening in America between black and
white.*

1 am pot claiming here that Islam eradicates racial and color preju-
dices. That would be like claiming that Islam eradicates evil. Rather, T am
asserting that Islam does not tolerate such prejudices and that when
Muslims display them, they know full well that they are violating a fun-
damental precept of their faith and committing a serious wrong. Of all of
the great world religions, I believe none has been more successful in
fighting racial prejudice than Islam. I received a very personal and poig-
nant demonstration of Islam’s power in this regard several weeks after 1

became a Muslim.

It was at a lecture organized by the Musiim students of the University
of San Francisco. The speaker that night was Abdul Aleem Musa, who at
that time was the imam (leader) of Masjid al Nur in Oakland, California.
He recounted his journey to Islam, which began with his joining the

* Nation of Islam in the sixties and his later transition to authentic Islam in

* See the discussior on pages 78-85.
% Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X,

Even Angels Ask 155

the seventies. The African American Muslims that accompanied him from
Oak-land showed by their reactions to his speech that their paths to Islam
were very similar to his.

Physically, Abdul Aleem is a very imposing figure. He looks as if he
could play tight end for the San Francisco F. orty-Niners. He is extremely
clever and intelligent, certainly not one to be taken lightly. On the way to
the lecture, some of the students told me thar Abdul Aleem had been a
member of the Black Panthers long ago and that he was an ex-convict. 1
usualtly am suspicious of such rumors, but from his lecture I gathered that,
at the very least, he had had a very tumultuous past. Nonetheless, the wis-
dom of his words and the serenity he now projected made me feel that he
had discovered inner peace through his faith.

As [ listened to Abdul Aleem, I kept recalling my teenage years and the
terrible brutality of the race wars my neighborhood fought with young black
men like him from the nearby slums. I pictured what a dangerous adversary
he must have been-the type of enemy whom everyone would try their best
not to notice when he entered your territory. 1 felt simultaneously inspired
and intimidated, moved and yet confused. All my old reflexes and fears
which 1 thought I had left far behind in Bridgeport, Connecticut, were now
coming back to me.

The first question Abdul Aleem was asked when he had finished his
speech came from one of the Arab students: “Do you Jeel that Islam has
changed you; has it really changed your life?”

The question may have been entirely innocent, but it seemed to allude
to his turbulent past. At least that is how I interpreted it and, apparently, so
did Abdul Aleem.

“You don’t know how many times I've been asked that,” he sighed,
shaking his head in near disbelief. “People just don't think that it can
really happen, that you can turn your life around.”

He was speaking slowly, measuring his words, working hard fo contain
his hurt pride. Then, in a low tone that betrayed mounting frustration, he
stated, “People just can't believe in the power of Islam.”

The audience tensed and held its breath, anticipating an eruption at
any moment. Abdul Aleem’s eyes scanned the room, as if he was looking

Jor someone who might understand or some way to prove his point. Sud-
denly, I found his stare fixed on Grant, another white American convert
sitting on my left, and me. The next thing I knew he was pointing right at
the two of us.
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Almost shouting he exclaimed: ‘The very fact that you have white
Americans like these, sitting here with black Americans like us, as brothers
—BROTHERS!{I—when ten years ago we were killing each other in the
streets, shows you how much Islam can change lives!’

It was as if he was reading my own thoughts. Grant and I are of the
same generation as Abdul Aleem, and the look on Grant's face told me that
he too could relate immediately to-what Abdul Aleem said. After the pro-
gram, Abdul Aleem walked over to the two of us and greeted us both with a
warm smile and with what I have come to call an “Islamic triple hug.” That
was the start of an immensely important relationship for me. Abdul Aleem
became a close friend and mentor and helped me to deal with the many pit-
falls and roadblocks that threaten the sincerity of a newcomer to Islam.

When I met Abdul Aleem I was only a recent convert to Islam, and it
takes time for Islam’s many lessons to sink in. But on that evening, I learned
much about Islam’s egalitarianism. I would learn much more from Abdul
Aleem in the months and years ahead.

Can Muslims be bigoted and prejudiced? Of course they can, and most
are at various times and in various circumstances. Human beings general-
ize and prejudge based on experience. To a large degree, our survival
depends on it. Sometimes we hurt others and ourselves when we misuse our
intellectual abilities, but we can and shoutd correct and learn from our mis-
takes. Time and time again I witnessed the corrective power that the sha-
hadah has over Muslims. T have watched cultural, political, economic, and
racial differences drive them apart and I have seen the shahadah bring them
back together as brothers and sisters in faith. The next incident occurred
about a year after my conversion.

Mosques and Islamic centers in Europe and America bring together a
vast array of peoples from all over the Muslim world. Very often a masjid
will contain many smail cultural clusters with no one of them in the major-
ity. This is especially true of the masjids run by Muslim student groups at
western universities. Such a diverse assemblage of cultures will produce
many differences of opinions, which can evolve guite easily into bitter argu-
ments and community rifts.

Such a quarrel arose one night in the mosque at the University of San

_Francisco. I do not remember the precise cause of the fray; it had some-
thing to do with a pile of anti-Shiite tracts that someone left in the mosque.
This happened at the height of the Iran-Irag war, and a great deal of

Even Angels Ask ) 157

politico-religious propaganda was being disseminated by both sides of the
conflict and by their allies. I recall vividly how explosive the scene became.

The Saudis raged against the Kuwaitis and Iranians, the Pakistani stu-
dents allied themselves with the Saudis, the white Americans defended the
Iranians, the African Americans were against the white Americans, the
North African and Palestinian students seemed to be fighting each other
and everyone else, the Malaysian students looked terrified. All sorts of bit-
ter, malicious, racial and personal attacks flew back and forth.

‘You Shiah are KaffirsF’

You Saudis worship your kingl’

‘What do Americans know about Islam?!’

‘Pakistanis are nothing but the lackeys of the Saudis!”

“‘Our people were Muslims long before you white boys ever were!’

‘You're proud of following Elijah Muhammad?!’

‘Palestinians got what they deserved!?’

Faces were red with rage. Shouts became threatening roars. The
American students were clenching their fists and tensing their arms, réady—
ing themselves for a fight. This was definitely going to be the end of our
community.

From over in the corner of the room a desperate cry rang out:

‘La ilaha illa Allah! Muhamadan rasulu Allah?

It was Hlyas, the always quiet, skinny, short student from Indonesia. He
hardly ever spoke a word. The room quieted.

‘What did he say?’ Several persons asked each other.

Ilyas shouted again at the top of his lungs:

‘La ilaha illa Allah! Muhamadan rasulu Allah?

Say it!’ Ilyas yelled, ‘Say it!

Most of us murmured confusedly: ‘La ilaha illa Allah—Muhamadan
rasulu Allah?’

‘What does he want?’ Someone whispered.

‘Say it like you mean it?’ Ilyas screamed.

Maybe it was because he said it with so much authority or with so much
passion, but for some reason we now felt the need to obey this normally
meek and inconspicuous member of our mosque. Our voices rose in unison
with Hyas leading us:

‘La ilaha illa Allah! Muhamadan rasulu Allah?

You could feel the hate and anger dissipating. All eyes were fixed on
Ilyas. The faces of the brothers looked mesmerized. Some of them showed
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sadness, some remorse, and others excitement. The whole company now
needed llyas to lead them again.

‘Again!’ Iyas bellowed. "Again!’

This time we all rang out in one passionate, thundering cry:

‘La ilaha illa Allah! Muhamadan rasulu Allah?’

Then again we cried out, following Ilyas's lead:

‘La ilaha illa Allah! Muhamadan rasulu Allah!’

Ilvas stopped, froze there for a moment with tears in his eyes. He
looked at us in the way a child looks at his parents when he wants them 10

stop fighting. o .
“That's what it is all about, brothers! Ilyas pleaded, his voice cracking.

“That's what binds us!’

Just look at us!” He shouted, stretching out his arms.

At that, the brothers began to slowly approach one another with looks
of great embarrassment on their faces. What easily could have exploded
into a spectacle of complete pandemonium, was Row a scene of hand-
shakes, brotherly hugs, and sincere apologies. The next day, the mosgue
was back to normal, and I never heard anyone discuss the argument

again.

Experiencing Intimacy

And when we pray and put our nose (o the ground, we feel a joy, arest,
a strength, that is outside this world and no words could ever describe. You

have to experience it to know. ) )
—Ghassan Zarrah, former imam of the masjid at USF’

Hayya ‘alas salaah! Hayya “alas salaah!

Hayya ‘alal falaah! Hayya ‘alal falaah!

(Hasten to prayer! Hasten to Success!)

On the day I converted to Islam, the imam of the masjid gave me a man-
wal on how to perform salah, the Islamic prayer ritual.

“Take it easy,’ the Muslim students urged me, ‘Don’t push yourself too
hard? “It's better to take your time.” ‘You know: slowly, slowly.”

I was surprised by their concern.

How hard could it be to pray? I wondered.

That night, ignoring their advice, I decided to start performing rh.e five
prayers at their appointed times. I sat for a long time on the couch in my

7 A quote from Struggling to Surrender, 13.
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small, dimly lit, living room, studving and rehearsing the prayer postures,
the verses of the Qur'an that I needed to recite, and the supplications that
I would have to make. Much of what I would be saying was in Arabic, so 1
had to memorize the Arabic transliterations and the English interpretations
that the manual provided. I pored over the manual for a couple of hours
before T felt confident enough to attempt my first prayer. It was close to
midnight, so I decided to perform the ‘isha’ prayer.

I'walked into the bathroom and placed the manual on the sink counter
with it opened to the section describing how to perform wudi’ (ritual ablu-
tion). Like a cook trying a recipe for the first time, I followed the step by
step instructions slowly and meticulously . When [ finished washing, I shut
off the faucet and returned to the living room with water still dripping from
various parts of my body, for the instructions stated that it is preferable not
to dry oneself with a towel after wudy'.

Standing in the center of the room, I aimed myself in what I hoped was
the direction of Makkah. I glanced back over my shoulder to make sure I
had locked the door to my apartment. Finding that it was, I then looked
straight ahead, straightened my stance, took a deep breath, raised my
hands to the sides of my face with my palms opered ard my thumbs touch-
ing my ear lobes, and then, in a hushed voice, I pronounced, ‘Allahu Akbar.’

I hoped no one heard me. I felt a little bit anxious. I couldr’t rid myself
of the feeling that someone might be spying on me. Then I suddeniy real-
ized that I had left open the curtains of the living room window. What if a
neighbor should look in and see me? I thought,

1 stopped what I was doing and went to the window. I glanced around
outside to make sure no one was there. To my relief, the back yard was
empty. I then carefully pulled the curtains closed and returned to the mid-
dle of the room.

Once again, | approximated the direction of Malkkah, stood straight,
raised my hands to where my thumbs were touching my ear lobes, and
whispered, ‘Allahu Akbar.’

In a barely audible tone, I slowly and clumsily recited the first surah of
the Qur'an and another short surah in Arabic, although I doubt that my

pronunciation that night would have been intelligible 1o an Arab. I then
quictly said another, ‘Allahu Akbar,” and bowed with my back perpendicu-
lar to my legs and with my hands grasping my knees. I had never bowed to
anyone before and I felt embarrassed. I was glad that | was alone. While
still in the bowing position, I repeated several times the phrase, ‘Subhana-
rabbi-1 ‘Azeem’, which means, Glory to my Lord the Great.
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I then stood up and recited, ‘Sami‘a Allahu liman hamidal’ (God hears
those who praise Him), and then, ‘Rabbana wa laka-1 hamd (Qur Lord and
to you belongs all praise).

I felt my heart pounding and anxiety mounting as I meekly called out

another ‘Allahu Akbar'. I had arrived at the moment when I had to perform

a sajdah, a prostration. Petrified, I stared at the area of the floor in front
of me, where I was supposed to be down on all fours with my face to the
ground.

[ couldn’t do it! I could not get myself to lower myself to the floor, to
humble myself with my nose to the ground, like a slave groveling before his
master. It was as if my legs had braces on them that would not let me bend.
[ felt too ashamed and humiliated. I could imagine the srickers and cack-
les of friends and acquaintances watching me make a fool of myself. I envi-
sioned how ridiculous and pitiable I would look. ‘Poor Jeff; I could hear
them saying, ‘he really went Arab crazy in San Francisco, didn’t hel’

Please! Please help me do this! I prayed.

I took a deep breath and then forced myself to the floor. Now on my
hands and knees, 1 hesitated for a brief moment, and then I pushed my

face to the carpet. Ridding my mind of all other thoughts, I mechanically
pronounced three times,” Subhana rabbi-l a‘la (Glory to my Lord the
highest!}.

“Allahu Akbar,’ I called and sat back on my heels. I kept my mind blank,

- refusing to allow any distractions to enter it. ‘Allahu Akbar,’ I pronounced
and put my face again to the carpet.

With my nose touching the ground I called out mechanically, ‘Subhana
rabbi-1 &’la, Subhana rabbi-1 &’'la, Subhana rabbi-l a'la’ I was determined
to finish this, no maiter what.

“Allahu Akbar.’ I called and lifted myself from the floor and stood up
straight. Three cycles to go, I told myself.

[ had to wrestle with my emotions and pride the rest of the prayer, but
it did get easier with each cycle. I was even almost calm during the last
prostration. While in the final sitting posture, recited the tashashhud and
then ended the prayer by calling, ‘Assalam ‘alaikum wa rahmatullah’ with
my head turned to the right, and again, ‘Assalamu ‘alaikum wa rahmatul-
lah,’ with my head turned to the left. :

Spent, I remained on the floor and reviewed the battle I had just been

- through. I felt embarrassed that I had to struggle so hard to get through the
prayer. With my head lowered in shame [ prayed: please forgive me my
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arrogance and stupidity. I have come from very far and I have so very far
to go.

At that moment, I experienced something that I had never felt before
and which is therefore difficult for me to put info words. A wave of what I '
can only describe as coldness swept through me, which seemed to radiate
from some point within my chest. It was rather intense, and initially I was
startled; I remember shuddering. However, it was much more than a phys-
ical sensation, for it affected my emotions as well in a strange way. It was
as if mercy had taken on an objective form and was now penetrating and
enveloping me. I cannot say exactly why, but I began to cry. Tears began
to run down my face, and I found myself weeping uncontroflably. The
harder I cried, the more I felt the embrace of a powerful kindness and
compassion. I was not crying out of guilt—although I probably should
have—or shame or joy, it was as if a dam had been unblocked and a great
reservoir of fear and anger within me was being released. As I write these
words, I can not help wondering if God's forgiveness involves much more
than His absolution of our sins, if His forgiveness is not also curative and
assuaging?

I remained on my knees, crouched to the floor with my head in my
hands, sobbing, for some time. When I finally stopped crying, I was com-
pletely exhausted. The experience I had just had was for me too unfamiliar
and overwhelming to try to rationalize at that moment, and I thought that
it was definitely too strange o tell anyone about right away.” I did realize
this much, however: I needed God and prayer desperately.

Before getting up from my knees, I made one last supplication:

Oh God, if I ever gravitate towards disbelief again, then please, kill me

first—vrid me of this life. It is hard enough living with my imperfections and
weaknesses, but I cannot live another day dernying You.

“Hasten to (salaah) prayer—Iasten to (falaah) success!” the adhan
urges. If our main purpose in life is to grow ever nearer to God, then
toward this end prayer is indeed essential. For Muslims, salah is one of
the most important ways to pursue and experience this goal. It is a
Muslim’s spiritual compass by which he repeatedly checks his progress
and direction in life, and it is his lifeline to paradise in the hereafter. Through
the experience of salah, a Muslim tries to stay alert to the fluctuations of his

* Tn the months ahead, however, I had several, what for me were, intense spiritual
experiences during salah, and T slowly became aware through conversations with other
Muslims that mine were rot at all abnormal or unusual.
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faith. A Muslim will ask himself: Am 1 becoming lazy about my prayers,
lately?; Am I rushing through them, without feeling any benefit?; Are my
experiences of prayer weaker or stronger than they used to be?; Do I feel
closer or farther from God in my prayers these days? Although eaf:h of
the five pillars helps a Muslim gauge his growth 111 f.aith, the salah is the
principle day to day measure of a believer’s submission to God.

To perform the Islamic ritual prayer five times every day aF the
appointed times requires a con_siderable commitmer-lt to Islam. A single
salah (ritual prayer) is not very taxing, but just to rise out of bed l?ef?re
dawn, every day of the year, workday or Holiday, for the rest ojf one’s life,
to make the fajr prayer on time already demands great determination. All
of Islamy’s rituals test and challenge a Muslim’s wili-power and Iselfjcontroi
in various ways and, in so doing, help to build these qualities in .hnn. The
shahadah tests a persor’s allegiances; the fast of Ramadan Fests ¥us centr.ol
of his physical needs; the zakah tests his ability to discipline his material
desires; and the pilgrimage to Makkah in some ways tests all three. The
salah may not be as emotionally demanding as one’s ﬁr-st shahadah, or as
physically or materially demanding as the other three pillars of kslam, but
the ritual prayer, more than any of the other rituals, tests constancy and per-
severance. I have known many Muslims who fast every Ramadan, who pay
zakah every year, and who have made the hajj, yet who are unable to
remain constant in their prayers. o

Most of us are capable of great moments of virtue or religiosity ant_i can
rise to the occasion on rare occasions. However, too many of us are inca-
pable of being even moderately virtuous or religious consistently. In terms
of our spiritual and moral growth, we are too often like Fhe person who Slljd-
denly decides he will get in shape one weekend by going out ar}d running
a marathon. But to really become physically fit, he needs to begin and fol-
low a regular program of exercise. The Qur'an repeatet_iiy exhorts the
believer to develop sabr, the Arabic word that connotes patience, persever-
ance, and fortitade—qualities that are essential to spirimtai developme.nt.
Very often these exhortations are combined with exhortations to establish
regular salah, as the two obviously complement each other. .

Yet the rewards of salah far outweigh the demands. A Muslim student
once informed me that the power of salah is indescribable. He said, “When
we pray and put our nose to the ground, we feel a joy, a rest, a strength, that
is outside this world and no words could ever describe. You have to expe-

’ rience it to know.” The day he told me this was the day I became a Moslim,
and it was not long before { began to understand what he meant.

Even Angels Ask 163

There are moments during salah—moments of truth—of true honesty,
sincerity, and humility-—when a Muslim perceives the omnipresence of
God’s most merciful and compassionate light. These are not moments that
can be anticipated, for they almost always come unexpectedly, But when
they do come, he or she feels the caress of the most tender and most over-
powering kindness. It is an utterly humbling experience, because a Muslim
knows it is too infinitely beautiful to be deserved. It is a tremendousty
intoxicating experience, for with your hands, feet, and face placed firmly
on the ground, you feel as if you are suddenly lifted into heaven and you
could breath its air, smell its soil, and feel its gentle breezes. It feels as if
you are abouit to be raised off the ground and placed in the arms of the most
benevolent and affectionate love. These moments of divine intimacy create
in the worshipper an overpowering longing to be near to God, and the here-
after becomes the focus of his living and striving,

This helps us understand why devout Muslims are so zealous about
their prayers, why they would seemingly prefer death to missing one of
them. Thus they can be seen at airports or on sidewalks, in city parks or
public buildings, alone or in congregation, standing, bowing, sitting and
prostrating, paying no attention to the activity around them, seemingly in
their own world. This is because they have come to need salah so des-
perately; it has become their main source of spiritual sustenance and
their most personal and powerful means of relating to God. A devout
Muslim cannot risk missing a salah, for he knows that his spiritnal cen-
ter, what peopie refer to symbolically as one’s heart, is real and that it
grows in its ability to receive and experience the divine with the contin-
ual and steadfast performance of the ritual prayer. This is a conviction
born of experience. A Muslim comes to know firsthand that his spiritu-
ality and spiritual receptivity increase with and depend on the persistent
exercise of prayer.

As stated earlier, a Muslim also knows that his growth is tied to his
deeds and his relationship with others, a fact that is reinforced by the form
of the congregational prayer. Muslims pray in tight formation, shoulder to
shoulder, foot to foot, as they stand, bow, sit, and make the prostrations in
unison. The visual beauty and gracefulness of Muslis in prayer depend on
the unity of movement of the congregation.

A Muslim student once informed me that he could not understand why
the Prophet ordered his Companions to pray in such close contact with each
other, when they should be focusing all of their attention on God. 1 told him
that perhaps he had confirmed with his question an important theme of
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Islam: Even in our most intense worship, we should not forget that our rela-
tionship to God is tied to our refationships with others,

There is a well known saying of the Prophet in which he insists that a
Muslim should not leave a gap between himself and his neighbor during the
prayer, otherwise they will leave an opening for Satan. Another Muslim
student told me how silly that sounded. So I asked him if he had ever
prayed next to someone whom he felt was purposely trying to keep his dis-
tance and how that made him feel. He responded that he had known that
experience and it made him suspicious of the motives of the person next to
him. ‘Exactly!’ I told him, “You see, a door to temptation was opened.’

As time passed, 1 grew more and more to appreciate the student Imam’s
statement that the beauty of the experience of salah cannot be truly de-
scribed. Its beauty seems to have no upper bound, and it increases over time
with the steadfast perforinance of the five daily prayers. As it does so, the
believer comes to see with ever greater clarity just how much is at stake in
this tife—how much there is to gain and how great and terrible the poten-
tial loss. A pious Muslim parent certainly can understand the urgency
behind prophet Abraham’s prayer: “O my Lord! make me one who estab-
lishes regular salah and also among my descendants Our Lord!™ (16:40).

My daughter, Jameelah, once asked me just after we finished the noon
prayer together: “Daddy, why do we pray?”

Her question caught me off guard. I didn't expect it from an eight year
old. I knew of course the most obvious answer—that as Muslims we are
obligated to—but I did not want fo waste the oppormunity to share with her
the experience and benefits of salah. Nevertheless, as I tried to put together
a reply in my mind, I bought a little time by beginning with, ‘We pray
because God wants us to!’

‘But why, daddy, what does praying do? she asked.

‘It is hard to explain to a young person, honey. Someday, if you do the
five prayers every day, I'm sure yow'll understand, but Fll do my best to
answer your question’

‘You see, sweetheart. God is the source of all the love, mercy, kindness,
and wisdom—of all the beauty—that we experience and feel. Like the sun
is the source of the light we see in the daytime, God is the source of all of
these and much more. Thus, the love I feel for you, your sisters, and mommy
is given to me by God. We know that God is kind and merciful by all the
things He has given us in this life. But when we pray, we can feel God's
love, kindness, and mercy in a very special way, in the most powerful way.
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For example, vou know thar mommy and I love you by the way we take care
of you. But when we hug you and kiss you, You can really feel how much
we love you. In a similar way, we know that God loves and is kind to us by
the way He takes care of us. But when we bray, we can feel His love in a

~very real and special way.’

‘Does praying make you a better daddy?’ She asked me.

f hope so and I would like to think so, because once you are touched
by God's love and kindness in the prayer, it is 5o beautiful and powerful
that you need to share it with those around You, especially yvour family’
Sometimes, after a hard day at work, { feel so exhausted that | Just want ro'
be a.lcme. But if I feel God's kindness and mercy in the prayer, I look ar my

famzl?i and remember what a great &ift you are to me, and all the love and

flappmesa' 1 get from being your daddy and mommy's husband. Pm not say-
ing that I am the perfect father, but I believe | would not be as good a father
without the prayers. Am I making any sense at all?’ :

1 kind of understand what Yyou mean,’ Jameelah answered.

Then she hugged me and said, “And I love you, Daddy!l’

T love you too, sweetie Die. I love you too.’

Ramadan

0 you who believe! Fasting is prescribed to you as it was
prescribed to those before you, that you may learn God-
consciousness, (2:1 83)

“Dr. Lang! Congramlations’” A beaming, middle-eastern student
called to me, as I stood by the math department post boxes checking the
morning mail.

“And you too!” I called back to him while he hurried down the hall
toward his class.

:Wkat was tha.t for?” A colleague asked me, looking up from his letters.

That student is a Mustim,” | explained. “He just congratulated me on
the start of Ramadan, our month of fasting.”

. Hte congratulated you on having to suffer a month of hunger?” He
said with a laugh. “I could understand him congratulating you at the engd
of the month, but not at the beginning.”

We have a different perspective,” I told him, “we view the fast of Ram-

adan as a great opportunity for personal and spiritual growth.”

13 .
- ! z‘hc-iughr i was an act of penance,” said another professor who was
listening in on our conversation,
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“No, not really. We believe that God is very forgiving and zjhat we are
especially receptive to His forgiveness during .tl?e month of fasting. Bult we
think of the fast of Ramadan more as a spiritual beneﬁw chance tf)
review and reorient our lives and to grow closer to God. Muslims look for-
ward to Ramadan with great anticipation and optimism.”

“That may be,” he remarked, “but I know for sure that I could never

. N
survive an entire month of fasting!

Each day during the Arabic lunar month of Ramadan, Muslims abstain
from food, drink, and sex between sunrise and sunset. Th-ey .must ais.o
restrain their temper and avoid backbiting. One obvious objective ?f this
month-long fast is to teach the believer seIf—clontrol and to prepare him for
the challenges that life may offer. Non-Muslims often mistakenly assume
that the aim of the fast is self-mortification~-to weakefl .the body so as to
free the soul—as is the case in some other religious traditions. The fact that
Muslims are encouraged to replenish themselves between sun_set- and dawn,
and not to fast if they are ill or traveling, shows that the fast is intended to
cause discomfort but not any physical debilitation.” .

Most non-Muslims view the fast of Ramadan as Islam’s severest ritual.
When I describe this pillar of Islam to non-Muslim friends, I often get reac;
tions like, “How can you do that to yourself?” or, “I could never do that!_

I must admit that I held similar feelings before becoming a Mush‘m. In addi-
tion, when I was considering converting to Islam, I had very serious doubts
as to whether I would be able to observe the fast completely and correctly.
However, my first Ramadan, which occurred during the summer, tumed
out not (0 be as difficult as I imagined. Within a day or twoz my body
adjusted to the changes in eating and drinking hal_nts and I_was fme as long
as I followed the well-known instructions on fasting f:onmlned in the tradi-
tions of the Prophet. By the end of Ramadan, T had gained a new confidence
in myself. [ found that I had greater endurance than 1 thou gl.lt T had and _that
with some patience, determinaticn, and God’s help, a seemingly very diffi-
cult task could become quite achievable. . N

Islam definitely encourages such a positive amtu@e; it is one of the
Qur'an’s major themes, and the rituals seem to b:? designed to strengthen
this conviction. Perhaps this is one of the principle reasons why Islam

* Nursing mothers and menstruating women are also not supposed to fast. Lf a Muslim
is umable to fast part of Ramadan, at a later time he or she can m:.ike up fo_r the m]sse(i] day.s
either by fasting the same number of days missed or by performing certain prescribed acts

of charity,
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discourages severe asceticism, because so few of s are capable of it. Al-
though Islamic rituals challenge the believer, they are not so difficult so as
to habituate him or her to failure, Thus we have the statement of Prophet
Muhammad that the best act of worship in the eyes of God is the one that
is practiced consistently."™
Each of the pillars of Islam promotcs community solidarity, although
this may not be at first obvious with the fast of Ramadan. Yet with the
possible exception of the hajj, there is no other time of the year when fra-
ternal feeling among Muslims is so strong and so evident. During this
month, mosques throughout the Islamic world are packed with worshippers
throughout the night, charitable work and donations increase dramatically
in the community, and Muslims make special efforts (o visit friends and
family, especially those whom they have not seen in some time. Muslims
consider it a great blessing to share iftar {the meal taken just after sun-
set) with others. A Muslim household will hardly ever break the fast alone
during Ramadan, but will invite friends and neighbors, including non-
Muslims, to join them for iftar. In the West, communal feeling among
Muslims is also heightened during Ramadan, becaunse their lifestyle
becomes even more di stinguished from the non-Muslim majority.,
Ramadan is a very spiritual time for Muslims, who often refer 1o it as
the Month of Peace and the Month of Mercy. 1t is the month in which the
revelation of the Qur'an to Prophet Muhamimad began (2:185), the reve-
lation that brought and stil] brings God’s serenity and security to so many
Muslims. Muslims believe that they are especially receptive to God’s
boundless grace and forgiveness during this period. The experience of fast-
ing, together with the many voluntary acts of worship they perform, helps
them to better focus on their relationships with God. Of the five pillars of
Islam, the fast of Ramadan js perhaps the most personal expression of self-
surrender to God; we can observe a Muslim performing the other four pil-
lars, but, in addition to himseif, only God knows if he is staying with the
fast. Due to this, the fast is not something a person can perform to be seen
and respected by others. We can teli people that we are fasting, but they
have no practical way of verifying it. The Prophet explained it best when
he stated that God says, “The fast is for Me [alone]. ™

"™ An-Nawawi's Riyadh-Us-Saleheen, trans. by S. ML N. Abbusi, 1:95-106,
" Sahih al Bukhari, trans. by Muhammad Muhsin Khan (Dar Al Arabia): Vol. 3, The
Book of F. asting, p. 65.
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Ramadan is also the month of sharing God’s mercy with others, a time
of community healing and renewal. Many broken friendships are restored
and haichets are buried during this month. One Muslim friend told me: “If
hurt feelings between Muslims can not be mended during Ramadan, then
there is no hope of them ever being mended.” .

The ritual fast especially should increase empathy among Muslims for
the poor and deprived, because for an entire month the faithful must do
without even some of the simplest daytime pleasures. Yet, even while fast-
ing, it is sometimes all too easy to forget our responsibilities as God's
vicegerents.

One Ramadan, T was so preoccupied with problems at work that I
began to feel somewhat sorry for myself and irritated that I had to fast dur-
ing such a trying episode in my life. On a particularly hard day, while 1
was just starting iftar, a news flash came on TV describing the mass star-
vation gripping Ethiopia and Somalia. I stili remember the face of one
starving Somali father as he helplessly waiched his naked infant son,
whose stomach was severely bloated, tossing in agony in the dirt. The
father, who had atready lost the rest of his family, sat on the ground by his
child, waiting, patiently and pathetically, for the relief that death would
soon bring his little boy, while I sat watching from my couch, cating a
sumptuous meal. The child, who seemed not yet resigned to death,
screamed furiously and defiantly, as if at the obvious injustice of it all, at
the callous and cruel neglect of people like me who did not want fo be dis-
turbed but only entertained by the television.

I had known of this tragedy in Somalia and Ethiopia for months, but 1
had done nothing—not even allowed myself to care. The statement of
Prophet Muhammad, that when you see an injustice, you should change it
with your hands, and if you cannot do that, then you should change it with
your tongue, and if you are still unable to do that, then at least you should
change it in your heart, and this last alternative is the lowest level of
faith,” tore into me while I stared, with a plate of food before me, at the
television screen. I had fasted for almostan entire month and never once
considered the much greater suffering that others were enduring right
before my eyes. It was as if God had chosen that moment 0 put me in my
place, to show me all the things I had, and how thankless I was being.

, W From Sahih Mustim. See An-Nawawi's Forty Hadith, trans. by Ibrahim and Johnsor-
DPavies, 110,
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. %en Ramadan ends, Muslims hold a three day celebration, called eid
in Arabic. It is a very joyful holiday, a festival of gift giving and family get-
tf)gethers. Tt compares to the Christmas celebration in the West. It is also a
time w_hen Muslims fee] especially grateful to God, because the experience
of fa.stmg reminds them of the many gifts God has given them. Every
Muslim has had the experience of getting ready to take a drink or a bite of
fooq during the eid when they suddenly are seized by the alarming im]ﬁulse
to rid themselves of the snack they are about to enjoy. A fraction of a sec-
ond later, they breath a sigh of relief as they realize that their minds
momentarily had slipped back into the fasting mode it had gotten so used
to and that it is now all right to indulge their thirst or hunger. It may seem
strange, but Muslims will say how utterly wonderful these occurrences are
b_ecause, for a brief moment, that drink or morsel of food seems like one oli'
life’s great pleasures, as enjoyable as any luxury this Earth may offer. As
they delight in that moment, they are filled with feelings of Ehanksgivin.g to
God, for they know that His mercy and bounty are truly great.

Zakah and Spiritual Cleansing

Ev'ery Muslim, male or female, who, at the end of the year,
Is in possession of approximately fifteen dollars or more,
in cash or articles of trade, must give zakah at the mini-
mum rate of two and one-half percent.™

The coi_lect_ion pf this tax is administered by the state, and it is incum-
bent on all liquid, visible, movable, and immovable properties belonging to
Muslims. Three principles govern its levying,

f?i.l‘SE, no zakah is due on property intended for consump-
tion, such as houses, pardens, clothing and furniture.
Jewelry of gold, silver and precious gems is excepted
ber{ause it may serve as a channel for hoarding wealth,
yvhzch Islam condemns. Taxable property is that which is
intended for production, whether industrial, agricultural,
or commercial, Second, zakah is not an indiscriminate tax
on all properties. Assessment of zakah must take into con-
s1derz?ti0n the net income prodiced by the property in
que:snon. In a year of a losing operation, no zakah is
levied on the property concerned. Thirci, a reasonable

'® Hammudah Abdalati, Islam in Foces (Indianapolis: American Trust, 1975), 96.
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amount necessary for the owner and his dependents’ sub-
sistence must be deducted from the assessment.'™

Islamic Law elaborates many more technicalities concerning the
payment of zakah, but already it can be seen that the classical descrip-
tion does not take into consideration the vast majority of today’s
Muslims, who are citizens of secular states. While most believers living
under secular governments wish to observe this important pillar of
Islam, there are no generally agreed upon standards for determining pre-
cisely who must pay zakah, exactly how much should be paid, and to
whom it should be given. In the seventh century C.E., a person who
owned no property intended for production was probably not someone of
mieans; today many people own no such property and yet have substan-
tial incomes. How much zakah should such individuals pay? Various
formulas for calculafing one’s zakatable wealth have been suggested
recently but 1 know of none that is widely applied. (I recail that The
Islamic Society of North America ISNA, published one in 1995 based on
one’s federal income tax calculation.) Certain Islamic organizations in
the United States and Canada, like ISNA, the Islamic Circle of North
America (ICNA) and others, have recommended that zakah payments be
sent to them, but it seems that most Muslims living in the United States
simply pay what they think they should owe to their Islamic centers or
directly to the poor in their local communities.

When to pay zakah is another problem. Traditionally, payment is
made annually, usually at the end of Ramadan. Muslims who receive a
weekly or monthly salary often find it difficult to put aside and save what
they estimate they should contribute from their paychecks. Typically, they
find that the money they save to pay zakah eventually gets spent. I know

quite a few Muslim Americans who avoid this problem by contributing a_

fixed amount, usually at least 2.5 percent, of each paycheck to a Muslim
charitable organization. In this way, they pay zakah in advance (weekly or
monthly), depending on when they receive their salaries.

Many non-Muslims view this ritual as mundane and prosaic, as the
least spiritual of the five pillars of Islam, for it appears to remove the char-
ity involved in giving if it is corpulsory and subject to many computational
technicalities. To many outside the faith, it seems to have about the same
spiritual content as preparing an income tax return.

" Isma'il R. Al Farugi, I'slam, (Beltsvilte, MD: amana publications, 1995), 24-27.
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' Even the most objective study of another culture can produce only lim-
ited understanding of its perceptions. Membership in a culture is often
needed in order (o appreciate many of its points of view. The next best
source of understanding, which is a distant second, is the personal reports
of its members. The Muslim ex perience of zakah is far-removed from the
characterizations listed in the preceding paragraph. For them, the facts that
the payment of zakah is obligatory and, under ideal circumstances, levied
by the state does not detract from its spitituality or humaneness. A line
between law and religion has never been drawn by Muslim refigious schol-
ars; c%assicai and modern Shari‘ah texts discuss not only civil law but also
Islamic rituals, family relations, proper hygiene, and many other matters
that western culture considers outside the purview of law. It should also be
kept in mind that Muslims feel obligated, both religiously and legally, 10
perform -all of the five pillars of Islam. From the Muslim viewpoint ]a,ws
must be in conformity with God’s will. Hence, a perceived legal obli éation
becomes a duty owed to God and a moral obligation (and vice VErsa).
. Muslllms recognize that not everyone will benefit equally from observ-
ing the rituals, for there are always those who will lack sincerity while
doing so. The benefit of any ritual, and for that matter of doing any good
deed, cotresponds to the intention with which it is done. If an act is done
out of a sincere love of God and concern for others, then the highest spirj-
tuaI. reward may be gained; if it is done to gain the respect of others or to
avm@ condemmnation, then that much (and little eise) will probably be
obtained by the doer. A statement of the Prophet summarizes this corcept:

“Your deeds will be Judged according to your mtentions,
and unto every person is due what he intended. Therefore,
whoever migrates (joins the Muslim community) for the
.sake of this world or to get married, his migration 1s
[accounted] for that which he migrated,'” -

_ The five pillars represent the minimum ritual requirements that Islam
1mposes on its believers. Supererogatory worship, termed nawadafil (plural
of naﬁlah) in Arabic, is, however, strongly encouraged. Many observant
I\{Ius%lms recite the shahadah, perform sal ah, fast, give in charity, and make
pilgrimage to Makkah much more often than the five pillars require
Although by paying zakah a Mustim fulfiils a rimal obligation, his or hel:

" Sahih al Bukhari: The Early Years, translated and explained by M. Asad, 3.
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charitable obligations may be much greater. The Qur'an imposes a high
moral standard in this regard on the believers:

They ask you how much they should spend [in charity];
Say: “Whatever is beyond your needs.” Thus does QOd
make clear to you His signs so that you may consider
[their bearings] on this life and the hereafter. (2:219-20).

There are many sayings of the Prophet in the same vein. _On one occa-
sion, he is reported to have startled his Companions py telling them that
believers were obliged to perform as many acts of charity each day as the1."e
were bones in their bodies. When the poorer ones mentioned that t'hey did
not have the financial means to meet this obligation, he insisted on it nopeu
theless and informed them that a smile, an act of kjndnesg and a helping
hand are all acts of charity." He is also said to have told his fol_lowe.rs that
no one can call himself a believer while he eats his fill and his neighbor

17
goesTlL‘:tliﬁm includes the annual paymenf of zakah in its rifual p%llars. is
a reflection of the duty it imposes on believers to act as God’s_ emissane,s
(khalifak) on earth. The year-long effort to set aside a ﬁxe_d portion of one’s
earnings to give to the poor should serve as a constant reminder to a Mushm
of this office that he or she has accepted and of his or her greater charitable
Obllg'lillioilllfxi)onance Tslam assigns to zakah is also indicative of the cmpha_l—
sis it places on charity in our spiritual development. There are two quah—
ties that hasten a person’s spiritual growth more than any (?t%lers and two
that impede it more than any others: benevolence and .humxhty, and arro-
gance and greed, respectively. Both humility and charity, as well as their
above-mentioned opposites, correlate with our expec{agorxs of others.
Humility relates to what we expect from others, and_ chz.inty r.eiates to what
we believe others should expect from us. The Muslim 1.dea1 isto ha.ve low
expectations with regard to the first and to accept the high expectations of
others with regard to the second. . o

The effects of benevolence and acts of humility on a beh(-zver s spir-
ituality are usually pot immediately discemil?it?. iI‘here is oftefx a
delayed reaction, like when a person takes an antibiotic for an infection.

W5 4 . Nawawi's Riyadh-Us-Saleheen, trans. by 8. M. N_ Abbasi, Dar Al Arabia, Beinut,

1:85-95.
e Asad, The Road to Mecca, 297,
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For example, he or she starts to notice that his or her prayers begin to
increase in beauty and power and that the moments of divine intimacy
both inside and outside the rituals seem stronger and more frequent. He
or she comes to feel a type of freedom or lightness of spirit, as if his or
her soul has been cleansed. A great sense of peace and security comes
over such individuals, material possessions become less and Iess impor-
tant, and their need to help and give to others grows. The Arabic word
zakah is an apt description of this experience, for it is derived from the
Arabic verb zakaa, the two primary meanings of which are “to purify”
and “to grow.” '

Of course philanthropy can sometimes work against humility, as it is
easy to slip into self-admiration and become self-congratulatory. This is
why Islam discourages testimonials and making a show of one’s charitable
deeds. According to Islam, the best acts of charity are those done in secret.
If that is not possible, at least one should refuse praise (Qur'an 2:261-74).
When a Muslim gives something as charity, he or she should do so with the
profound sense of obligation that the office of God's khalifah imposes. A
story my wife told me typifies this attitude.

- My wife’s grandfather was one of those austere and fiercely inde-
pendent self-made men that the Arabian Peninsula was once famous
for, especially before it became a kingdom. He was known by everyone
Jrom the Najd to the Hijaz and was greatly feared and respected—not
only because of his esteemed lineage or the wealth he had accumulated
(both of which wield great influence in Arabia}, but much more so
because of his strong and unyielding character. Of course he had his
Jaults, but there was one thing you could always count on when it came
to Abdul Qadir: when he gave you his word he kept it, regardless of the
consequences. ‘ '

The day he died of a heart attack, the members of his large family felt
as if the earth had given out beneath them. Although his three wives,
many children, and grandchildren were well provided for materially,
there was no replacing the feelings of security and protection that his
mere presence provided them. Their mourning of his passing was long
and hard. _

Several weeks after his death, poor families began showing up at the
daor of his home. Widows, disabled men, and orphans, all told the same
story: Abdul Qadir had been providing them with free housing and a reg-
ular allowance all these vears. When ke did not appear for his usual
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monthly visit, they became concerned for his and their welfare and so
came fo his home.

Abdul Qadir was remembered by many as a hard but good man, but
almost no one knew that he took care of so many impoverished families.
Jeel sure he would have preferred that it remain that way, and I h0p.€ some-
day he will forgive me for disclosing this. May Allah, the Kind and
Merciful, reward him and grant him peace.

Pilgrimage
“Men ami, do you think the hadj begins in Makkah? No,
no. It starts the moment you decide to go.”™®

In 1991, several months after the end of the Gulf War, I 10‘0}( a Feave
of absence from the University of Kansas to teach at thf: University 01'c
Petroleum and Minerals (UPM) in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia. As the Saudi
Airlines 747 that would carry us to Jeddah rose above the runway at
JFK, I felt like an emigrant on my way to a new hf)meland. I was tired
of life in America; tired of being a stranger (by choice, of COU,-I'S?) 1n my
own land; and tired of living in a country where my .rehglon was
despised, or at best, grudgingly tolerated, and where my wife was often
harassed and threatened because of her middle-eastern dress and looks.
I was also relieved for my three young daughters, who would hz_lve
faced many difficuli choices between their religion and thfﬂ: surrounding
culture if we had remained in America. I thought of hO\.JV it wou]q have
been to their material and social disadvantage to practice Islam in my
country and how much easier it would be for them to grow up in a
Muslim land. §

T also reflected on how I would finally complete my own hijrai—my
personal flight to religious freedom, It was an emi gration that I had -begun
emotionally and intellectually eight years earlier in a small mosque in San
Francisco. On that day when I said my first shahadah, 1 consciously fox.'-
sook my culture and committed myself to an outlook that defied the A-men—
can mainstream. 1 mentaily alienated myself from peop-;le who 1 l?elieved
could never comprehend the choice I had made and the life T now h-ved. As
we soared into the starlit sky, T was filled with feelings of hope, excitement,

defiance, and deliverance.

® A gquotation from Michael Wolfe, The Hadj: A Pilgrimage to Mecca (Seeker and
Warburg, 1994).
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At last! T told myself. At last! To the land of the Prophet!

As optimistic as I was, T did not expect to find Utopia there. Eight years
in the Muslim community of America showed me that although there were
many differences between Americans and Muslims from the Middle East,
neither had a clear advantage in virtue, Each community has its vices and
its virtues, and I could not see how one was definitely superior to the other
in conduct or morals. Unlike many American converts, I was not drawn to
Islam by the example set by Muslim friends. My only Musiim contacts for
Many years were drug users, adulterers, and gamblers. I am not Judging
them, for we were birds of a feather and they played an indirect but impor-
tant role in my coming to Islam. However, 1 certainly did not see them as
particularly high-minded persons. I had also spent the eight years since my
conversion observing how petty, jealous, slanderous, and unjust so-called
religious Muslims could be toward one another and how they could prosti-
tute their religion for worldly gain. I may have been happy to be leaving the
United States behind, but f entertained no romantic visions of emi grating to
& nobler Middle Eastern society.

My quest was not for the perfect society, but rather for pedce and for a
place where my religion and practice of it were respected. I wanted to live
among fellow Muslims and to observe with my friends, neighbors, and co-
workers the Friday prayer, the fast of Ramadan, and the Islamic holidays. T
wanted to know in my everyday life the comfort and security I had found
in our tiny Islamic center in Lawrence, Kansas—although we are as human
as anyone else, we Muslims are committed to the same goal and source of
guidance, and when we relate sincerely to each other on the level of faith,
a wonderful communion occurs, This fellowship of purpose is impossible
for us to experience outside our community, and this realization weighed
heavily in my decision to make my hijrah to Saudi Arabia,

Nevertheless, a year later, I was on anather Saudi Airlines plane on my
way back to the United States, Exhausted and burdened with a terrible
sense of failure, I returned to my position at the University of Kansas. My
dreams of finding a religious refuge for my family and making a contri-
bution to Muslim society by teaching Saudi students died and shriveled in
Dhahran. Since my wife was very happy in her homeland and my young
children were slowly adjusting to the new environment, I have only myself
lo biame; I was the sole member of my family who could not adapt. In
spite of my strong sentiments about having made a personal hifrah—of
having forsaken western culture to become a Muslim—1I returned to the



176 Even Angels Ask

United States baving learned that for me, at least, there was no escape from
being an American. _ .

It is true that I was involved in some unfortunate incidents during my
brief tenure at UPM, but I prefer not to defend myself by lambasting Saudi
society. The culture 10 which I could not adapt is not mine and not for me,
as a foreigner, to change. T will offer only one excuse, because I believe it
was my primary motivation for returning to the United States: for reasons
I do not fully comprehend, I felt I was spiritually suffocating in Saundi
Arabia. In the land that saw the birth of the mission of Prophet Muhammad,
that contains the two holiest cities of Islam and the Ka‘bah toward which I
pray, a land dominated by Muslims and home to a culture imbued with reli-
gion, I felt hopelessly spiritually stagnated. In Saudi Arabia, Islam ceased
to be a force for personal change, and my faith was soon drained of its vital-
ity. Not that the country was deficient in good and religious people—-on the
contrary, I met many sincere and devout Muslims there—but to me the reli-
gious movements in the kingdom were directed toward an idealized past
that I could never be a part of and were based on an interpretation of Islam
in which I was quickly losing confidence.

This is what I mean when I say that there was no escape from being
an American. My whole approach to religion—my way of investigating
and studying it and the kinds of religious issues and questions that are
important to me—is influenced strongly by my cultural background and
very often is discomforting to Muslims from traditional cultures. I never
realized it before 1 went to the kingdom, but my conversion to Islam and
my living as a Muslim in the United States are in some ways very
American. What brought me to Islam, the kind of search I conducted and
the struggles T fought within myself and against my upbringing, are not
unusual in America.

Many Americans have changed religions or broken away from family
traditions, for the country itself was built upon uprooted lives that had o
adapt quickly to radical change. Americans have a certain admiration for
the individualist, the underdog, and the maverick who defies convention
and blazes his or her own trail. But I believe it would be almost impossible
for a young Saudi Arabian to confront his or her society’s values and tradi-
tions as directly as I did. Indeed, the message | frequently received from my
Saudi friends was that the critical approach I once took toward religion was
fine—-as long as it led me to Islam. Now that T was a Muslim, however, 1
should Jearn to accept things as they are and to rely on the knowledge and
sound judgment of Muslim religious scholars. A few times 1 was told that
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the questions I ask and methods of investigation I employ are dangerous,
for th_ey could lead to innovation and heresy. I have also heard this from
Muslims in America, but 1 believe that the American Muslim community
?Hows much greater intellectual freedom and diversity than the one T found

«in Saydi Arabiz. 1 am not insisting that these traits make the American
Islamic community a better living environment, but I know that T desper-
ately missed that freedom during my stay in Dhahran.

My year in Saudi Arabia became more and more of a spiritual i)rison
sentence. As the second semester began, I was counting how many days
were left until my departure. Yet as unhappy as I was, I always consoled
myself that my journey to the Arabian peninsula could never be a total fail-
ure. After all, it provided me with a chance of a lifetime: a chance to make
the hajj and to accomplish the fifth pillar of Islam. However, as the year
progressed, I became so worn out and eager to return to the United States
that even this opportunity’s consolatory effect began to diminish. When I
ﬁr.st came to Saudi Arabia, I could think of almost nothing but the pii-
grimage; by the time the month of Aajj arrived, my initial ebullience had
deflated to a very sober, dutiful attitude toward performing this ritual.

I performed the pilgrimage with a faculty group from UPM. It was the
year after the Gulf War, and the number of pilgrims was extremely large—
over two million--so large that thousands were refused admittance (due to
overcrowding) at Mount Arafat on the Day of Standing and so unable to
complete one of the essential rites. Modern transportation and technology
have helped to make the journey less arduous and less physically haz-
firdous then it once was, but it has also contributed to a dramatic increase
Ei, the numbetil of pilgrims each year. With so many people packed into so

y an area, the pilgrimage sti igni isk 2
iy an area, the pilg ge still presents a significant health risk and phys-

I came down with a bad case of influenza a few days before we left for
Makkah al Mukarramah (Makkah the Blessed). Unfortunately, it grew
worse during the hajj. It was July, a time when the peninsula is normally
very hot. To make conditions a little worse, the Hijaz was in the grip of a
severe heat wave. Veteran pilgrims in our group kept informing us that this
was the most difficult hajj they had ever experienced, the crowds were usu-
ally nf)t_ 50 large, the delays in getting from one place to another never so
long (it would take us many hours just to travel several miles by bus), and
the heat was normally not so intense. One traveler told me that the hardness
of the conditions was a sign of God’s mercy: He was grahting Mouslims an
opportunity to shed the many sins accumufated during the Guif War.
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Before entering Makkah, pilgrims must remove their normal clothes
and ornaments, perform a purifying ablution, and declare to God their
intention to perform the pilgrimage. Each pilgrim puts on two pieces of
unsewn white finen of cotton: one piece COVErs the body from the waist
down, and the other from the waste up (the head is left bare). For the next
few days, until the Day of Sacrifice, pilgrims must not shave, cut their hair,
clip their fingernails, or wear anything that might differentiate them from
other pilgrims. In this way, all pilgrims are equal in appearance, which is
symbolic of the fact that all individuals are equal before God.

When we arrived in Makkah, we weni immediately to the Holy
Mosque, which is located in the heart of the city. It was evening, and the
the mosque’s lavish lighting made it glow like a gigantic lamp illuminating
the city. Its courtyard is uncovered, and the sky above it this night made a
beautiful star-studded canopy. 1 was hoping to get close to the Ka'bah,
which is located in the center of the courtyard, but crowd of tens of thou-
sands of pilgrims made it impossible for me to do so. I went over to one of
the two recently constructed tiers that contain walkways situated above the
courtyard's outer rim and designed to accommodate overtlow crowds wish-
ing to circumambutlate the Ka‘'bah. There was no room on the second tier,
and barely any on the third.

I thought that from the third tier T should be able to get a great view of
the Ka‘bah. However, I did not want o fight my way through the dense
crowd to get to the inner wall of the walkway. 1 then discovered a small
ledge from which 1 could get an excellent view. I gazed wonderstruck at
the scene below—a huge vortex drawing humanity in to the Ka'bah, a
massive whirlpool of people from every comer of the earth, above which
rose a steady drone of supplications in a multitude of languages. There
were thousands and thousands of white-clad pilgrims circumambulating
the Ka‘bah and petitioning and glorifying God. It reminded me of the
descriptions in the Qur'an and the prophetic traditions of the angels going
around God's throne on the Day of Judgment. 1 felt an overwhelming need
to go back to the main floor so that 1 could enter that current of humanity
and experience firsthand its power and pull. T made my way down one of
the staircases to ground level and squeezed through the crowd uptil 1
reached the courtyard’s outer rim.

I quickly slipped into a tiny space that momentarily opened in the
outer edge of the mass of pilgrims. Squeezed from all sides, I stood as
straight 1 could, trying to make myself as narrow as possible. A strong
push from behind sent me surging forward with the crowd. Then the
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thlrong shified to the left, and I was propelled along with it. The more I
tru?d to secure my footing, the more I was pushed and turmed about. I
quickly realized that the best thing to do was to relax and let the motion.of
the multitude carry me.

All pilgrims hope to touch the Black Stone, which 1s lodged in one of
thft V\{alls of the Ka'bah. There are many stories and traditions associated
w1Lh it. For éxample, it is reported that the Prophet would kiss it upon fin-
ishing tawaf (walking around the Ka'bah seven times). As I circled the
Ka‘bah, I found that [, like everyone else, was moving ever-closer to it
a}O{lg a Qecreasing spiral. 1 was being pulled nearer and nearer to an irre-
sistible singularity. I was only one tiny molecule in an ocean of humanit
and, although we were traveling different paths, we were all drawn to EhZ
same great power, On the seventh circuit, I had come within only a few feet
of the Ka'bah. As I approached the Black Stone, I slipped forward and was
'flble to touch it with my left hand. As I bent to kiss it, I was bumped hard
m my head by someone to iny left and knocked away.

“Let him!” someone shouted in Arabic, “Let him!”

A handful of pilgrims held back the crowd for a second. 1 quickl
touched my lips to the Black Stone and was then pushed away. ’

I prayed two rak’ahs (cycles) of prayer far behind the station of
Abraham and then picked my way through the throng until 1 reached Safa
at'ld Marwah, two hillocks about a mile apart and within the mosque
Pﬂgnms_ are supposed to cover the distance between the hills seven times;
at a trotiing pace, but that was impossible on this night, since the conditions
were more crammed here than in the courtyard. Many times the multitude
surrounding me came o a dead stop, unable to advance, and a few times
we were forced backward. At one point, I dropped my prayer booklet and
as a reflex, bent down to retrieve it. [ felt a great push from the crowd anci
a man standing next to me grabbed me by the arm just as I started to’ lose
my balance. He forced me back up.
deaﬂI-:_l”EﬂghSh he said:- *“Forget it. You could easily end up trampled o

He was right of course, and I thanked him.

Tt was fzxtremely hot and damp in that mass of human beings. People
were sweating profusely, and the smell of body odor hung in the air, T saw
a few people panicking and crying, but most were very sedate. Holdin,
yourself up against the constant press of the crowd could be quile fatiguin ¥
but I personally found the tightness of oir conditions the most trying pai’
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of the pilgrimage rites. I am somewhat claustrophobic and a few times
became anxious and faint, but 1 held on and was all right.

I saw many tender scenes as I inched my way through the seven cir-
cuits between the two hills: children carried on their father's shoulders, par-
ents and grandparents supported by their children, spouses locked arm in
arm, all fulfilling the same dream. There were a few frustrated and angry
faces in the crowd, but most of the expressions around me were peaceful
and happy. I reflected on how if this were any other place on earth in which
such a large mass of people were this tightly packed, there would certainly
be many violent outbreaks. Yet during the eight days I spent in the haram
(the area encompassing Makkah, the plain of Arafat, and other pilgrimage
sites), I did not see a single physical altercation.

1 had made ‘umrah (the minor pilgrimage, which consists of walking
around the Ka'bsh seven times and trofting between: Safa and Marwah
seven (imes) many limes before, and the longest it took me to finish was
forty-five minutes. On this might, it took me over two hours to complete the
rites. When I got back to our bus, I had to wait a little over an hour for the
rest of our group to finish. Then we discovered that one of the older ladies
in our group was missing; it took us another hour to find her. By the time
we reached our campsite in Mina, it was almost 3:00 A.M.

We used the next day to rest, since the pilgrimage proper would not
begin until the following day.™ After breakfast, I decided. to go for a walk
and lock arcund. :

Our campsite was located several hundred yards from the three pillars
of stone that symbolize Satan and at which pilgrims throw pebbles on the
Day of Sacrifice. Nearly the entire tiny valley of Mina, which is sur-
rounded by steep, rocky cliffs, is paved with asphalt. Above the three pil-
lars is a wide, concrete bridge about a half-mile long. The bridge has three
holes in it, approximately ten feet in radius, through which the pillars rise.
This gives pilgrims the option fo stone the pillars from either ground level
or from on top of the bridge, which reduces congestion on the Day of

-

Sacrifice.
The first thing that struck me as stepped into the main thoroughfare

was the thousands of pilgrims camped undemeath the bridge. These were
clearly the poorest group of pilgrims, those who came with little more than
a change of ciothes. They had no teats, no running water, no refrigeration

% Our group performed what is knows as hajj al tammatu, which consists of perform-
ing ‘umrah (the lesser pilgrimage) and ther hiajf (the major pilgrimage).
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for t.he f(.)ocl they carried, no air-conditioning, and access to only a few
public toilets with very long lines of users. Some had blankets or sleepin
bags, but many slept on cardboard or on the bare asphalt. At least the hag
plenty of shade from the searing rays of the sun. ’

. The .next class of pilgrims were those camped in tents. Their condi-
tions varied, but most seemed to have it only slightly better than those who
settled_ under the bridge. Their tents were everywhere, taking up every inch
of available ground. They covered the roadside, the cliff tops, and even the
smail ledges jutting out from the ciiffs. I thought it would, probably be
cooler under the bridge, but of course tents afford more privacy. d

Some groups of pilgrims are fortunate enough to stay in hangers con-
sn'uctl?d specifically for the pilgrimage and used only at that time. The
word is that UPM always rents one of the best. This was easy to beiieve
for our hanger had wall-to-wall carpeting, toilets, sinks with mi.rrors1
showers, ceiling fans, air conditioning and a large kitchen containir.].g sev:
cral ovens and a big barbecue. 1 heard that the rent for the hanger—it
accommodated approximately one hundred of us—was more than on
hundred thOI:lSEIJ.ld dollars for the eight days we stayed in Mina. )

. A few pilgrims stay in hotels. 1 only noticed two rather smail cnes in

Mina and a number of very Iuxurious hotels in Makkah. Certainly this
w?uld be the most comfortable way to spend the pilgrimage, but onl d i
ative handful of pilgrims can afford it. , T

than I returned from my stroll, I looked around for a pay-phone to cail
{ny.famﬂy, who were staying with relatives in Jeddah, While 1 was waitin
in line, I overheard some young men speaking about me in Arabic ¢

“Maybe he’s German,” one of them said. : '

“No,” said another, “he’s definitely American.”

*Ask him,” said a third. .

“I'm American,” I responded in English, and they all smiled.
. It urns out that one of them, who was from Dubai, spoke English, *Can

T ask you something?” He said politely. -

‘\;([}'Sh aheaq,“ I told him, aithough I knew what it would be,
o I; . a big and excited grin he asked: “How did you become a

I'began to tell him my story and he acted as translator for my steadily

- growing audience. They were laughing and sighing and nodding their

zItpproval. Some of the eyes that were fixed.on me were swimming in tears
ﬂt]r took me about twenty minutes to finish, and then I fielded questions
ough my translator for another half hour. I finally reached the front of
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the phone queue and dialed n1y wife. When 1 finished the phone call, 1
turned to the assembly and waved good-bye.

“As-salaamu-alaikum!” 1 called out to them, feeling like a dignitary.
“Wa alaikum salaam!” they shouted back.

I then hurried off to my campsite with a few of my listeners running to
catch up with me to get my address and phone number.

The same scene occurred repeatedly during the next several days. It
seemed that no matter where I was or what I was doing, a group of curicus
pilgrims would approach me with the same two questions: “Are you
American?” and “How did you become Muslim?”

1 do not know what made them assume that T must be American
rather than European, but something about my manner of appearance

clued them in.

At first, | rather enjoyed the instant celebrity. I would crack little jokes
and be quite animated as [ told the story of my conversion to Islam. I sel-
dom had so responsive an audience. Butin no time at all 1 began to feel like
an exhibit in a museum and got tired of repeating the same stale tale over
and over again. There was nothing special or heroic aboat my becoming a
Muslim. I began to wonder if it was not my white Anglo-Saxon American-
ness that made my story so inspiratiopal to my listeners. | started to long for
anonymity and privacy. Of course, in so crowded a place the latter is prob-
ably too much to hope for, but it felt like T was under constant examination.
Tt was not long before I only wanted to sit quietly somewhere without hav-
ing to pretend to be asleep 50 that others would leave me alone.

I think if I had not become so ill so quickly, 1 would have enjoyed my
prominence a little longer. However, by dinner time that night [ was very
sick with a high fever and pounding headache that stayed with me and
grew progressively worse almost for the entire kajj. I was buming up one
moment and shaking from chills the next. Each morning I awoke in a pool
of sweat, despite the fact that the air conditioning kept our hanger very
cool. T was so nanseous that I ate hardly any of the appetizing and plenti-
ful food that we were so often served. Nevertheless, 1 never entertained the
thought of quitting the pilgrimage. As far as I knew, this might be my only
chance; T was determined to complete it no matter what.

Early the next day, we set out by bus for Makkah in order to begin the
formal rites of ajj. We teached the holy moscue that afternoon and again
performed tawaf (circumambulating the Ka'bah seven times) and sa’y (has-
tening between the hills of Safa and Marwah seven times). Not only was
the masjid even more crowded than it had been two nights before, but it was
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much botter outside. The wail of ambulances running back and forth with
the heat-exhausted to one of the local hospitals was nearly constant. The
sun’s rays baked the marble flooring of the Holy Mosque's courtyard to
such a high ternperature that the bottom of my feet became badly blistered.
Apparently, most pilgrims had much tougher soles than I, for their feet did
not appear {o bother them. Perhaps this was because they were more accus-
tomed to going barefoot than I was.

After a lght snack, we were off to Arafat. We pulled into traffic and
moved along slowly but steadily for about a mile. Then we came to a full
stop, and our bus remained where it was for a couple of hours. Many in our
entourage started getting nervous, for we had to make Asafat before sun-
set or our pilgrimage would not be valid.

.If we had stayed in line, we probably would never have gotten to Arafat
on time, but our driver was very experienced and knew the back roads of
the haram well. After turning the bus around, he drove against the flow of
traffic a short distance on the shoulder of the highway and then turned on
to an empty two-lane service road. For the next hour or so, he drove us
through a maze of vacant dessert roads. Amazingly, he got us to Arafat
shortly after noon.

This _day, the beat wave we had been under reached its peak. There
was no air conditioning at Arafat, and my fever was still on the rise. 1 had
never felt so hot at any other time in my life. Too weak and nauseous to
sit or stand, I spent most of the time before ‘asr lying on my back on my
sleeping bag.

I awoke around three in the afternoon. Kneeling, 1 lifted my sleeping
bag so that the large puddle of water that had accumulated on it could run
qff. Giancing around, 1 noticed that everyone around me was now either sit-
ting or standing, facing the Ka'bah with their hands raised and making quiet
and earnest supplications. A Bangladeshi janitor from UPM, who under-
St()f)d ne.:ither English nor Arabic and who had hardly vttered a sound the
ent-lre trip, was sobbing moumfully behind me. It was an eerie scene; I felt
as if T had suddenly awakened into a great and terrible human crisis.’

The Day of Arafat is also called the Day of Standing; because from the
noon to the sunset salah, pilgrims will stand for long periods and make pri-
vate prayers to their Lord. From about three o’clock until just before sun-
set,' i stoqd with around twe miflion Muslims on that scorched and dusty
plain, petitioning and thanking God. During this time, I completely forgot
the terrible heat, my illness, and the difficult year 1 had been tlwough; I
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could only think of the Day of Judgment, which this phase of the pilgrim-
age ritual made seem quite pear.

Just after the sunset prayer, we boarded the buses to go to Muzdalifah,
a small gravel-covered plane on which we would spend the night during our
return trip to Mina. A fire that had broken out in a large, densely packed
campground along the road to Muzdalifah stalled traffic for several hours,
so that we did not get there until two in the moming.

We had to be careful not to step on anyone as we walked about
Muzdalifah’s stony surface in search of a place where we could sleep. As
far as the eye could see, the ground was blanketed by sleeping pilgrims;
I was reminded of pictures I had seen of the 1972 Woodstock festival at
night. It was obvious that we would not find a space large enough to
accommodate more than a few of our group at a time. I finally saw a small
space of bare ground where one of my traveling companions and 1 could
fit our sleeping bags.

The pebbles beneath my bag pinched my back as I lay staring at the
stars. I thought about how T never took to camping while growing up in the
city and that T could never fall asleep in such a place with no tent to cover
me and with people snoring loudly all around me. That was the last thought
T had that night. The next thing I knew, someone’s hand was on my shoul-
der, shaking me. T had slept so deeply I had forgotten where I was. For a
few seconds, T thought I was at my mom’s house in Connecticut and that I
had to get up for school.

“Brother, wake up, it's fajr,” a young man from our group told me.

I was still groggy while standing for the morning prayer. I felt as if 1
had slept for days.

To our surprise, it did not take us too long to reach Mina. After drop-
ping off my sleeping bag at our campsite, I immediately went to throw
at the three pillars the pebbles 1 had collected at Muzdalifah. The air in
Mina was gay with celebration. A myriad of bright bold colors filled the
streets. For the last few days everyone had been in pilgrim clothes, but
now Mina looked like a huge international fair with pilgrims proudly
arrayed in their native clothing. People were beaming big, happy smiles,
children were playing and darting about, and crowds were gathered
around the many street vendors selling cheaply priced religious momen-
tos of the pilgrimage. Others flocked to the many government trucks

. where free water, ice, milk, and food were being distributed as gifts to
pilgrims by the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques."® Others gaped at

10 A ritle ysed by the King of Saudi Arabia.
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the crippled beggars scattered all over the streets and pleading for char-
ity while presenting their deformities as grotesque exhibits.

In all the commotion, T could not make out the pillars, so I simply
headed for the largest mob of people underneath the bridge. The first pil-
lar was surrounded by a large swarm of pilgrims that began about twenty-
five feet from the pillar.

“Allahu Akbar!” They shouted as they fired pebbles at their target.

I wanted to get closer to the pillar to have a betier shot at it, for my
eyesight is not that good and I was afraid I might hit someone inadver-
tently. I made my way through the crowd untif I reached the circular wall
surrounding the pillar. A deluge of pebbles, tossed by pilgrims who chose
to perform the stoning while standing on the bridge, rained down from
above like sand in an hour glass and formed a large, growing conical pile
of stones at the base of the pillar. At the same time, hundreds of pebbles
thrown by pilgrims at ground level were whizzing by my head. I felt a few
mild stings in my back where T was hit by pebbles, so I ducked down a lit-
tle when I tossed mine,

Most of the pilgrims around me were calmly performing this rite, but a
few were extremely agitated. Even though the pillars only represent Satan
and throwing stones. at them symbolizes the pilgrims’ resolution to resist
temptation, some pilgrims behaved as if the pillars were the Devil himself.
They furiously fired their pebbles as they angrily cursed the columns of
stone. Some of them threw shoes, sticks, and other objects at these targets
of their revenge.

*Curse you! You made me lose my wife!” One enraged man screamed
in Arabic. |

When I finished the stoning, I had only one major rite left to perform:
the sacrifice of a sheep or goat. In times past, pilgrims used to either bring
their sacrifices with them or buy them in Mina, where they would slaugh-
ter them themselves, keep a little of the meat for their own consumiption,
and give the rest {o the poor. As the number of pilgrims grew, the mradi-
tional way of sacrifice became less and less practical and sanitary.
Hundreds of tons of meat rotted in the sun until it could be plowed under-
ground, as there were many more sacrifices being performed than there
were poor people in the haram to feed.

Today, a few pilgrims still make the sacrifice in Mina in the tradi-
ticnal way, but most simply pay to have a sacrifice performed on their
behalf in a nearby slaughtering facility, The meat is then frozen and
shipped to various Muslim charities throughout the world. 1 stepped up to
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the window of a booth where such payments are made, and the clerk asked
what type of animal T wanted to sacrifice and to what Muslim country I
wanted it sent. ] answered him, he quoted a price, 1 paid him the amount,
he handed me a voucher on which was written the information 1 had given
him, and with that I was done with the essential parts of the pilgrimage.

- When I retumed to camp, I trimmed my hair, shaved, took a hot
shower, and then put on a pair of pants, a T-shirt, and a pair of sneakers.
What a luxury it was to be wearing my usual clothes again!

We spent the next few days in Mina, celebrating Eid al Adha (the
feast of sacrifice), mainly resting.'felaxing, and listening to talks by
Muslim scholars that were arranged by the leaders of our group. A fre-
quent topic of discussion in the question-and-answer periods after the lec-
tures was the roles of men and women in Islam. I found the Saudi Arabian
perspective on this issue fascinating and extremely conservative.’

When I got tired of staying in the camp, I would step outside to
stretch my legs. I noticed that as time progressed, Mina became increas-
ingly filthy. The Saudi government hires extra janitorial crews to keep
the haram clean during the pilgrimage. Those assigned to the Holy
Mosque did a superb job——each time we visited the Ka‘bah the Masjid al
Haram was immaculate—but those assigned to Mina were clearly under-
manned. Hour by hour the garbage continued to pile up in the streets. If
the refuse had consisted only of paper products, bottles, and cans, it
would not have been so bad, but food, raw meat, and human waste were
among the things dumped in the road. In the evening, Mina was so
jammed with pilgrims that they could not always see or chose where
they walked, which meant that the waste matter would get trampled,
pressed, and kneaded together throughout the night, The next day, the
sun would cook the feculent mixture, producing a terrible stench that
hung over the valley. One member of our group quipped that the gov-
ernment should hire the people who run Disney World to organize the
pilgrimage, since they handle as many as two million visitors a day and
still keep the park clean and orderly. Another member retorted that the
pilgrimage is not supposed to be a picnic, which led a third to reply that
that does not mean it should be so unclean either, especially since Islam
puts so much emphasis on hygiene and cleanliness.

All told, we spent eight days in the haram during the pilgrimage,
including the day we arrived in and the day we departed from Mina. Most
of us decided to make the traditional farewell visit to the Ka'bah the day
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E)eforf: departure, since we were intending to leave for Jeddah early next
moming,

About mid-morning, I, iogether with three more members of our group,
left for Makkah. I got separated from the others in the commotion at the bus
stop, so I ended up going alone.

I was feeling slightly better this morning, although I was physically
exhausted from a week of battling the worst attack of flu I had ever had.
Imade the seven rounds around the Ka‘bah and performed the rite of sa‘y
at a very slow pace. A few minutes after I finished, the call to prayer was
announced. Right after the prayer, an announcement rang over the loud-
speaker asking those present to stand for salah ! janazah, the funeral
prayer; most probably a pilgrim had died in the last twenty-four hours.
With the completion of that funeral prayer, another announcement asked
the worshippers to stand for yet another funeral prayer. This continued
until we had prayed a total of four consecutive funeral prayers.

The funeral prayer is different from the daily salah, for there is no bow-
ing or prostration.. The congregation remains quietly standing throughout,
like soldiers bidding farewell to a fallen comrade. Fhere is also no adhan
to announce the funeral prayer. Some Muslim scholars say that the first
adhan whispered in a Muslim child’s ear at birth is an announcement of his
or her funeral prayer, since death must be expected at any time from.the
moment of birth and often comes suddenly and unexpectedly, Of course,
this interpretation does not account for the case of a convert to Islam, but I
have heard it said that when a nonbeliever converts to Islam, angels
announce the adhan for him or her in heaven. When the fourth funeral
prayer ended, I slowly made my way through the crowded mosque to King
Abd al Aziz gate. I walked over to the street corner where the busses to
Mina stopped and sat down by the curb.

Although I was now technically done with the pilgrimage, I had an
uneasy feeling that I had left something undone or that something was
missing. I knew 1 had performed each rite meticulously and with due
solemnity, but I still felt somehow frustrated and unfulfilled.

My thoughts then shifted to the idea of retumning to America. I thought
of how I could not wait to be on board the plane that would bring me home
again. I joked to nuyself that I would get out and kiss the runway when we
landed in JFK. I recalled what a terrible year it had been and how it would
all be over in just a few weeks. I imagined how great it would be to be
around my fellow Americans again, to be among people whom T under-
stood and who understood me, to watch American TV, to go to American
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restaurants, to have a picnic in an American park, to go o an American
library or bookstore, to see my parents and brothers and their families
again!

A bus putled up to the curh.

“To Mina?” I asked the driver.

He nodded his head. :

I paid the driver ten riyals and then scanned the bus for a place where
T could sit by myself undisturbed. It seemed like T had been asked about my
citizenship and conversion to Islam a couple of hundred times in the last
week, and [ was ready to punch out the next inquirer. To my relief, the last
three rows of seats were completely empty. I avoided making eye contact
with anyone as | walked down the aisle. Choosing the middle seat in the
last row, 1 sat down, stretched out my body, crossed my legs with one ankle
over the other, folded my arms, leaned my head back, shut my eyes, and
hoped that no one would bother me.

As the bus pulled away from the curb, I opened my eyes shightly to
make sure that T had excited no one’s curiosity. Sure enough, a man in the
second row on the left in the aisle seat was staring and smiling right at me.
Please stay where you are! I thought to myself. ThenI closed my eyes com-
pletely and tumed my head to the right.

A few seconds later, I felt someone take the seat to my left.

“Fxcuse me, but could I ask you something?” He said in a very polite
and apologetic tone.

I slowly turned my head straight while keeping my eyes shut.

“Go ahead,” T said with a deep sigh.

“Are you American?” he asked, sounding astonished.

“Yes.” I sighed wearily, knowing what to expect next.

He then leaned a little closer to me and asked, almost in a whisper,
“Can you tell me how you became a Muslim?”

‘During the last seven days, my answer to that question became pro-
gressively shorter each time it was put to me. The first time, it took me
about a half hour to tell my story but by now I had reduced it to a half-
minute blurb. Without altering my posture nor opening my eyes, I gave
him the following dry summary: I was born a Christian. I became an athe-

ist at eighteen because of certain rational objections I had to the idea of
God. | remained an atheist for the next ten years. I read an interpretation of
the Qur'an when [ was twenty eight. Not only did I find in the Qur’an coher-
ent replies to my objections but I came to believe in God again through
reading it. And so, I became a Muslim.
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When I finished my synopsis, T peeked to my left to see if he was put
off by my curt reply to his question. To my surprise, I saw tears running
down the man’s cheeks. And was I ever embarrassed!

At that moment, [ asked God to forgive me for being so insensitive and
arrogant and begged Him to help me to become more like this humble
brother of mine, whose strong love of faith could move him to tears so eas-
ily and who could still perceive the mercy and greatness of God in such an
uninspired story. I sat up straight and turned towards him.

“What’s your name and where are you from?” T asked.

“My name is Ahmed and I'm from Bangladesh,” he answered with a
smile, as he wiped away his tears.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Ahmed. My name is Jeffrey. I'm from the
state of Kansas in the U.8.”

Alfter we exchanged a little more information about ourselves, Ahmed
suddenly asked joyously, “Wasn't this a wonderful Aajj, brother Jeffrey?”

I offered no response,

“Remember on the day we arrived,” he continued, “how all around you
could hear the pilgrims calling, ‘Labbayka Allahumma Labbayk! Labbayka
Allahumma Labbayk!™" Do you know what “labbayk” means in my coun-
try?” he asked. ' -

“I'm sorry to say that I know almost nothing about Bangladesh,” 1
replied.

He Iooked at me very intensely and said: “In my country, when a
teacher calls on a student in class, the student will at once stand at atten-
tion and call out ‘Labbayk, teacher, Labbayk!’ as if to say: ‘T am ready,
teacher—I am at your service!” This is the way we Muslims are supposed
to be towards Allah—this is the way the prophets were. Like when Allah
ordered Prophet Ibrahim, alayhi salaam, to call for the hajj, there was
almost 1o one else in Makkah with him at that time—at most his family
and a few shepherds may have been in the area. If that were you or me,
we almost certainly would have hesitated and said, “Why make a call to
the hajj when there is no one around to hear it? But Prophet Ibrahim’s
faith and trust in Ailah were so great that he did not wait for a single
moment. Instead, he stood up in that empty place and immediately called
the adhan! O, brother Jeffrey, if only Prophet Ibrahim, alayhi salaam,
could see the millions of worshippers here today responding to that call, if

' In English, this roughly translates as, “ am at your service, Oh Ged! Oh God, [ am
at your service!”
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only he could see the two of us—you from America and me from
Bangladesh—sitting here together—as brothers—on a bus back to Mina!”

It was now my turn to feel a rush of emotion. I felt so ashamed of
myself. I felt like crying—and T almost did—but I successfuily fought the
impulse.

Lknew now what my pilgrimage lacked: it was deficient of any feel-
ings of unity, brotherhood, and love that Islam enjoins upon its followers.

As a result of a few unfortunate incidents in which I was involved
during the past year and a little bit of culture shock, I had allowed myself

' to slip into cultural chauvinism and racism. I let myself feel superior to

and distant from the Muslims all around me, so that in the end, even my
pilgrimage became a private ritual (it is supposed to be just the opposite).
It was Ahmed’s words of inspiration that showed me the error of my
ways. I now knew that I could have gained so much from this year in the
Middle East and so much from this pilgrimage, but once again I had let
pride get in the way. I felt as if I needed to make the hajj all over again,
for one of its most essential ingredients—love for my fellow Muslims—
had been absent from my performance.

A few minutes ater, our bus stopped where I had to get off.

“T'm lucky to have met you, Ahmed,” I told him while shaking his
hand, “and may Allah bless you! Assalamu alaykum, brother Ahmed!”

“Wa alaykum salaam, brother Jeffrey!” he said with a big smile.

CHAPTER 5

THE BEST OF COMMUNITIES

There is no monasticism in Islam. A Muslim’s submission to God
carries with it obligations towards humanity. The office of God’s khalifah
(vicegerent) on Earth, which Tslam assigns the believer, requires commu-
nity involvement. “You are the best of peoples evolved for mankind, for
you enjoin what is right and oppose what is wrong” Qur'an 3:10 informs
Muslims. From the standpoint of Islam, faith is never solely a personal
and spiritual matter; it must be applied and tested in society. The Quran
and the Prophet’s teachings supply Muslims with guidance, the five pil-
lars provide spiritual support, and society furnishes testing, learning, and
growing enviromments.

Obviously, the society in which we live strongly influences our reii-
gious development. Most of us acquire our outlook on religion in the fol-
lowing natural order, corresponding to our discovery of society: we inherit
our parents religious beliefs, modify and deveiop them further through con-
tact with the faith community inte which we were born, and then challenge
and test them as we meet those who follow a different religion (or denom-
ination). Religious conversion to some extent involves reversing this nor-
mal sequence: through encounters with people of other faiths, a person
comes to believe in a religion different from the one in which he or she was
bom into and brought up in, enters a new faith comnunity, and very often
fater marries and raises children within it.

This reverse patl could be much more difficult than the common one,
for it is somewhat like swimming upstream. In Struggling to Surrender™
and in chapter three of this book, I discussed problems that many western
converts have with regard to some of the behavior and traditions of the
ummah (Muslim community) and the difficulties they often have in trying
to identify those Muslim beliefs and practices that are essential to Islam. Tn

" Lang, Strugpling 1o Surrender, chapters 3-5.
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this chapter, I will discuss some spiritual and emotional challenges that may
face a new Muslim who is seeking to join the Muslim community. In the
next chapter, | briefly Ieok at the foture of Muslims in America.

A Wild Bunch

“What is it with American converts to Islarn?” a Muslim immigrant to

America asked me. “They are too extreme! They are either the staunchest

and loudest conservatives in the community or else they have nothing to do
with the community at all! And frequently they bounce back and forth
between the two! Can’t we attract any normal, moderate Americans to
Islam?”

His question hurt me deeply for several reasons. First, he did not
exclude me from his criticism, and so 1 assumed he felt the same way about
me. Second, so many close friends of mine seemed to fit his observation.
Third, I must confess that what he said did in reality apply to me—at times
I was one of the most radically conservative members of the mosque 1
attended, and other times I isolated myself from the community for months.
His statement awoke many painful memories, so many and so hurtful that
1 could not handle his question right then. I shook my head and told him 1
was not sure why American Muslims might seem that way to him.

1 had a hard time deciding how best to write about the emotional, psy-
chological, and spiritual turmoil that some converts to Islam go throvgh as
they try to adapt to their new community. I first considered wriling as an
objective observer, but how can one evaluate or describe another person’s
psychology and spirituality with any accuracy? Two persons may out-
wardly act the same but be motivated and affected inwardly in very differ-
ent ways. Also, it would be nearly impossible for me to detach myself from
something that 1 had experienced so profoundly. 1 thought about attempt-
ing an abstract, analytical approach, but faith experiences are too personal
for that. Such an attempt reminds me of classical Muslim philosophers who
tried to reduce faith in God to a series of syllogisms.

I finally decided to simply recall as best [ could my own early involve-
ment in the American Muslim community. After my first book appeared,
many American. converts informed me that their paths to the faith bore
many similarities to mine and that it helped them to know that others went
through some of the same difficulties; I hope that this chapter will perform
a similar service to converts. I also hope that it will be useful o the many
Muslims who were bom into their religion and who are trying hard to assist

and understand their new brothers and sisters in faith from America. I must
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caution the reader, however, not to assume that just because an American
convert appears to be extremely zealous or conservative that he or she must
be on the verge of a crisis of faith, for there are many persons who are pas-
sionately conservative by nature.

The Greater Jihad

After [eading his troops back from a batile in which there were heavy
casualties on both sides, a Muslim military commander turned toward his
men and called out, “We go now from the lesser jikad 10 the greater jihad.”
When they asked if a more difficult military assignment were intended, he
explained that by the greater jikad he had meant the “jiad an nafs” (the
struggle within oneself)."”

. For a long time after my conversion to Islam, I considered my great-
est and most difficult jikad o be the struggle I fought within myself on the
day I became a Muslim. On that day, I had to confront, combat, and over-
come a muliitude of fears and excuses before T was able to make my first
shahadah. The better part of that battie went very badly for me, and I came
close to fleeing the fight several times. But by the grace of God, I was
finally able to obtain victory in surrender to Him.

As hard as that decision to become a Muslim was for me, I no longer
see it as my greatest jihad. When I fought to make my first testimony of
faith, my enemy was conspicuous and its weapons and tactics were obvi-
ous. I was aware that I was in a fight, that T needed God’s help to win it,
and that to sacceed, I only had to turn to Him. The hardest fights, howev-
er, are those in which the opponent is elusive or concealed, when you are
not sure when or how it will come at you, or whether it has not already
penetrated your lines. I would discover soon after becoming a Muslim that
the Jatter is more often than not the case with temptation, and that the more
you grow in faith, the more subtle, seductive, and destructive are the traps -
that lure you. '

My conversion to Islam may have been a sudden impulse on my part,
but it was definitely not a courageous act. I believe that I became a Muskm
because that was what God willed, for, under normal circumstances, T
would never have made such a radical decision—one that was bound to
make my life in America more difficult both materially and socially. Yet
for a brief moment, just when it felt as if the weight of the world was

' This statement is often atiributed (o the Prophet on the authority of Ibrahim ibn
Aylah, but the isnad of this tradition has been judged weak by Mustim experts.
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against me, when my head was spinning with a thousand reasons why I
should avoid making the choice, when 1 had decided to turn tail and run,
my mind suddenly cleared, my nerves calmed, and 1 was able to consider
the matter rationally. It was at precisely that instant that to become a
Muslim seemed the only logical thing to do.

One of the many things that deterred me for a long time from choosing
Islam, even after I had become convinced of its calling, was that I consid-
ered myself unfit to be a Muslim. Over the years, I had accumulated so
many sins and vices that T felt it would, be impossible for me even to
come close to living up to Islam’s requirements. When I finally stated the
shahadah, T committed myself to it in spite of my awareness of my own
corruption. 1 reasoned that it is better to live and die acknowledging the
truth-—even if I might fall short of meeting its demands—then to live and
die in silence or denial of it. When 1 embraced Islam, [ knew 1 was probably
the most wretched of all Muslims. However, I promised myself I would do
the best I could to practice the faith.

It may seem strange, but 1 had some of the most intense spiritual
moments of my life during those first few weeks after my conversion. It
seemed that the weaker and lower I perceived myself to be, the more beau-
tiful and moving would be my experiences of salah. The more 1 admiited
my need for God'’s mercy and forgiveness, the more I felt them in ny heart.
In spite of all the weaknesses I had still to overcome, I felt the most tender
and loving kindness when I turned to the only One Who really knew me.

1 had never really known love before becoming a Muslini. I had
always felt it too risky to trust anyone—even myself. As an atheist, T had
come to believe that “love” was nothing more than a euphemism for a par-
ticular form of human insecurity and selfishness. I had given up on love a

long time ago and now wanted never to know it, either as a giver or a
recipient. I just wanted to live my life as comfortably as possible until I
died and became long-forgoiten soil underneath an unmarked grave. But
as I read the Qur'an and prayed the Islamic prayers, a door to my heart was
unsealed and I was immersed in an overwhelming tenderness. Love
became more permanent and real than the carth beneath my feet; its power
restored me and made it so that even I could feel love. ask the reader to
keep this in mind throughout the rest of this chapter. Know that it was
deep, inner pain and emptiness that led me to Islam, and the jrresistible
fove of God that kept me there. During those first several weeks as a
Muslim, I received so much more than I ever could have imagined. I came
to Islam with very modest expectations—I was happy enough to have
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found faith in a sensible religion—but I never expected to be touched by
such intoxicating mercy. I never knew that one could experience so tender
and warm an embrace.

This love, this relationship with God, should have remained my only
real goal; it should have stayed the focos of ali of my religious endeavors.
The Jove of God should have been sufficient for me; it should have made
me secure, strong and independent. But I somehow allowed myself to get
distracted and so strayed from the penitent and humble slave I had been
when I was still a new Muslim.

Big News

The day after my conversion, I began attending afl five prayers at the
University of San Francisco mosque. As [ was a faculty staff member, it
was casy for me while at work to atlend the three middle prayers. In addi-
tion, since it was a short drive from my apartment to campus, [ also had no
problem getting to the two remaining prayers.

Much to my chagrin, my conversion to Islam was instantly big news on
campus. I would have preferred that only those few Muslims who attended
the prayers regularly know of it, but within a day or two it became the talk
of the university. I suppose I should have expected as much; after all, the
conversion of a faculty member of a well-known Catholic university is at
least somewhat noteworthy.

Right from the start, I felt like an oddity as an American Muslim. The
congregation in the mosque, except for me, consisted of foreign, under-
graduate, male students, who kept staring at me in shock and wonder.
During the sermons of the Friday congregational prayer, which were
always delivered in Arabic, faces would keep turning in my direction. I
found out later that this was because my conversion was the main topic of
the khutbah (Friday prayer sermon) for several consecutive Fridays.
Muslim students, male and female, frequeritly would stop me on campus (o
congratulate me or to ask me if I had really become a Muslim.

At the same time, many of my colleagues began to look at me wor-
riedly. Some took the time to ask me if I was all right or if I was having
trouble adjusting to life in San Francisco. A few professors seemed put off
by my conversion, and a few others told me that what T did was very coura-

geous. Very little of this made sense to me, for as nearly as I could tell, T
was much the same person I bad been only a couple of weeks earlier. I felt
that everyone around me was definitely overreacting.
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It was not long before I realized that the mosque was divided into sev-
eral factions that were vying for confrol. These groups were connected to
such intemational organizations as the Jama'at Tabligh (based in India and
Pakistan), the Salafi movement (based in the Arabian Peninsula), and the
Ikhwan al Muslimun (originated in Egypt). At times, I also felt as if they
were vying for control of me. 1 was always being taken to the side and
wamed noi to get too close to “those other brothers.” Each group informed
me that the others were straying from true Islam. Back then, I almost never
had to cook for myself, because practically every night some member of the
mosque would invite me to dinner {(during which I would be questioned and
corrected about things other Muslims were telling me). I soon got Fhe
impression that even though Islam severely condemns rumor-mongering
and backbiting, Muslims were habital gossips; it appeared to be a com-
munity preoccupation. ‘

During the first few weeks after my conversion, I kept my feehings
about the choice I had made to myself, I could sense that many members of
the community were curious—some were clearly suspicious'*—but belief
in God—not to mention Islam—was all $o new to me that I needed time to
reflect on the implications of what I had done. I really needed time to sim-
ply get my feet back on the ground, because everything seemed to have
happened and to be now happening so fast.

Instant Angel

One night—I believe it was a Friday—some of the brothers asked me
if I would like to ge with them to a lecture being held that evening in Davis,
California, I really did not want to, but I knew T could not refuse yvithout
disappointing them greatly. They were extremely pleased when I finally
agreed to go. - .

The program began with dinner, which we ate with our fingers while
sitting on the floor. 1 was quickly getting used to many foreign c.:ustoms, but
I never quite got the hang of eating rice with my fingers. While everyone
else had finished their plates and had started desert, I had only managed to
eat a few mouthfuls of my dinner. Nevertheless, dinning in this way was a
new and fun experience.

After dinner, the president of the UC Davis Muslim Student
Association announced over the loudspeaker that the lecture was about to

" Some members of the mosgue Iater confessed that they had thought I was fr‘0m the
CIA., Several others asked me point blank if I became a Muslim in order io get married 10 a
Muslim wornan.
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begin. We rearranged ourselves on the floor in rows facing the microphone.
After a brief supplication, a reading from the Qur'an, and a number of
announcements, the president told the audience that tonight’s speaker was
going to be none other than me. At first [ thought I must have misheard him,
but when I glanced around, I saw that everyone was looking and smiling at
me. I sat there stunned and embarrassed. 1 had not the slightest inkling that
I'was going to be asked to give a speech that night,

I turned towards my good friend Rosli, a student from Malaysia who
was sitting heside me, and pleaded: “I can’t! T don’t know what to say!”

“It will be O. K.,” he nodded, “T will pray for you.”

I'looked at the president of the MSA.

“Tlease, I can't!” I begged hirmn.

He smiled reassuringly and said calmly, “Please, come to the micro-
phone.”

The president briefly introduced me to the audience, which consisted
of about three mndred Middle-Eastern young men, and told them that I was
going to tell the story of how I became a Muslim. [ began with an awkward
apology. I said I had not prepared anything and that I was not sure exactly
what led me to Islam, but that since they had come to hear an account of
my conversion, T would do my best 1o recall some of the thin gs that T felt
may have played a role in that decision. The story 1 told them is essential-
ly the first chapter of Struggling to Surrender Throughout my speech, I
was very nervous and the audience was extremely hushed. When 1 finaily
finished, there arose from the audience several emotional and thunderous
choruses of “Allahus Akbar!” (God is Greatest!). The president then asked
the audience if there were any questions, and T remember being asked sev-
eral times about how Muslims should present their religion to non-Muslim
Americans. I advised that Muslims should iry not to be pushy, for that will
immediately turn most Americans off, and that they should be kind and
compassionate towards non-Muslims, because that is the first thing an
American will ook for in a person who claims to be religious. The presi-
dent then closed the meeting with a few words of encouragement, followed
by a supplication.

I'will never forget the reception I then received: the entire audience
converged on me with greetings, hugs, handshakes, and kisses on my
cheeks. Tears were flowing down faces all around me. A few brothers were
close to sobbing. Everywhere I looked, hands were outstretched towards
me; many brothers simply wanted to touch me for a moment or pat me on

"* Lang, Struggling to Surrender, chapter 1,
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the back. I was told how great I was, how much better a believer I was than
the Muslims from foreign lands, how inspirational I was, how sinless Inow
was, how much God must have loved me! It took me over an hour to reach
the door of the mosque, which could not have been more than forty fect
from the microphone. By the time I got to the parking lot, the pockets of
my pants were bulging with scraps of paper on which were writien the
addresses and phone numbers of members of the audience.

Some brothers whom I had not met before offered to drive me home
to San Francisco. They talked excitedly about Islam and my conversion on
the way. I mentioned to them that the reaction of the audience was very
emotional.

“Brother Jeffrey, if you only knew what it means to them to see an
American convert to Islam!” the brother next to me exclaimed. “The idea
that a young, white, blonde-haired, blue-eyed American would become a
Muslim is like a miracle to them! So many of them would cut their hands
to be you! Oh, T wish I could take you to my couniry and put you on tele-
vision! To the people back home, seeing you would be like watching an
angel coming down from the clouds!™ _

“Why?” I asked him, “What does being an American have to do with
i?”

The brother who was driving answered me, “Back home everyone
worships America. There are Muslims who don't know a single ayah of
Qur’an, who can sing all of Michael Jackson’s songs! They can tell you
more about the Dallas Cowboys than about Islam. When they see yov—a
white American--practicing Islam, it shocks and humiliates them. They
start thinking: If this white Amreekee can love and follow Islam, then what
is wrong with us?!”

The Champion

I am not sure why, but before I gave the lecture in Davis, celebrity was
never very important to me. At times I may have hoped that certain persons
liked me, but I never worked hard to obtain people’s admiration or friend-
ship. I was always fairly confident and independent, unconcemed with
obtaining the approval of my peers. And yet, the response I got from the
audience in Dayvis aroused in me a weakness to which I thought 1 was
immune. While I told my story, I was the same ashamed and repentant sin-
ner who had thrown himself desperately on the mercy of God only a few
weeks earlier; by the time I finally crossed the prayer room and reached the
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door to the parking lot, I was inebriated with the veneration of that assem-
bly and delirious with self-admiration.

I suppose 1 could offer the excuse that this sudden surge of vanify
occurred during a period when I was acutely vulnerable. T certainly felt
on the dgfensive among my own people, as I was constantly forced to
explain and defend my conversion to friends and family, Before becom-
ing a Muslim, I had always known the respect of others—perhaps this is
why I had never felt the need to work for it—but now it seemed that
everyone I knew and loved was doubting me. I also felt out of place and
under scrutiny in the Muslim community. Moreover, I sensed strongly
that most brothers in the mosque questioned whether I would remain a
believer for very long. They would take on such a patronizing tone when
speaking to me, as if I had not previously studied Islam or was totally
immoral before becoming a Muslim. They also seemed to assume that
“American” and “Muslim” are two mutually exclusive attributes and that
I would never be able to completely purge myself of the first; hence, 1
would never be able to fully become the second. In a sense, I felt that I
did not quite fit in anywhere anymore.

The night in Davis changed everything. I gave one speech and was
instantly a hero among the Musiims. How 1 loved the adoration! T could not
get enough of it, and apparently they could not get enough of me-—at least
at first. I was asked to make speeches at virtually every Muslim gathering
to which [ was invited. At first, T would simply repeat the story of ny con-
version, but after a while I began to prepare and memorize other speeches,
which, when called upon, I would pretend to deliver off the cuff.

The various groups vying for control of the USF mosque now made an
even greater effort to recruit me, and I felt it necessary to join one of the
factions. First, I tried the Jama‘at Tabligh, as I was initially very impressed
with their strong mystical leanings, but I soon became tired of their some-
what ascetic practices. I briefly considered aligning myself with the
Mustim Student Association, which was founded in America by student
members of the Ikhwan al Muslimun, but I could not relate to their strong
focus on Middle-Eastern politics. 1 finally fell in with the brothers from the
Arabian peninsula, who seemed mostly to be Salafis.

As I went from one group to the next, I began to display an extremely
bad habit: When brothers would deprecate members of other groups in our
mosque, 1 would join in their derogation. Not only had I no excuse for
doing this, since I had been a Muslim for too short a time to be passing
Judgment on other believers—not to mention the fact that Islam prohibits
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this behavior—but the brothers whom I maligned behind their backs were
the same ones who only recently rad invited me to their homes and showed
e the utmost kindness. After a while, however, even I could not siand my
own hypocrisy, and eventually I was able to resist the urge to demean other
members of our mosque behind their backs.

Yet I still needed to strike at someone, for how can you remain a hero
without a cause or a fight? I am not saying that back then I consciously
schemed in this way, but as I see it now, I think I was motivated by such a
subconscious impulse. It was not enough for me to merely be accepted as
a Mustim by the Muslims—I] wanted them to look up to me. Naturaily, 1
became a passionate denouncer of everything American and a staunch
defender of Middle-Eastern culture. In speeches, 1 would magnify my
country’s vileness and repeat and embellish the many Western—usually
Jewish—-conspiracy theories I found to be so popular among Muslims.

I also became increasingly conservative in my approach to Islam.
There is a certain guaranteed respect that comes with religious rigidity;
when you are radically conservative, other believers may question your
thinking but never your religiosity or commitment. Publicly, T upheld the
literal interpretation and application of all statements in the Qur'an and
hadith collections and refused to consider any historical or situational cor-
texts. But no matter how hard [ tried to convince others and myself of this
approach, I was never totally comfortable with it. I became a vociferous
advocate for traditional Muslim gender roles. In particular, I championed
the seclusion of women in our community and their exclusion from posi-
tions of community leadership. I tried desperately to grow an “Islamic”
beard, but apparently my genetic background does not produce much
facial hair; the most 1 could grow was a five o'clock shadow inierspersed
with several bald spots. 1 would decry constantly the lack. of faith and the
impotence of “us” modern Muslims, whom I described as too weak to live
up to the demands of our religion. Although I never stated it, 1 did not at
that time consider myself one of the feckless Muslim majority.

I also began to attack my parent’s religion with a vengeance. T studied
all of the arguments currently used by Muslims against Christianity and
watched every Muslim~Christian debate video on which T could get my
hands. In interfaith dialogues, I would repeat the same arguments against
Christianity almost word for word. The material 1 drew upon was hardly
new; classical Muslim polemicists had made the same arguments as mod-
ern ones, only the classical scholars’ research was more thorough and schol-
arly. Christian thought, however, has changed greatly over the last several
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centuries, and many arguments used by modern Muslims are outmoded or
apply only to certain extremists sects within Christianity. Actually, I was
well aware of this when I participated in the dialogues, but I found that the
majority of the Christian laity were as jgnorant of the evolution of Christian
scholarly thought as were the Muslims. Thus, to the unknowledgeable, my
Christian opponents would appear to be on the defensive and evasive as I
attacked various positions that they probably never held. My strategy was )
deceitful, albeit it did earn me a certain popularity with my coreligionists.

Poison

Altogether, 1 lived in San Francisco for five years after my conversion.
The first three were marked by steady progress in the direction of radical
conservatism and intolerance of those points of view that differed from
mine. The fourth year was one of disillusionment, when I seriously ques-
tioned the course I had been following. The fifth year began a time of
recovery, a period when I sought to reconcile my true self with my faith. I
believe that several key incidents and factors, which I will discuss below,
affected this turn around.

As stated earlier, 1 promised myself that { would never participate again
in my faith community’s gossip. However, there was one group of Muslims
who were excluded from our community and who were absolutely loathed
by the brothers with whom I kept company. Members of the USF mosque,
which had been established and run by Sunni Musiim students, made it
clear that the local Shi‘ah Muslims were quite unwelcome in the mosque.
In fact, the two communities barely got along at all. Most Sunni brothers
strongly disapproved of the Shi‘ah, but those from the Arabian peninsula
utterly despised them. The Iran—Irag war was well underway, and a large
amount of anti-Shi‘ah literature was coming to the mosques of America
from the Gulf states, who, at that time, supported Sadaam Hussein. {Shi‘ah
Islam is the predominant school of Islam in Iran.) These writlings were
obviously more propaganda than serious scholarship, but T studied them
nonetheless and used the information they provided to denounce vehe-
mently Shi‘ah Islam whenever the opportunity presented itself.

One night while giving a lecture in the mosque on the dangers of Shi‘ah
Islam, 1 ended my diatribe by describing that school of Islam as “the great-
est current threat to Islam™ and “a virulent poison in the body of the Muslim
ummah.” As I was leaving the mosque later that evening, a Middle-Eastemn
student politely requested to speak privately with me for a moment. He told
me that he was from Iran and that, although he had grown up in a Shi‘ah
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family, he had become a Sunni Muslim several years ago, He said that the
speech I made hurt him deeply, because he could not stop thinking about
his mother and father as T delineated all the ills and dangers to Islam posed
by Shi‘ah Islam. He said that even though he had lived in a predominantly
Shi‘ah society almost his entire life, he had never heard of most of what I
had stated that the Shi‘ah believe and practice. In a horrified voice he
exclaimed, “You made my parents sound like enemies of Islam! Where, in
God's name, did you get your information?!”

I was immediately seized by feelings of remorse, for I knew I had gath-
ered my “facts” in a hasty and irresponsible way and that what the Iranian
brother said was probably true. Toward the end of our conversation, I
begged him to forgive me, promised that I would research Shi‘ah Islam
more thoroughly and objectively, and that T would correct publicly any
false statements I might have made. It was not long before I discovered that
my lecture that evening was full of misinformation, misinterpretation, and
exaggeration. To this day, T still hear many of the same false claims I had
made in my lecture and try to correct them whenever I do,

This conversation with the Iranian student did much more than make
me improve my research methods; it frightened me. It was the first time I
was confronted personally by a target of one of my verbal assaults. When
Iridiculed the backboneless Muslims in our community, I never singled out
anyone by name; when I atfacked Christians in dialogues, they never
responded so personally; but this time, with the Iranian, I could see and feel

the harmfulness of my behavior. I began to deeply doubt my own religios-
ity and sincerity and to question my actions and motives. I wondered how
I had come to be so angry and why I felt such a strong desire to deprecate
others. 1 asked myself what had happened to me since I first converted to
Islam? I entered this religion in peace, yet now I only showed severity and
narrow-mindedness. | thought: Whom am 1 really fighting and why?

A few months after the incident with the Iranian student, something
happened in our community that brought my discomfort to a critical point.

Abandoned

Not long after [ converted to Islam, Grant, a white American about
my age, also became a Muslim. I was thrilled to see Grant join our com-
munity, for until then I had met only two American Muslims of European
descent. However, they both lived far from San Francisco. Grant and I hit
it off right from the start and became very close friends. During much of
the time we spent together, we would discuss our experiences of and

-
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fe(?llngs about Istam and would Stpport each other through the m

adjustments that come with entering the Muslim communit It wa ot
to be able to talk to someone of the same generation and Jc{:.ﬂtura]sbgmlil t
g?‘ouqd. I'thanked God over and over again for guiding Grant to Ts| a; :
his friendship was, for me, a valuable gift. T

but no one answered when we rang the door bel].
Onfa evening, several weeks after Grant's disappearance, I decided t
20 to his house alone. T waited 2 few minutes after knockjng‘ on his d :
but, as usual, no one answered. As I was walking back to my car, I hear();r,
df)or open behind me. I turned around and there was Grant stax,ldin hali:
!uddfn behind his partially opened front door. ’ ©
Grant! Wow! It's really good to see you! Where have you been? An
you OK? I've been trying to get in touch with you for weeks| Thank-G ”
your QK1” ‘ .
. I was I}Ot.giving Grant a chance to Trespond as [ hurried back toward
him, My Jubilance, however, quickly deflated, because the cheerles
expression on his face told me that he was ot glad to see me at all, Wh, X
i reached his door, I asked him soberly, trying my best not to 50l hd h 3‘?
What’s wrong, Grant? What's going on?” e
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overshadowed its virtues. He said he had finaily f?und thT it‘“aiith t;;l;l;l;ﬁ:
i king for, one that truly translate r reli
nity he had always been loo < el e
i iefs i d love; he had become a Bu
ous beliefs into mutual respect an ; h ; _
¢ I was stunned. I sat there silently, struggling to come up with an Zﬂt’z(;t
tive response. I could only think of how much I would'have preferre
my fears about Grant having had a serjous accider_lt or illness were ‘t‘rut;f .
¢ Grant then drove the dagger a little deeper into my wound: “Je ,u
know that you just recently married a Muslim'woma.n anj1 (;h;:aﬁ;“; Iggy
i i 1 but I think you wo
have a kind of vested interest 1n Islalm, :
n?:eting these Buddhist friends of mine. They gave me th;s smallﬁlt()oﬁi that
describes the main beliefs of Buddhism—you can lllave 1t- if you li gl .
1 took the book from Grant and leafed through it, sta;mgkdow% zcll ané{
i i to look at Grant, I shook my heas
at its pages. Unable to raise my gaze . . my heac anc
i slam like a pair of socks;
1d hint, “Grant, unlike you, I did not iry on . .
::aliyland truly surrendered to what I perceived to l_)e the truth. I‘?ld ;g:
i belong to a religious community.
even want to be a Mushm or o ommuriy. Fo
ist before becoming a Mushm!
dness sake, Grant, 1 was an atheist '
\gh(l)l(l)ether or not the Muslims are good or bad people h:fd. 0o bearmg att 1?11;
on my choice to convert, or for that matter, on my decision {o stay 11
ligion!” _ .
* 1gﬁThen why did you convert?” he asked, sounding be‘wﬂdered. .
“Because of the Quran!” I blurted impatiently, as if he should have
N L) |11
dy known. “Because of the Qur'an!
alreaGZant was sensitive and intelligent, but I could see from the vacant 100{1(
he gave me that my reply blew right past him. T thought 1 should elaborate
answer. - .
. rr‘l‘)((}rant I read the Qur'an—fought and struggled with 1t—argue;i w1t2
it—and finally capitulated to it. I surrendered to t_he one God, whon;r CHI;IH
to know and trust through reading it. I cannot simply walk away from

that.” L .
“[ didn’t read very much of the Qur’an,” Grant admitted.

s

Turning Point

I did not go right home after I feft Grant's flat. I was still in slg)(;kt atzg
needed some time to think. I parked my car ondGe;llrkyjn Sgtrifrzlett},l eaog;losﬂe
d started w
blocks from my apartment, and got out an ki posite
" directi i ht about how Grant’s news cou
direction. Trudging along, I thoug L e
i h T had not told him, T was going
ome at a worse time, for althoug bad _ _
}tﬁlr‘;eugh my own crisis of faith. I was drowning in confusion and self doubt,
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which, under normal circumstances, I would have discussed with Grant.,
Since becoming a Muslim, I had reached an all-time spiritual low. T felt
distant from God, isolated, and lost. My performance of the rituais had
become spiritually lifeless. In my prayers, I begged God to touch me the
way he did when I had been a new Muslim-—to love me with the love [
had experienced back then—back when I was a lowly, mistake-prone,
bungling newcomer to Islam. I kept interrogating myself as I walked
along: Was I not performing each of the five prayers every day in the
mosque? Was I not practicing the pillars of the faith steadfastly? Was I pot
serving God through my involvement in the community? Did all the
speeches T gave on Isiam amount to nothing in His sight?

I'could not figure out where I had 2one wrong. Worst of all, I felt I had
no where to urn. Discussing my faith crisis with Grant was now out of the
question, the brothers in the mosque would certainly never understand, and
I'did not want to disappoint my wife, who had so much admiration for and
confidence in me. All the while, Grant’s words kept echoing in my mind:
“Then why did you become a Muslim?”

T had not thought abowt my motivations for embracing Istam in some
time, and yet I did not have to reflect on his question. My answer to him
was simply a reflex that he provoked.

ult was the Qur’an!”

I came to a stop. Staring down at the sidewalk, I focused on my
response to Grant. It was as if a great light had suddenly illuminated my
mind: “Tt was the Qur'an!”

I thought about how T had lost touch with this answer, and 1 started to
remind myself of various aspects of my conversion. I recalled how I was
not in the market for a religion when I first became interested in Isiam; 1
was initially only curious about Muslim beliefs. 1 remembered that I did not
become a Muslim to find the comfort and support of a faith community, or
{o someday obtain a wife and a family. I reminded myself how the Quran
first captured my mind and then guided me to the knowledge I needed and
the love of God; how it was to His infinite love and forgiveness that I sur-
rendered; how my conversion was nothing but an acquiescence to a truth;
how I had given myself over—eart, body, and soul and with all my fail-

ings—to an invincible power that I had tried to withstand for a while but
was finally unable to resist, : .

I started walking again, briskly, with my head bowed in concentration,
as answers began coming to me in flashes. I realized Thad strayed far from
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my original motives for embracing Islam: I had been servit(ligbmyself mg:z
i ity involvement; I had become m
than anyone else with all my community - ccome mor
i ini Muslim commurity than
d with obtaining the respect of the i w
Concrili[;:io;;ip with God; I had hurt others w1th_m)_( uncomprorms_m(gi
Is?\(reﬁty in order to win the admiration of rmy corehgloms;s; Ilhad acqutuhvee
isli in religious types back when I was an athe-
what I had always disliked most in re P _ | asanathe.
i i ism to prevailing sentiment; :
—hypocrisy and base conformism . ‘ L bad erecte
ffalseyilinage of myself and tried to brainwash mySf:If into beh.evmg 151 1t,v{
had become like one of those half-crazed evgngehsts—w; ranting and ta
ing, fire and brimstone heaving, Muslim version of Elmer Gantry. o
g,1 numed around and headed back to my car. I-kn.ew now w‘hat. . had 0
do: I had to refurn to my original purpose for becoming a-Mt.Jshm(,1 ; ?0 w0
gi\:'e up making speeches; I had to learn to be myself again; I neede o
i d myself; I had to voice concerns w !
more honest and open with others an > Vol e e
- rting ideas about w
them, or, at the very least, ] had to step suppo which
?111231 doubts or questions. Most of all, T needed to beg God for His for

giveness and guidance.

Fresh Start

When [ arrived home, I bad a long talk with my Wife. I tolc} hfl: alc)iouli
everything 1 had been through and apologized for keepmf, Tr in .tzh {a; ¢
hy I had not shared my feelings wi
so long. When she asked me w eclings WAt her
i i Iy, I was unable to make se '
sooner, I explained that, until recently, _ . o of frem.
disappoint her. She replie
fessed that 1 had not wanted 1o ‘
ivz:l]: (;ocoollilsh of me to think that way and that I had greatly underestimated
love for me. _
rer IO:;Zeded some tirne to be alone, away from the communtlty greseslllltr:(s;
i tate of semi-retreat and w
I had handled so poorly. 1 went 1nto astate _
iztmozque only for the Friday prayers, since its atiendance is mindaitorAy!;
in my office at school.
rformed the other prayers at home or in : As
ix%icted many Muslim students at the university were greati); msappt(;u]l;
, i i inful as it was for me
in my sudden change of behavior, but as pa
flfeg dos;vn it was at the same time liberating not to pe a l;ero an;crim(;rt; .
, i very difficult to under. .
The ways and mercy of God are at times _
Although 1 \Z’ould never recommend to another Muslim that h;h 0; ;h; 22{;?;
i -1 ion from the community, strangely enough, 1 di
a policy of self-isolation _ N diabest
iri i t lasted a few months, an
feel spiritually alive again. My retrea nths
;?avzepr(ionged it a little longer if 1 had not become active in the mosque
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once again through my dealings with several new American converis who
entered our community that Spring semester.

All but one of the converts were young women, and I became drawn
into their campaign to be allowed to attend the five daily prayers in the
mosque. The textual sources of Islam assure women this right, but, over the
centuries, various Muslim cultures have made the mosque an uncomfort-
able place for them in which 1o pray. Actually, many Muslim men in our
community were quite sympathetic with the lady converts, but a few very
loud and conservative Muslim studens fou ght hard to keep the new female
believers out of the mosque. One of them went so far as to threaten that if
he found any ladies at the prayers, he would throw them out bodily. The
female converts soon became tired of being at the center of what was fast
becoming an extremely heated and divisive controversy and thus quit try-
ing to attend the mosque. The community retumned to-normal. To the best
of my knowledge, not one of these women is a Muslim today.

Toward the end of this dispute over the female converts, I met the male
newcomer o Islam. Out of respect for his privacy, which I believe he may
prefer to guard, I will refer to him as “Khalid,” rather than use his birth
name or the Arabic name he used temporarily.

I was thirty-three when I met Khalid, and he was in his mid-twen-
ties. What T remember best about him was his likable personality and his
great enthusiasm for Islam. e was bright, witty, cheerful, gentle, hum-
ble, and kind. He seemed to always have a smile on his face or a kind
and encouraging word. He was very happy about his new faith and
worked tirelessly for it. He was involved in ali of the mosque’s charitable
activities and was always helping organize communily get-togethers and
programs. '

Khalid was married to a devout Catholic, and they had a ten-year-old
daughter and a two-year-old son. His conversion cavsed some tension in his
marriage, and he asked me if would be willing to talk to his wife about
Islam. T warned him that T was unwilling to pressure her in any way, but he
assured me that was not his intention; he only wanted her to have a better
understanding of Islam, so as to alleviate some of her anxiety about his con-
version. I agreed to his request, and this led to several get-togethers
between our two families.

About two months after T first met Khalid, his daughter became a
Muslim, followed by his wife a few weeks later. Their entry into Islam
breathed fresh life into our community, for Khalid’s family instantly
became one of the most active and innovative in the USF mosque. Around
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this time, my own family and T began making preparattions- to move to
Lawrence, Kansas, as I had accepted a position at the un;v:ers(lity there. My
if ented how much we would miss our new friends. o
wjteAa;]?hf: l\ilf:eks passed, I became increasingly troubled that Khe'ihcl might
be falling into some of the same traps from which I was now ﬁghnflg to f.ree
myself. A few incidents made me feel that hf: may have _been imposing
unnecessary and burdensome practicesﬁu}.)on himself and his family mem-
t of a desire to become more religious. o
berslolicail one afternoon when Khalid’s daughter came with him to the
mosque. After the prayer, while we all sat in. a circle on the ﬂ.oor, a
brother asked her what her name was. She kept silent apd cnngec-i slightly,
and then looked 1o her father beseechingly, as if seekmg a reprieve. The
room quieted as the rest of those present turned curious, reassuring
smiles toward Khalid’s daughter. The brother gently repeated his gues-
tion to her. Once more she directed an uncomfortable glance towards her

dad. o o
“Answer him,” Khalid anxicusly urged her, trying to coax her with his

eyes. .
’ His daughter sighed deeply, paused a few more seconds, tightened her

lips, took another deep breath, and then slowly and painstakingly uttered a -

timid and awkward: “Aaaa-ishshsh-aaaa?” )

Relieved, Khalid smiled at her while nodding his app.roval.

A little later Tasked Khalid about the incident, anc! he informed me that
he was considering having the pames of his f‘amﬂy members lfag.aliy
changed to Arabic ones. I told him I did not think that was a rehguz;lls
requirement. 1 reminded him of Bilal and Salman .aI Farsi and that the
Prophet only advocated changing one’s name when _hls or her pres.;ent name
was offensive to Islam. I pointed out that his own blrth na'me, which meant
“a gift from God,” was hardly offensive to Islamic ppncnples. I é?.ISO men-
tioned that in the hadith collections there dzre sayings that discourage

ims from hiding their family backgrounds.
Musllélnl;sﬁféc;ﬁlgued rlflgat the Muslim community would_ be much more com-
fortable with Arabic names. I agreed with him and said that as long as that
was his motivation, then his choice might be a good one, as fa.r as he and
perhaps his wife were concerned.-But I pointed out that he might re(;:gm
sider changing his ten-year-old daughter’s name, for a Sl.]Ch a sudc erz
chapge may be much more difficult to handle for a young girl who is Jus
beginning to develop her self-image. 1 asked him to imagine the reactions
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of her friends at school. Khalid finally just smiled and assured me that he
knew his own daughter and that she would be just fine,

Khalid aiso instituted the separation of the sexes in his home. One
evening when he invited my family and a few other families from the
mosque to his flat for dinner, he surprised me by ushering me into a room
reserved for the men, and my wife and daughters into a separate room for
the women. (We had been to Khalid's home many times before and had
always sai together as families) I was even more startled, however, when
he brought our two families back together in the living room after the other
guests departed. When I informed him of my perplexity, he explained that
he had assumed his other guests, who were from the Middle-East, would
have been vncomfortable if we had all dined together.

I'was definitely perturbed. T complained that as eminent a scholar as
Imam Malik saw nothing wrong with families dining together in mixed
company and that there are many authenticated reports in the hadith com-
pilations where Muslim men and women interacted in the presence of the
Prophet. T protested that the seclusion of females is primarily a cultural tra-
dition that could do much more damage than good in the American Muslim

=~ community. Although I thought it nice that he wanted to make his Middle-
Eastern guests feel comfortable, I asked him why he did not consider the
comfort of his American guests as well and, furthérmore, whether or not
our brothers and sisters from the Middle East felt a similar need to accom-
modate our culture when we 80 1o their homes? I also remarked that we
American converts are becoming like religious schizophrenics, displaying
one personality in front of the Muslim commumity and another when we are
outside it. With the last statement T had gone too far, for Khalid was visi-
bly insulted. We parted that night on bad terms and our relationship was
never quite the same,

Khalid also started gettin g and accepting invitations to lecture of Islam,
and this, of course, only increased my apprehension. Sincerity is indis-
pensable to one’s spiritual growth, and it is put to its severest tests in front
of audiences. Tn my eyes, my recent downfall was triggered by my public
preaching. T would not éncourage any Muslim to take up public speaking
on Isiam, but T would especially urge a new convert to avoid the podium.

On the other hand, when I thought about Khalid's situation more objec-
tively, I realized that T was probably overreacting and may have been pro-
Jecting my own recent bitter experience onto his. That Khalid had become
rather conservative in his approach to the religion did not necessarily mean
he was heading for a crisis; I knew several very conservative American
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converts who were extremely happy and well adjusted. The few cultural
practices that he and his family had adopted, which I felt Islam does not
require, were really no cause for alarm. Some of therp, such as the separa-
tion of the sexes, did deter licentiousness (its ostensible purpgse). In any
case, many people in the melting pot of America absorb various foreign
customs. I also had to admit that Khalid's speeches on Islam were much
more moderate than mine had been. His personality was muqh gentler an.d
more balanced than mine, and I could never imagine him using the pulpit
in a destructive way. - '

I finally decided to never bother Khalid again with my apprehension.
Unfortunately, during my last several weeks in San .Franc:{sco,.I could never
get myself to apologize to him for interfering in his family life. I feel bad
about that to this day. .

To Kansas

Grant helped me load the moving van the day before I left for Klansa:s.
He was the last person I said good-bye to in_San.- Francisco. Despite his
apostasy from Islam, we had remained good fflends. _ -

Even 'though he was no longer a Muslim, I contmue.d to find his
unusual perspective on religion extremely thought-provoking. Ogr_co?—
versations had helped me to explore deeper and to strengthen my faith in
Islam. I feel it quite ironic that Grant’s defection from I,slam was a cata-
lyst for my own spiritual revivification, but as the Qur an so frgquently

i od guides as He chooses.
remlél?aiiltl’z‘fttemst at Buddhism tumed out to be short-lived, lasting on.ly
a few months. The day 1 departed San Francisco, he belonged to no official
religion, although he still believed very much in God,

Vanished

Ever since my graduate student days at Purdue University, 1 had
wanted o Jive in the Midwest. Although I instantly took Fo Kansas, my
heart was for some time, as the song says, still in San_ Franmseo.. k se(':med
that at least every other week my wife and I were in touch with friends

USF Muslim community.
fTOﬂ; ;I;Z given Grant my new address and phone number thﬁ: day hej help_ed
me move, but for some reason he never wrote or called. I tried cailing him
a number of times, but found that he had mysteriously and unexpf:ctedly
left his flat. I asked the brothers in San Francisco to try to locate h1r_;1, but
no one heard from or saw him again. He simply disappeared.
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During the Spring semester following my departure from California
the USF mosque, which was located in a small room in the basement of St.
Ignatius Church, was closed by the university. The Jesuits, who had lent the
Muslim students the room so they could perform their five daily prayers
there, needed the space for storage. It was in that little room that T had made
my first shahadah and had performed almost ail of my ritual prayers dur-
ing the next five years. I thank God that it had been there for me when I
needed it,

During the school year following our arrival in Kansas, Khalid’s
daughter began wearing full kijab (the traditional dress of Muslim
women) 1o public school. The abuse she received from her schoolmates
was apparently too much for her; she lost much weight and had to be hos-
pitalized for a while. Khalid then moved his family close to one of the
Bay Area’s Islamic centers and enrolled Aishah in the Islamic school un
by the center. A short time later, Khatid was elected to the center’s board
of directors. Several months passed, and then Khalid took Aishah out of
the Islamic school and re-enrolled her in public school, which she now
attended in typical American dress. He then resigned from the board of
directors of the Islamic center, and he and his family relocated again, this
time leaving no forwarding address or phone number with anyone in the
Muslim commaunity.

After much detective work, my wife somehow obtained Khalid's new
phone number. She spoke to his wife, who informed her that the rest of her
family had left Islam and that she had become very confused about the
religion. She also mentioned that they were getting ready to move to some-
where in the southern United States, That is the last we heard from them.

]

No Regrets

T felt bad for Khalid, but his apostasy did not affect me as Grant’s had.
I'have seen many Americans enter and later leave Islam; about haif of the
converts I have met over the years eventually left the faith. I think Grant's
apostasy was so disturbing to me because of our close friendship and
because my faith had reached such a critical point at that time.

My experience of faith in Kansas has been much more serene than it
was in San Francisco. The local Muslim community has received me
warmly and seems to accept me as I am. [ do not do much public speaking
any more—at most one or two ftalks per year—and when I do lecture on
Islam, T prefer small audiences, because I have learned that I do not handie
the temptations of fame at ail well.
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I bear no ili-will toward the San Francisco Muslim community. I!)lamg
no one but myself for the tumultuous years I'had there. The Muszi]ims{ aé
USF were of course not perfect, but they were very good and de1 cal f:_
believers and were extremely kind and generous toward me. The only mis

take they made with respect to me was that they had too much admiration |

for and confidence in me. _ . . .
1 also have few regrets concerning San Francisco. The pain and inne

turmoil [ experienced during that phase were very valuable to me. I bélézvel
they caused me to learn a great deal about rr'lyself and ajbout serving M.ld
see that part of my life as a necessarily difficult period of grt(l)]w?la%t -
learning. As I wrote eatlier in this book, I came o Islam ﬁ?hm e et
corner of the spiritual spectrum, and so had o expect that eﬂ; 1\fo N
much to leam and suffer on my way to self-surrender t'O God. op p
those whom I may have hurt or misled back t,hen. while I was. tshwmgaiﬁ
between radicalism and conservatism took what T did and sal_d with a gr
of salt. T also hope they can find jt within themselves to forgive me.

CHAPTER 6

THE ROAD AHEAD

I'have accompanied the reader about as far as I can on this journey to
Islam in America. The future lies ahead, and only God knows what is in
store for American Islam, Nevertheless, I feel certain that the road forward
for Muslims in America will have many sharp turns and difficult climbs. 1
urge those who hope to keep on this Journey to prepare themselves as best
they can for the coming challenges.

It is not at all clear that Islam will grow into a significant indigenous
social and spiritual force in North America during the next century. The
approximately five million believers currently residing in the United
States and Canada and the several thousand mosques scattered about the
two countries are hopeful signs, but it is conceivable that the practicing
Muslim American population could dwindle, especially if it ceases to be
augmented by immigration. It is even possible that the many mosques in
America might someday be converted to other uses, surviving as vestiges
of a generation of Muslim Americans whose descendants were swept into
the American mainstream. History has known such examples.

I believe that for Islam to prevail in North America, three things are
necessary: (1) a substantial fraction of the present generation of American
children of Muslimn descent must emerge as adults who are strongly com-
mitted to Islam; (2) the Muslim ComMunity must remain united and not
fracture into sects; and (3) the American Muslim community needs to pro-
duce its own religious scholars who can respond effectively to the unprece-
dented questions and problems that are bound to arise. These points are
very briefly discussed in this last chapter.,

Newcomers

The North American Muslim community is very young, both in terms
of the distribution of its members’ ages and in terms of its noticeable
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presence here. Three decades ago it was ne}fllligtiible; today, Muslims are
t of the North American population. .
abo{i;:gnlzexﬁg attends a Friday prayer serv{ce; or an Islam_zc conli\:;re?ce
in the United States or Canada cannot help noﬂcmg the scarcity {)f us tlhm
senior citizens in attendance, The fraction of Musl.l_ms over age sg(ty 11:11 Of;
community is extremely small. This helps to explain why the lea erls1 P "
such pational Islamic organizations as ISNA, ICNA, and the Is ar;:i
Assembly of North America (IANA) is made up of men and_wom;n mo . Sy
in their forties and early fifties instead of older, more experience [?ersof .
The sudden rise of Islam in America sprang f.rom two qgnp§1glils ];)r
equality that fermented during the 1960s: the fight ff)r civil E(gﬂ tsia S};
African Americans in the United States anc.’f the :?truggle in the Middle Ea
to achieve economic and technological parity with the West.

African American Muslims

In the United States, the name of Martin Luther King, Ir., has c0m<t:h t.o
symbolize the Civil Rights era. The most .recpllected images from ﬁs
period are of Reverend King leading dignified, well-dressed, \:'e ;
behaved, spiritual singing, black freedom n?arch.ers through Lh; stree 5;1 (())t
southern state capitals, while indignant white crackers and police ;n o
gear, holding back high-strung German shepherds, look on, waiting for
slightest instigation to unleash their anger. . . -

Yet in those fmurbulent times, not all AfncanwAm'er;can _men <
women shared the Reverend King’s dream of a hamllomously. r'nteg]rca]t;
America. A few African~American leaders behe.wﬁd in the fotility of [hl;
King’s vision and were convinced that it was against the very nazire of e
white man to treat other races justly. Elijah Muhammad, foun ;]a‘r‘o. y
Nation of Islam, was one of the most impqrtant proponents. ({f t 1; v:;l\:l[
point. Though he died in 1975, his teachmgs. and the rfahgmn e s
around them are winning converts from the Afnca?n—’Amenczﬂ? Comg?t-i amy

to this day and are stil} strongly influencing Axm?nca s pe_r_cepnon of Is ad.
The Nation of Islam, under the Iea-dersh_lp of Eil_!ah Muh.eulrgnhj ”
offered African—Americans a radical religious mtelpreta.tlon of‘wor :S
tory that pitted black man, as the true elect of God, against .whlte rrllan, X
the devil himself. The Nation also provided its m_emlbers with a re ﬁa(?rua
discipline that promoted self-respect a_nd self-realization. Yelt‘ (z;m.ap o
few superficial borrowings from Muslim cu‘st-oms, there.: was little in oh ;Ed
Muhammad’s teachings or the Nation's rel1g10x§ pracnce‘s that was ased
on Islam; there was much that was opposed toit. The Bible was and ha
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remained the principle scripture of the Nation, Minister Louis Farrakan, the
Nation's current leader, quotes from the Bible much more frequently and
with much greater confidence than he does from the Quran and often
makes assertions (that the Qur'an rejects) based on the Bibie or the teach-
ings of Elijah Muhammad.

A short time after Elijah Muhammad died, the Nation of Islam split
into two factions: one led by his son, Warithdeen Muhammad, and another
led by his chief spokesman, Minister Louis Farakhan, Muhammad led his
followers to orthodox Isiam, and thejr religious beliefs are now in line with
those of Mustims worldwide. Minister Farakhan’s group, which has
retained the title “The Nation of Islam,” adheres to the teachings of Elijah
Muhammad, a decision that causes Muslim scholars to doubt their ortho-
doxy. The overwhelming majority of the approximately one million
African—Americans who today call themselves Muslims are followers of
W. D. Muhammad. It should be noted, however, that most of the leadership
of the current African—American Muslim community was at one time
members of the Nation. Thus, in this way, The Nation of Islam paved the
way for the emergence of orthodox Islam in Black America,

Immigrant Muslims

Governments of Muslim countries, out of a desire to become techno-
logically independent of the West, began in the 1960s to send large num-
bers of their young people to European and American universities. Many
of these students returned to thejr countries imbued with notions of
democracy and human rights. Many also went back to their homelands
more committed to Islam than when they first began their education in the
West. Both types of students posed a threat to the politically repressive
regimes that funded their western education, which may account partially
for the marked decline in recent years of Muslim foreign student enroil-
ment at western universities.

A large number of the western-educated Muslims managed to immi-
grate to the United States and Canada, Together with their families, these
immigrants account for about three-fourths of the North American Muskm
community and have led the way in providing Islamic education and estab-
lishing mosques and Islamic schools in America. Their numerical domi-
nance of the American Muslim cominunity has assured that, for the present
and the immediate future, the way American Muslims practice and under-
stand Islam will be very similar to the way it is understood and practiced in
the Middle East and the Indian subcontinent.
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An Ignored Community

Ewven at this point in time, most Americans remain unaware of the sme;
able Muslim community in North America. In pﬂl‘t., this may be a resui; o
how rapidly the Musiim community of quﬂx America has grown in the _ asi
thirty years. Also, the American population may have not‘ had sufﬁcu?n
time to meet this new subculture. The fact that most Americans are unin-
formed about the religions practiced in other pal.l‘iasl of: ;hfc world may also

i ublic’s unawareness of the arrival of Istam.
helpﬁgizg itxhrfpl()mant reason why Americans ten(‘i 'to disregard Islam as t;n
indigenous religion is that the Islamic comrpu_mues of Canada and N €
United States exist on the fringes of these societies; even though there has
been a steady trickle of non—Afn'can—Americ@ converts to Islam,
African—American converts and foreign-borm Muslims gccount for the vast
majority of Muslims in America today, Even t!llough th{s number has uo;v
surpassed the number of Jews, Americans contmu(? to view Islam as a reli-
gion practiced by foreigners and/or Aﬁic_an—Amerlcans. _ '
Devout Amertcan Muslims would like to see a chapge in the current
public perception of Islam as a religion alie{l tf) America, 1"0r as long as
this view prevails, it will be all the more dlffICu%t for thel}' children to
grow up as Muslims in America. Islam’s percewet‘i foreignness may
cause some of these children to feel the need to distance Fhf:mselves
from the Muslim community or to downplay the role that reh‘glon_p_lays
in their lives. In addition, Muslims feel obligat.efl to shére their religious
viewpoint, a task that would be greatly facilitated if ‘Islam were (o
become an acknowledged and contributing part of Amencan (:1‘11ture.
Unfortunately, the senior generation of American Mu.shms can
only do so much to alter the public’s image of Islam., for the gmp}e rea-
son that their physical appearance so stro.ngly relgforces it. T-lmt;1 .115
also running out for this generation of Mus};m Americans, as their ¢ t;] -
dren are fast approaching the age at WhICh{ they should take up : @
baton and carry the faith forward. For better or fo; worse, and whet er
or not they are adequately prepared, the establlshr‘nent of Isian.l in
America depends much more on the next generation of American
Mauslims than it does on their predecessors.

The Larger Society

.A middle-aged, African-American woman asked me an interesting
question during a program 1 participated in at an Islamic conference a
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couple of years ago. After remarking that Islam is part of the Muslim
immigrants’ cultural background and that it came to Black America
through the Civil Rights struggle of the 1960s and 1970s, she asked me
if ] thought it really possibie that many white Americans would embrace
the religion without some similar social impetus. Both of these groups,
she said, were and are drawn to Istam in part because it Answers certain
social needs: immigrants are retining to their religious and cultural
roots, and African—~American Muslims are choosing Islam as an alterna-
tive to the religion and culture forced upon their ancestors.""* What social
incentive, she asked, is there for European—Americans to consider Islam
as a religious option?

I responded that for most of the American public, no such incentive
presently exists. Generally, Americans—and T'am not referring here to only
white Americans—are quite proud of the culture they live in and are disin-
clined to join what is widely perceived as a countercuiture movement. The
average non-Muslim American may not only be unimpressed by the obser-
vation that Islam seems to require a certain distinctive culture, but more
than likely, this will be viewed as problematic.

Nevertheless, I do believe that Islam has the potential to attract many
Americans who have no strong social motivation to look into it, Religions
have to do, first and foremost, with human sprritual needs, and they thrive
or perish according to their ability to fulfill them. Since the time of the
Prophet, Islam has nourished these needs for billions of persons of every
race, color, and culture; it seems to have lost little of its original appeal, as
it is now gaining more converts around the world than any other faith.
Islam’s vitality, as stated earlier, comes primarily from the Qur’an, and |
feel that there is nothing special about men and women of the West that
they cannot be reached by its call,

Muslims complain that the western media is doing all it can to prevent
the true message of their faith from reaching the public and that this is the
biggest reason why so many Americans are not inclined toward Isiam.
While it is true that many individoals in the western press continue to
demonize Islam, I also feel that Muslims themselves may be interfering

with its call in another and perhaps more detrimental way.

Many years ago when I began to investigate Islam, one of the first
things that impressed me about Muslims was how familiar they were with

"“ 1t should be noted here that many African-Americans have Muskim ancestry. Thus
by accepting Istam, some may indeed be returning 1o their African religious origins.
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their religious texts, especially the Qur'an and the various compilations of
the prophetic traditions, and how frequently they would refer to these
sources when explaining their beliefs and practices. I noticed they cited
their sacred texts in conversations much more often than believers in
other religions. It was not long, however, before I realized that all too
often my Muslim friends were equating revelation with their explanations
of it. This is often hard to avoid, and Muslims are no exception in this
respect,’” but the average believer in other faiths tends not to do this so
often, mostly because he or she is usually not as familiar with the relevant
scriptures.

Persons seeking guidance from scripture are forced to interpret it.
Although there are many revealed statements that all believers will under-
stand in more or less the same way, this is not always the case. If a scrip-
ture is supposed to be a source of guidance for all of humanity, then we
must expect that many of its statements will have different, appropriate
meanings for believers of different times, places, and circumstances.

The problem with confusing revelation with our interpretations of it is
that the latter, even when justifiable, restricts and Limits the divine commu-
nication to our level of human understanding. As a resuit, we may be plac-
ing an obstruction between the revelation and those who trust that our
explanation of it is accurate and correct.

On a visit to the Middle East, I met a pious young Muslim who
informed me that the Qur'an forbids Muslim women to drive cars. When I
pushed him to explain how he arrived at that, he began by quoting several
Qur’anic verses that exhort Muslims to obey the Prophet. He then went on
to quote several hadiths that he felt argued against women being allowed to
drive. Since I did not accept his interpretation of the hadiths he used, he saw

he had no chance of convincing me. As it turned out, the young man did not-

mean by his original claim that the Qur'an contains an explicit prohibition
against allowing women to drive automobiles; what he meant was that he
could provide an argument for such a prohibition based on certain verses of
the Qur'an, certain traditions of the Prophet, and his interpretations of these.
If I had not some knowledge of Tslam, I might have accepted his claim.

I admit that the case I just recalled is an extreme one. This is precisely
why I used it, because practically all Muslims would likewise disagree with

7 For example, the Christian dogma of the Trinity is a theological conception and
hence a theoty based in part on the New Testament. However, many Chyristians claim that
Jesus stated it explicitly in the Gospels.
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Fhe young man’s comment. I have also been told that the Qur'an and say-
ings ‘of Muhammad command female seclusion, forbid women to vote in
political elections, order the execution of apostates from Islam, and con-
done_the conquest of non-Muslim lands. I have discovered that many
Musl‘xms would agree with some or all of these statements, and yet I am
convinced that each statement is an interpretation and not an explicit
revealed commandment. '

Muslims should be extremely cautious before insisting that their
responses to revelation are the only proper ones. I strongly urge Muslims to
be very precise about the sources of their statements when they share their
rt'ahglous perspective with non-Muslims. They should be as accurate as pos-
sible concerning the bases of their assertions about Istam. In addition they
shot}ld be sure to point out that they are citing a verse from the Qur:an a
hadith, a judgment of a scholar, something they heard somewhere, or a;re
merelly stating their personal opimion. It may take a little extra effort to
f:lescnbe these sources and the authority they carry with Muslims, but this
is essential’knowledge if one is to convey an accurate picture (;f Islam.
Moreover, it may help listeners remain above secondary or controversial
issues and allow them to acquire a better and more comprehensive under-
standing of the message of Islam,

Between Worlds

A freshman came to my office this past summer for advising. His face
{ooked very Middle-eastern, but he dressed, sounded, and acted like a typ-
ical American teenager. His registration form stated that his name was
Darik, so I wondered if he was of Arabic descent. [ was wearing a T-shirt
rh:at had the Arabic alphabet on its front, and when Darik saw it, he imme-
diately asked me with a big, gleaming smile, “Do you speak Ara,bic 2"

“Marhabah, Darik! Kayf haalik?” I answered him. .

“Pm sorry, I don't know any Arabic,” he appologized. “My father is

from Egypt, but I never learned his language.”

“Is your Dad a Muslim?” I asked him.

. “Yes, but he's not religious and I know almost nothing about his reli-
gion. I think all religions are pretty much the same.”

As director of math placement at the university, I briefly interview sev-
eral .hundred incoming freshmen each year during our Summer orientation
sessions. Only a handful of these new students have Muslim American par-
ents. When I inform them that they might be interested to know that there
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is a mosque on campus, I almost always find that they, like Darik, have lit-
tle or no interest in Islam or, for that matter, in any religion.

By first-generation American Muslims, I mean either American con-
verts to Islam or Muslim immigrants to America. I will refer to their chil-
dren as the second generation. 1 do not refer to their children as second-
generation Muslims, for the simple reason thai I have discovered that
many of these young people do not believe in Islam. Not long ago, the
vice-president of ISNA told me that the one statistic he keeps hearing
from experts in his organization is that only approximately 10 percent of
the second generation become committed to Islam. We should not con-
clude from this that the other 90 percent abandons the faith; the fact is that
most who turn out not to believe in it had littde or no exposure o Islam
when they were growing up. :

Over the years, I have learned that the majority of first-generation
American Muslims regularly ignore Islam’s ritual requirements, make hard-
ly any effort to educate their families about Islam, and have practically no
contact with their local mosque or Islamic center. This, 1 believe, is the
biggest contributing factor to the widespread disbelief in Islam among the
second generation, In America, children of Muslim parents are given plen-
ty of arguments against Islam from the surrounding society, while their
own families provide them with very few counterarguments.

Unlike the second generation, almost all first-generation Muslims I
have met are indeed Muslims, in that they profess to believe in Islam even
if they do not practice it or routinely violate its ordinances. I have received
several typical explanations from these Muslims for their lack of contact
with the mosque: it is out of touch with their needs and lives, its leadership
is too conservative or traditional, Muslims who go to the mosque do not get
along with each other, its leadership is autocratic, and there is not enough
time to go to the mosque.

So far, it appears that the leadership of Muslim America has no set
strategy for recraiting first-generation Muslims and those second-genera-
tion Muslims who have little or no contact with the mosque. Their focus
seems to be ont providing spiritual and intellectual support for already com-
mitted and active Muslims and their families. Due to limitations in
resources and personnel, this is probably the most practical thing to do right
now. The prevailing feeling among devout American Muslims is that if
they do not concentrate on teaching themselves how to preserve, defend,
and bear witness to their faith in the secular West, there may soon be no
practicing Muslims in America.
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For the previous two decades, devout Muslims in America have con-
centrated primarily on taking the message of Islam to the general popula-
tion. With great enthusiasm, they pursued the conversion of America. With
debates and dialogues, they tried to prove to American audiences the defi-
ciencies of Christianity and the superiority of Istam. To their dismay,
Muslims came {o realize that most Americans were simply not interested.
The only Americans who did seem to care were the minority of fundamen-
tatist Christians who seized the opportunity to proselytize their own beliefs.
Muslims did not understand that most Americans have become numb to
religious questions and that their greatest adversary was not Christianity,
but rather, the deep-seated and pervasive apathy of people who had lost
confidence in almost everything. America had come to doubt its legal sys-
tern, its instimtions, its leaders, and religion. America had come to distrust
beliefs and convictions and had resigned itself to a kind of nihilism, or what
the political sociologist Frank Furedi describes as a relativist noncommittal
liberalism."® Not only were Americans uninterested in what Muslims had
to say, but they were uncomfortable with the way Muslims were saying it.
Religion, most Americans believe, should be a private matter, not some-
thing to propagate, and certainly not a proper subject for debate.

In the twentieth century’s last decade, the attention of devout Muskms
has shifted toward their own children, for it is nearing the time when sec-
ond-generation befievers should take on leading roles in the American
Muslim community. These parents are gravely concerned for the religious
future of their children and are doing all they cam to prepare their sons and
daughters to live in America as practicing Muslims. There is cause for opti-
mism, because just as nonpracticing first-generation Muslims tend to have
agnostic or disbelieving children, sons and daughters of practicing Muslim
parents usually adhere to Islam. However, as mentioned in the introduction,
the intellectual and social fabric of American society can exert considerable
pressure on even religious Muslim children to compromise their faith. I
know of a fair number of cases of devout Muslim parents whose children
have left Islam.'”

Muslims who struggle to bring up their children in the faith must con-
tend with exactly the same force they met when they attempted to take the

""" *“The Panic About Islam: An Interview with Professor Frank Furedi,” Iqra Magazine
(April 1996): 13 ff.

" Only a few weeks ago, 1 received a letter from a heartbroken father whose son had
become an atheist.



222 Even Angels Ask

message of Islam to non-Muslim America during the two previous
decades: Their children are almost continuously taught outside the home
not to believe and trust in anyone or anything, to be morally and reli-
giously apathetic, and to accept that all systems of belief are equally valid
and, hence, equally flawed. -

Children who come from religious Muslim families are caught
between very different worlds: that of their home and that of the larger
society. They may be Muslims, but their experience is very different from
their parents. Unlike their mothers and fathers, they are not immigrants,
converts, or children of the Civil Rights struggle. Their situation is much
more ambiguous. Their causes, goals, and identities are not defined so
clearly. Unlike immigrants, America is the only culture they really know.
Unlike converts, Isfam was chosen for them as a religion. They may face
discrimination and prejudice, bu it is very different from what African—
Americans faced in the past. The way they think about, discuss, and
explore issues is identifiably American. Their reli gion does influence their
morals and ethics, but these are also influenced by the mores of American
society. My oldest daughter is only ten, and yet she has already become
deeply concerned about the treatment of women in the Muslim. commauni-
ty and the subject of religious tolerance in Islam.

Children of devout Muslim parents will often shock their parenis by
their “American” ways of thought and expression. A devout Muslim father
recently complained to me that his daughter dresses, looks, and acts like a
normal Muslim gird, but every now and then she will say or do things that
are very American—things that a Muslim child from the Middle East
would never dare do or say. When I asked him for an example, he men-
tioned that she asked questions about God that are considered haram (for-
bidden) back in Egypt.

I have discovered at the Muslim youth camps and conferences in which
1 have participated that the religious issues and questions that are important
to Muslim American young people are much the same as those raised by
non-Muslim Americans inferested in Islam. The questions they ask are
almost exclusively of two types: those that pertain to the separation of cul-
ture from religion—especially when it comes to gender roles-—and those
that relate to theodicy, the branch of theology that studies divine justice.
One reason why these subjects are so important to young American
Muslims is that they must frequently defend Islam on these grounds to non-
Muslim friends and acquaintances. Yet I think that this is not the chief
motive behind their concern, for the fact is that these issues are currently of
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extreme inferest to Americans in general, and as Americans—we must not’
lose sight of the fact that this is what these young Musiim men and women
are—these topics are of vital importance to them.

Second-generation Muslims are faced with a very difficult task.
Naturally, they are secking to harmonize their Americanness and their
religion, striving to be good Muslims while being good citizens. This
endeavor is made harder by the fact that many Muslims and non-Muslims
in America see this as impossible. Many participants in Muslim youth
conferences tell me that they are often torn between their society and their
faith, and that they are forced to live with many perceived irreconcilable
differences. Quite a few have admitted to me that they have begun to
become confused about or to have doubts about their religion,

It is a true that there are conflicts between the teachings of Islam and
modern American mores and that Muslims can (and should) try to influ-
ence these mores by sharing their moral and ethical perspective with the
larger society. But first-generation Muslims must be alert to the possibility
that they may be placing unnecessary stumbling blocks before their chil-
dren, thereby making it very difficult for them 1o thrive, both spiritually and
vocationally, in America.

I believe that Muslim parents should present Islam to their children in
much the same way as T have suggested that they should present it fo non-
Muslims: They should do their best to separate the essentials of Islam from
the nonessential historical and cultural adaptations and interpretations and
should try to communicate it in the language of rationat thought, If Muslim
parents find themselves unequal to this task, then they should search out
those who can do this successfulty, for this would be a great help to their
children who want to live as practicing Muslims in America. In addition, it
could help them communicate the message of Islam to otbers.

No group of Muslims in America is currently in a better social posi-
tion to inform the larger public about Tslam than the second-generation.
believers. Americans often have difficulties sympathizing with immi-
grants because of their foreign cultural backgrounds. Also, “immigrant”
Islam will likely be seen as part of the person’s previous culture—some-
thing that is either better off discarded or modified over time.

Americans are often intimidated by converts, since conversion seems
like a radical and almost unnatural thing. Since a convert chose a perceived
alien refigion, he or she is frequently asked, or feels it necessary, to expiain
and sometimes defend that choice. As a result, conversations about religion
between converts and non-Muslim Americans are frequently tense.
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However, the Islam and the Americanpess of second-generation
Muslims is likely to be viewed as very normal and natural, for these young
people were born into both of these. I find that my daughters’ friends and
teachers feel much more comfortable asking my children about their reli-

gious beliefs than they do my wife, who is Middle-Eastern, or me, a con- .

vert to Islam. I have also noticed that my children are less defensive in dis-
cussions with friends about Islam. Many Muslim parents have told me that
the same is true of their children.

Second-generation Muslims could become the breakthrough genera-
tion—the communication bridge between the universal Muslim commumi-
ty and American society. They already understand and can communicate
effectively with fellow Americans; yet the crucial element that may be
missing is a coherent, rational, and cogent perception by these young peo-
ple of what the message of Islam is. Muslim parents can help their children
discover such a perception, but it will require great patience and courage on
their part. Patience is needed, since discovery and growth is seldom a
smooth and steady climb; courage is needed to allow their children the
room to develop their own understanding of Islam.

The Rope of Allah

And hold fast, all of you together, to the rope of Allah, and
do not separate. (Qur'an 3:103)

Every now and then I am asked by moderate or liberal American Mus~
lims to join or help organize a “new” Muslim community in America—one
with its own mosques and approach to Istam. The underlying motive is uso-
ally frustration with the current, conservative leadership of the American
Islamic community. The hope is to effect a more authentic and practical
implementation of Islam in America, one unburdened of obsolete foreign
cultural accretions, more in tune with the thinking and experiences of
“most” Muslims in America, and one that welcomes the full participation
of Muslim women.

Even though I share some of this frustration, T am very uncomfortable
with such invitations (they seem to be increasing as of late). T would not be
at all surprised if someday soon there are “orthodox” and “reformed”
mosques in North America. There is a real threat that in the near future, the
Muslim community in America will split into conservative and progressive
sects. If this happens, both conservative and moderate Muslims will be
equally to blame, for both groups are infected with intolerance.
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Muslims in the United States and Canada applaud the level of freedom
of expression in these countries and complain how difficult and often dan-
gerous it is to speak out in modern Muslim countries. The freedom to speak
carries with it the obligation to let others be heard. The right to express
one’s own opinion is easy to embrace, but the principle of free speech
hinges more heavily on respecting and protecting everyone’s freedom to do
$0. As a community, the Muslims of North America have been slow to
grasp the latier half of this formulation, even though the principles of shura
(mutual consultation) and {jma’ (consensus) are recognized in Islamic faw
as two fundamental elements of Muslim comrmunal decision making.

"The existence of diverse viewpoints in the Islamic community could be
of benefit to Muslims, for contending outlooks tend to check and balance
each another. Such diversity helps the community keep to a middle course
and prevents it from racing toward extremes. It forces individuals to con-
sider alternative perspectives, which has a tempering effect. It insures slow
and cautious transition, which could be frustrating for advocates for change
but which may be for the general good of Muslims. It also offers non-
Muslims who are interested in Islam a single, unified, moderate religious
community, a community that allows a wide range of inteilectual vision.

The institutionalization of viewpoints into distinct religious factions
can only be to the overall detriment of Mustims. It promotes extremism,
narrow-mindedness, and further division; saps the community of energy
and resources as contending sects compete to win converts from one
another; and presents to non-Muslims a complicated and confusing image
of Islam—of a religion with many contradictory versions. For potential
converts, they now have the added issue of which Islam to join.

If Muslims really hope to better themselves and their fellow believers,
I'strongly recommend that they get involved in their local mosques and
Islamic centers and make sure to make their viewpoints known during
community meetings. They should also be ready to listen to and consider
carefully opinions contrary to their own. Most importantly, Muslims must
leamn to defer to the majority viewpoint. This does not mean that a Muslim
must stop advancing an opinion when the majority disagrees with it, but
he or she should abide by the decisions reached by consensus unless and
until they are changed,

Is There a Scholar in the House?

When speaking to non-Muslims, Muslim lecturers will often emphasize
that there is no clergy in Islam. This is a reflection of the Islamic principle
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that each of us is ultimately accountable for his or her deeds and that no one
but God can unburden us of moral responsibility. Only God can judge
another person saved, forgiven, or enlightened.

For Muslims, there is no ecclesiastical authority that can decide per-
sonal, moral and spiritual dilemmas. When such questions arise, a Muslim
is encouraged to search the textual sources of Islam and to seek the advice
of fellow believers respected for their knowledge of the faith. But in the
end, and after much prayer and soul-searching, a believer accepts Tespon-
sibility for his or her resolution of a personat problem and, thereafter,
trusts in and relies upon the wisdom, forgiveness, and mercy of God.
Within this system, the best one Muslim could offer another Muslim who
is faced with a moral predicament is sound, knowledgeable counsel and
his or her prayers.

In most faiths, religious scholars are not involved in the many day-to-
day problems of believers. Their studies are usually too advanced and
abstract for digestion by nonspecialists. In Islam, the common problems of
Muslims are and always have been the focus of most scholarly investiga-
tion. The research of a Muslim religious scholar is much more practical
than theoretical and is usually accessible to his or her coreligionists. A
Muslim scholar feels that the main purpose of leaming is to be able to bet-
ter advise fellow believers on how to live properly. Although Muslim
scholars have no official ceremonial or ritualistic duties, they serve as coun-
selors to the faithful in much the same way that clergy do in other faiths.

The Muslims of North America are in need of religious scholars who
can help them deal with the many new problems they are facing. In partic-
ular, there is an urgent need for scholars who can help young Muslims dis-
cover how to be true to their faith in America and who can help the Islamic
communify to remain unified, Unfortunately, there are currently very few
Muslim scholars qualified to assist them. Throughout the Islamic world,
there are many specialists in the various classical Islamic sciences, but not
many of them live in North America. The latter qualification is most impor-
tant; to give sound advice to American Muslims, a scholar must fully
appreciate the special circumstances in which they live.

The issues raised by young believers and those that are disuniting the
American Islamic community revolve around the vast legacy of Muslim
scholarship that has come down to us. In order to address these issues
responsibly and convincingly, scholars must possess a comprehensive
knowledge of Islamic history and the evolution of Istamic thought. In addi-
tion, they must be prepared fo scrutinize critically the works of some of the
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most influential and respected Muskim scholars of the past. 1 am not sure
that the world Istamic community, or even the American Islamic commu-
nity, would be able to tolerate such self-examination just yet.

For the past century, Islarn has been the target of a seemingly con-
tinuous barrage of criticism from the West, much of which has been
nothing more than malicious, bigotéd carping. Muslims in North
America meet with misconceptions and misinformation about their
beliefs almost daily and are forced to repeat, again and again, the usual
counterarguments. Muslims have gotten so used to defending their faith
against false and slanderous accusations (often presented as objective
scholarship), that they react defensively to virtually any critical study of
Islam, from whatever source. They tend to see another Muslim’s criti-
cism of the scholarly or cultural tradition as a concession to the disbe-
lievers—a kind of defection to the enemy. In such an intellectual milieu,
it is very difficult for a Muslim scholar to challenge long-established,
prevailing viewpoints.

Perhaps this is why the same themes are rehashed each year at
American Islamic conferences: How to establish an Islamic lifestyle in
America, the need for American Muslim vnity, da‘wah (Muslim witness to
non-Muslims) strategies, the rights of women in Islam, how to respond to
the western media’s misrepresentation of Islam, Islam vs. terrorism, T do not
mean 1o trivialize these topics, for I obviously regard them as important.
Rather, 1 wish to point out that the repetition of them, year after year, indi-
cates that the community has not been able to address them satisfactorily
and move forward. The Muslim community in America is stuck in the
“newcomer” or “outsider” phase, unable to adapt to the new environment
and unable to find in traditional Islamic thought viable solutions to many of
its current problems.

The first step American Muslims can take toward creating an inteliec-
tual climate in the community that fosters original, critical research is to fol-
low the recommendation I made earlier in this chapter: American Muslims
need to become more open-minded and trusting of each other. As every
convert to Islam discovers, today’s Muslims are very suspicious of one
another, exceedingly prone to spread rumors and gossip, and extremely
quick to declare each other guilty of heresy. An American convert once
remarked to me that backbiting and spreading rumors about one another
seems to be the favorite entertainment of Muslims. Such widespread,
impetuous backbiting and rumor-mongering create a climate of intimida-
tion that thwarts free speech and critical inquiry. It also causes those who
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think about such issues to refrain from airing viewpoints that challenge
popular feeling and encourages scholars to keep away from sensitive or
controversial topics—the very topics that need to be discussed,

In other faiths, the existence of a clerical order helps to curtail such
behaviors among the lay people, who feel that it is not their place to pro-
nounce religious judgments on other believers. In Islam, it is first and
foremost up to each believer to suppress these malicious impulses. Since
the Qur'an and Sayings of the Prophet rank rumor-mongering and back-
biting among the greatest of sins, it is a wonder that this behavior is so
prevalent among Muslims. Consider the following smali sample of well-
known admonitions from the Qur'an and Sayings of the Prophet quoted
by Yusuf al Qaradawi:'™

God does not like the public utterance of hurtful speech,
except by one who has been wronged: and God is ever
Hearing, Knowing (4:148)

‘Those who love that scandal should circulate respecting
those who believe, for them is a grievous chastisement in
this world and the hereafter. And God knows, while you
do not know. (24:19) =

O you who believe, avoid most of suspicien; for truly sus-
picion in some cases is sin; and do not spy nor allow some
of you to backbite others. Would any of you like to eal the
flesh of his dead brother? You would abhor it! So keep
your duty to God, surely God is Oft-returming, Merciful.
(49:12)

The one who spreads gossip which he has overheard will
not enter the garden. (Sahih al Bukhari and Sahih Muslim)

© Avoid suspicion, for airing suspicion is the most lying
form of speech. (Sahih al Bukhart)

Do not be envious of each other, nor backbite nor hate one
another, but be brethren in the service of God. (Sahih al
Bulkhari)

" Yusuf al Qaradawi, The Lawful and the Prohibited in Islam, trans. by K. El-
Helbawy, M. M. Siddiqui, and S. Shukry (Indianapolis: American Trust Publications),
307-22.
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He who listens sumeptitiously to peoples’ conversations
against their wishes will have molten lead poured into
their ears on the Day of Resurrection. (Sahih al Bukhari
and Sahih Muslim)

It is not conceivable that the American Muslim community—or for
that matter, any society—-will someday entirely rid itself of intolerance,

Tumor-mongering and back-biting; but certainly societies, like individuals,

can always improve themselves with regard to these socially destructive
vices. Right now, these vices seem more common among Muslims than
among most other religious communities in America. Reform, however,
may be close at hand,

The so-catled liberal sector of North American society, which presently
dominates the media, the entertainment industry, and the education estab-
lishment, is intensely promoting the ideas of tolerance, freedom of expres-
sion and inquiry, and the acceptance of social and cultural diversity. Since
American liberals tend to be more bigoted in their attitudes toward Istam
than moderates or conservatives, Muslims doubt that their well-being fig-
uzes into the liberal agenda. Nevertheless, the leadership of the American
Muslim community generally has supported these ideas, since many
Muslims in America belicve that they are (or have been) victims of dis-
crimination and bigotry. One can say that Muslims are calling on the rest
of America to live up to its proclaimed ideals—-a kind of “put your money
where your mouth is” strategy.

Also, some Muslim apologists and proselytizers have attempted to
demonstrate that many of the freedoms esteemed by the West, such as
freedom of speech and religious tolerance, were established for the first
time in history by Islam more than fourteen centuries ago during the rule
of Prophet Muhammad. They also point out that, unti recently, Islamic
civilization offered greater religious and intellectnal freedom than
Christian Jands.

Both of these trends indicate that the American Islamic community
has come to appreciate and employ the concepts of tolerance and free
expression in its dialogue with the larger society. But so far, American
Muslims have been slow to embrace these notions with regard to com-
munity life. Many Muslims in America complain that their mosques,
Islamic centers, and community organizations remind them of the totali-
tarian systems of the Middle East, where you simply are not allowed to
chailenge authority. T expect, however, that the American Islamic com-
munity is soon to enier a new era of openness; it cannot continue to
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embrace tolerance, free inquiry and free speech, in general, without these
ideals influencing the behavior of Muslims with respect to each other. In
addition, the next generation of American Musiims, who will eventually
tead the community, should be very comfortable with these notions.

The key factor in all of this chapter’s discussion is time. Will the “soon”
I just spoke of be soon enough to prevent a large number of American chil-
dren of Muslim parents from leaving Islam and the community from frac-
tionatizing? Perhaps not, but nevertheless, 1 do believe that Islam will sar-
vive and flourish in America even though there may initially be some set
backs. I must admit that I am speaking now, as my Middle-Eastern friends
often say, from the heart, or perhaps I should say, from my experience of
conversion through reading the Qur'an, for this revelation has so captivat-
ed and compeiled me that I cannot believe that it will not do the same for
countless other Americans. o

And God, the Merciful, the Wise, the Self—Sufficif_:nt, knows best,
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