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    Praise for Moving the Mountain:


    “Imam Feisal is an ideal ambassador: an immigrant to America, 

    a defender of its principles, and a believer that people of diverse 

    backgrounds and faiths can thrive within its borders. Here, he has 

    put his gift of storytelling in service of the empathy that all of us—

    Muslims and non-Muslims alike—so desperately need.”


    —Arianna Huffington


    “Feisal Abdul Rauf is a name that one day should come as easily to 

    the lips as do the names of Martin Luther King Jr. and Gandhi. It is 

    my hope that when my fellow Americans read this incredibly moving and enlightening book they will feel the scales of ignorance and 

    fear falling off their eyes. With gentleness and love, [Imam Feisal] 

    seeks to bring us all together in post-9/11 America.”


    —Michael Moore


    “A spirited, accessible defense for all believers.”


    —Kirkus Reviews


    “Imam Feisal . . . is an inspirational and erudite exponent for the Muslim world. This tale of his journey is a clarion call for a progressive and 

    pluralistic Islam as a bedrock of tolerance and understanding. Believers and adherents of all faiths must stand in solidarity with this global 

    spiritual leader whose cry for religious freedom and human dignity 

    must be heard.”


    —Rabbi Marc Schneier (president) and Russell Simmons (chairman), 

    The Foundation for Ethnic Understanding


    “A welcome antidote to thoughtless and fearful prejudice, Rauf’s book 

    is a clearly written and devoutly Muslim guide to an interfaith future. 

    Recommended for church groups as well as individuals of all faiths.”


    —Library Journal (starred review)


    “While Rauf could have devoted this book entirely to defending his 

    plans, he rises above such pettiness and writes a book that is enjoyable 

    and accessible. Describing the controversial community center as a Muslim version of New York’s 92nd Street Y, which has Jewish roots and 

    values, Rauf has impressive clarity in the face of the various hyperbolic 

    reactions to his plan. . . . This is a great read for American Muslims and 

    for those wanting to learn more about Islam or update themselves on the 

    controversies American Muslims have faced.”


    —Publishers Weekly


    “Inspiring, honest, and insightful, Moving the Mountain crosses the 

    bridge from East to West and demonstrates the vital role that Muslims 

    can play in strengthening the voice of religious moderation across the 

    world. Imam Feisal eloquently reminds us that women’s rights, religious harmony, and equality are core values embedded in Islam, and 

    he challenges us to embrace that mandate today.”


    —Her Majesty Queen Noor Al Hussein of Jordan


    “Everybody should read this book. It shows us the dangers of our past 

    course and where we should be aiming.”


    —Karen Armstrong, bestselling author of Islam: A Short History

    and Muhammad, A Prophet for Our Time


    “An authentic voice, an essential vision, a heartfelt story. Moving the 

    Mountain can—and should—move America.”


    —James Carroll, bestselling author of Constantine’s Sword

    and Jerusalem, Jerusalem.


    “An erudite and insightful look into the future of Islam and America, 

    identifying those values that could bridge differences between Muslims, Christians, and Jews. A book about how religion can bring people 

    together, heal wounds, and show a future of hope and coexistence.”


    —Vali Nasr, bestselling author of The Shia Revival

    and The Rise of Islamic Capitalism


    “Imam Feisal is arguably the most influential Muslim leader in America. His bold vision of a moderate, pluralistic, and distinctly American 

    Islam is something that all Americans should champion.”


    —Reza Aslan, bestselling author of No god but God

    and Beyond Fundamentalism


    “Moving The Mountain is wise, authentic, and courageous. Every 

    American needs to read this transforming and spiritually insightful 

    book about the profound hope American Islam offers the world.”


    —Rabbi Irwin Kula, president of The National Jewish Center 

    for Learning and Leadership


    “In this thoughtful book, Imam Feisal explores the need to create an 

    American Muslim community that fits in with the nation’s traditions 

    of pluralism and tolerance . . . an important contribution to understanding Islam and the struggle against extremism.”


    —Walter Isaacson, bestselling author of Steve Jobs

    and president of the Aspen Institute
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To people of all beliefs struggling to reclaim moderate, nonviolent religion and politics from the grasp of extremism—and heal our broken world




 


Had Muhammad not gone to the mountain, the mountain would have come to Muhammad.


—Proverb


For truly I tell you, if you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, “Move from here to there,” and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you.


—Matthew 17:20


God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea; though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble with its tumult.


—Psalm 46:1–3





AUTHOR’S NOTE



In this book I quote frequently from the Quran, the holy scripture of Islam, the authoritative text of which is in Arabic. Whenever I quote the Quran directly, I identify the chapter (in Arabic, the sura) and, after a colon, the verse, as in Quran 2:146. There are literally dozens of English translations of the Quran. I have tried to cite those that are truest to the letter and spirit of the original Arabic. On occasion, however, when I am dissatisfied with the common translation, I have provided my own, as in my translation of the Muslim statement of faith, the shahada. At the back of the book I have also provided a glossary of important Arabic terms used in the text.


Muslim belief, law, and practice are also based on the Hadith, the contemporary reports of the sayings and actions of the Prophet Muhammad. When I refer to an individual hadith, I do not capitalize the word; when I refer to more than one, I add an “s” to make the plural: hadiths. When I refer to the entire corpus of these reports, they are called, collectively, the Hadith. The Hadith consists of a variety of collections, which are normally identified by the last name of the compiler and a number given to each hadith in his compilation, as in Bukhari 2954, which refers to hadith number 2954 in the collection of Sahih al-Bukhari.


For quotations from the Hebrew Bible as well as the Gospels, I have generally used the New Revised Standard Version and have used the standard form of biblical citation: the name of the book, the number of the chapter, and, after the colon, the number of the verse, as in Deuteronomy 6:5–9.


Some key Muslim jurisprudential rulings or other sources are also identified in the text by their authors and books. These sources remain, for the most part, untranslated from classical Arabic. Knowing the author, book, and number will allow the reader to locate the rulings in these sources. Readers interested in the sources for other quotations or statistics or events will find them in endnotes keyed to the page in the text.





INTRODUCTION



In the past half-century an extremist version of Islam untrue to Muslim history and profoundly dangerous to Muslims and non-Muslims all over the world has tried to hijack the faith of 1.6 billion people, making it seem parochial, judgmental, narrow, self-righteous, and violent. By “extremist Islam” I mean a militant intolerance for differing points of view, which leads to denying others the right to their own opinions and potentially their freedom and humanity. Religious extremists insist that their interpretation of God, or God’s will, is the only acceptable one, and that all who disagree are, in effect, heretics or unbelievers. Similarly, political extremism equates all dissent with disloyalty and treason. Regarding those who differ as infidels or traitors, extremists find it far easier to marginalize, abuse, jail, torture, or murder them.


Authentic Islam, in contrast, recognizes other religions’ route to God; it is a religion of spirituality, compassion, and mercy rather than of judgment and punishment; its spirituality is elaborated in jurisprudential reasoning rather than emotional fanaticism; it prizes flexibility and adaptability to different cultures rather than rigid adherence to medieval mores.


By reclaiming Islam as a modern, moderate, compassionate, just, open, tolerant, and nonviolent religion, protective both of individual freedoms and collective human rights, this book seeks to move a mountain of suspicion, myth, fear, and hatred—and provide a new vision for Islam in America and the world. In articulating this understanding of Islam above all as a moderate, nonviolent religion, Moving the Mountain shows how Islam in America—and in particular the emergence of an American Islam—can and will play a vital role in waging the battle against religious and political extremism, the chief threat to American security and world peace today.


This book will show why it is so important to reclaim religious and political discourse from the extremists of all faiths who dominate so many of the headlines. As citizens of the most powerful country on earth, we Americans have immense influence; it is critical that we provide moderate global leadership in these dangerous times.


In these pages, non-Muslims will discover an Islam they hoped existed but feared did not. After all, the Islam as presented all over the Internet appears extreme, judgmental, rigid, and foreign to most American eyes, and television images of Iranian crowds chanting, “God is Great. Death to America,” do not inspire tolerance or trust. The Islam that I practice is the faith the great majority of Muslims practice; it is very different from the extremist religion of current headlines. Hewing to fundamental principles of Islam reaching back fourteen centuries, to the time of the Prophet Muhammad, to his teachings, to the precedents of his companions, and to what centuries of scholars have taught, it offers moderation in theology, in jurisprudence, in governance, and in politics, as well as in matters of culture, gender relations, and worship.


In these pages Muslims will find help reclaiming the authentic teachings of their faith from those who have misunderstood, distorted, and manipulated it and made Islam appear violent and archaic. They will take pleasure, I believe, in learning more about the compassionate wisdom of the Prophet, who explicitly warned his followers against the dangers of excessive religiosity (Nasa’i 3006). They will be surprised, if not shocked, to discover how much of what they believe to be Islamic is part of a continuum with our predecessor faiths, and they will receive concrete help in adapting their religion to an American context.


Islam is already part of this country; it is no longer just a foreign import. A vibrant, assertive, unapologetic, nonviolent, moderate, thoroughly American Islam will both further enrich our culture and society and play a critical role worldwide in the battle against religious and political extremism proclaimed in the name of Islam.


We live in troubled times. Wars rage, the Earth warms, and mountains tremble; waters of all kinds “roar and foam.” There is surely a good bit of heavy lifting ahead of us, and yet, according to the proverb and Jesus in the epigraphs that open this book, there is no mountain that faith cannot move. I cannot claim, as Martin Luther King Jr. did the night before he was killed, to have gone “up to the mountain” and to have “seen the Promised Land.” I have caught glimpses of it, however: in the sight of the Statue of Liberty when I was a seventeen-year-old coming to this country, in interfaith worship in Tahrir Square in Cairo in the middle of a revolution, in the speeches of American leaders affirming Muslims’ rights as Americans, in the pained wisdom of 9/11 families, in the embraces of rabbis and ministers, and in the American Muslim wedding of a young Bosnian woman and a young Senegalese man. Like King, I believe that “we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land.” I hope this book will help us get there.


My Tradition


Like the great majority of the world’s Muslims, I am an orthodox Muslim, neither an “Islamist” nor a “radical jihadist.” By “orthodox” I mean the authentic mainstream, moderate, nonviolent religion practiced by the vast preponderance of Muslims since the days of the Prophet. Orthodox Islam is a powerful, deep, beautiful, ancient and modern, wisdom-based, justice-seeking religion. Adhering to core principles of faith, practice, and ethics, Muslim scholars, thinkers, and jurists led the way from the earliest times in creatively expressing their faith in the vernacular of the cultures in which they found themselves: the countries surrounding the Arabian peninsula where Islam was born, known as the “cradle of civilization,” including the ancient and highly developed nations of Egypt, Babylon and Mesopotamia (modern Iraq), Byzantium (modern Turkey), Persia (modern Iran), Abyssinia (modern Ethiopia), and India.


Muslims routinely incorporated pre-Islamic institutions, laws, and customs into their practice when these did not go against the teachings of our scripture, the Quran, or the Prophet’s directives. Nor over the centuries did Muslim thinkers simply and blindly seek to re-create seventh-century Arabia, when the Prophet Muhammad walked the earth. Instead they avidly responded to the Prophet’s urging them to “seek knowledge, even as far as China.”


Within two centuries after the Prophet’s death, by the mid-ninth century, Muslims had translated every book they could get their hands on from throughout the known world, from Greece in the West to China in the East. These were all housed in the Baghdad library known as the House of Wisdom. Following the Prophet’s dictum that knowledge is our inheritance wherever we find it, Muslims embraced the religious, spiritual, legal, scientific, technological, and architectural achievements of all the peoples they came across, incorporated this knowledge into the Islamic heritage, and between the eighth and eleventh centuries, with their own creative and inventive contributions, built the greatest civilization then in the world—what has become known as the Islamic civilization.


Drawing on the Quran and the Hadith, Muslim theologians and jurists developed an Islamic theology and jurisprudence incorporating wisdom from the predecessor religions of Judaism and Christianity and their texts, commentaries, spiritual practices, theology, and jurisprudence. The cross-fertilization of Greek philosophy with Roman and Mesopotamian jurisprudence helped shape Islamic jurisprudence and law. The Roman prudent, who would issue a legal opinion to educate his townsfolk on an issue of law, became in the Islamic context the mufti, who would issue fatwas (legal opinions consistent with Islamic law) to help his constituency understand Islamic legal determinations of right and wrong.


The spires of Christian churches calling the pious with ringing bells metamorphosed into tall minarets from which the muezzin would call the faithful to prayer. And the distinctive dome of the Byzantine Orthodox cathedral Hagia Sophia, built between 532 and 537 (more than thirty years before the birth of the Prophet), was adopted by Muslims, first as the Dome of the Rock and later by the Ottoman architect Sinan, so much so that the dome became a ubiquitous feature of most later mosques. Too many of today’s Muslims subscribe to the notion that Islamic civilization came into being entirely sui generis, as though Muslims had no intellectual or spiritual forebears. The truth is that in every field of knowledge and culture, Muslims translated, absorbed, integrated, and built upon the achievements and knowledge of their predecessors.


The past half-century has fostered the myth among Muslims that all knowledge other than that contained in the Quran and the sayings of the Prophet is “un-Islamic.” But 1,400 years of Islamic history show us that the true Muslim reality is an enlightened tradition of seeking out, engaging, embracing, absorbing, and extending knowledge and wisdom in all fields of human endeavor from all over the world.


An American Journey


I am an American citizen born in Kuwait of Egyptian parents. I grew up in Great Britain, Malaysia, and Egypt and have lived in the United States since 1965, when I was seventeen. I attended Columbia University in New York and graduate school at the Stevens Institute of Technology in New Jersey, and I became a naturalized American citizen in 1979. I am an imam, which means literally “the person who leads the prayer,” and the son of an eminent Egyptian imam and scholar who was sent by al-Azhar University in Cairo, the preeminent Islamic seminary in the Muslim world, to be the imam and director of the Islamic Center in New York, and then of the Islamic Center in Washington, D.C. Since 1983 I have served at the al-Farah Mosque in Tribeca, about a dozen blocks from the former World Trade Center. Like my father, I have been deeply involved in multifaith work; I have worked for well over a quarter-century with all faith communities, but mainly with Jews, Christians, and Buddhists.


This enlightened tradition is also America’s tradition, the America symbolized by the Statue of Liberty that has been welcoming, incorporating, and integrating people of different cultures (not without difficulties and conflict, I know) for centuries. I have lived this experience myself, here in New York City.


But until I understood and assimilated all this, I experienced serious culture shock after I arrived in America. For someone with a religious upbringing, the 1960s were an extremely difficult time. Even though religion was a big part of the civil rights and peace movements, in my college religion was treated as irrelevant, hopelessly stodgy, and behind the times. This was the heyday of the “God is dead” movement. Islam was almost always portrayed negatively in the media and larger culture. Most American Muslims were Black Muslims, members of the separatist Nation of Islam headed by Elijah Muhammad, of which most whites were terrified. Arabs were then considered uncouth, dirty, and uncivilized.


In Malaysia, where Western culture was extremely influential, I’d grown up listening to Elvis and the Beatles and watching American movies. People wanted to be like Americans. In contrast, when I got here, I saw prosperous middle-class American college students wanting to somehow join the Third World. I understood their anger about the military draft and the Vietnam War, but their talking and singing about revolution and idolizing Che Guevara and Fidel Castro made no sense to me at all.


Add my own search for identity to this mix, and the freedom that was everywhere—in the form of drugs, sex, and alcohol—was unnerving, to say the least. Staying chaste until marriage, a commandment of my faith, was one of the most difficult challenges of my young life. I had a powerful sense that if I did not get a grip on my identity, my ethics, and my religion, I would go off the rails. I was confronting the very meaning of my life.


For the first time in my life I had to decide whether, and to what extent, to be a Muslim. In a Muslim society like Egypt or Malaysia, practicing your faith is like observing Christmas for many in America: you do it almost without thinking, because it is part of the environment. But in the morally free maelstrom of the 1960s, trying to be religious by choice required enormous effort. America made it possible for me to feel the misery of being someone without an identity. But finally, using that very individual freedom for which American culture is so rightly celebrated, I was able to consciously and deliberately choose the religion I had grown up with.


For the next several years Islam helped structure my life—which was badly in need of some structure—as well as my personal relationship with God. I was the kind of person who needed coherent rational understanding of what I was experiencing. As a physics major, I needed to put everything together into an integrated whole, a kind of Grand Unified Theory of my life, so I began to read books on religion, philosophy, and theology.


As the oldest son of an eminent scholar, I had also learned a great deal from my father. I had learned to type at age twelve (on a now long obsolete Royal mechanical typewriter), first typing my father’s thesis, and then his lectures, radio talks, and sermons. Reading what I was typing, I would ask him pointed questions that expressed my doubts as much as my need to be convinced of the truth of my inherited faith. In reading the Quran, I saw how God criticized those who blindly followed the religion of their fathers (Quran 2:170). And since I prided myself on being a good thinker, I felt that if I practiced Islam just because it was my father’s religion, I was opening myself to the same criticism. I therefore had to adopt Islam based on my own genuine conviction, and I needed to have something substantial to build on if I was to adopt it sincerely at all. Learning Islam intellectually was different from feeling or experiencing this religion as my own choice, but a no less important part of integrating the whole gestalt of being a Muslim.


I worked hard to put myself together in those years, to reconfigure myself in a way that was true to my own deepest principles. I had to confront and absorb the meaning of my religion, its spiritual core as well as its ethical imperatives. How was I to deal with the drugs and alcohol that surrounded me, the free and open sexuality seemingly celebrated everywhere? How was I to relate to other people, Muslims as well as non-Muslims, to Jews in the wake of the 1967 and 1973 wars between Israel and my home country of Egypt? What about the racism I saw everywhere, and experienced directly and frequently? What to make of friends who were very different, who engaged easily in premarital sex, who smoked marijuana, who were gay?


What helped me through this period was to reflect on the fact that throughout my life, I had changed rapidly and continually in just about every way: physically, emotionally, and intellectually. My body had changed every few years since my birth. Starting at the age of six, when every English boy’s ambition was to be a train engineer, I found myself answering the question “What do you want to be when you grow up, Feisal?” differently every couple of years: a movie actor, then a director, then a musician, and then, at thirteen, a scientist. My emotional attachments followed a similar roller-coaster ride. At just seven years old I had such a crush on my teacher that I felt jilted when she married. Then every couple of years or so I would have a crush on another girl, without whom I felt I would not be able to live. It was painful to feel as though someone had invaded my heart and plucked out the love and passion I had felt just days earlier.


And yet, in spite of all these changes, in every measurable part of me I somehow knew I was the same person, the same Feisal—the same “I.” This deep conviction, combined with my spiritual search for, journey to, and personal discovery of God, made me recognize that my soul—and its values and needs—was the truly permanent part of my being. The very changeability of everything else demonstrated to me the need to have something about my life that was indeed permanent, starting with my deepest values and ethics.


In time I came to understand the wisdom and rationale of my faith and developed answers to the most important of these questions, until at the age of twenty-five I felt I had done it: I had constructed an anchored spiritual, religious, and ethical worldview. I found my religion in America, freely and deliberately. It was my choice. I was deeply happy with it—as well as relieved that this internal struggle was over.


In the next ten years I held a job, focused on earning a living, married a beautiful American of Greek Irish Catholic background, and we had premature twin girls. Then my worldly life disintegrated. Six weeks after the twins were born, my wife and I both suffered serious illnesses that challenged our marriage. We were both twenty-nine years old. Despite strong efforts to keep the marriage intact, we separated three years later, and in another year my wife and I divorced. The heartbreak of a love lost, of a family broken, was a pain that was to live with me forever. But I had loved, and loved intensely. Even with the sense of a paradise lost, I could remember the heavenly feeling of being in love and therefore sought to love again.


I also learned that, in the hubris of my youth, what I thought I had accomplished spiritually was just one cycle of inner development. I had much more to learn, much further to grow in spiritual and human wisdom, for the process of inner development is never-ending. Most important, I had to learn to be humble in all aspects of life. The greatest spiritual and moral danger is that of the ego, which makes us believe we are more than we are. Control of the ego, the greatest source of evil in a human being, was my greatest challenge, and the greatest challenge that most people face. That is why I focused on my spiritual journey and discipline.


As part of the religious discipline I had undertaken, I took time off from my work in New Jersey and attended the noon Friday prayers at One Riverside Drive, at the Islamic Center of New York, where I had lived during my teenage years from 1965 to 1971. It was then the closest mosque to where I worked, just across the Hudson River, and I usually found free parking—no small consideration in New York City. But in the early 1980s my friend Muhtar Holland kept badgering me to attend another mosque, in downtown Manhattan; the spiritual leader there was an eminent Sufi from Istanbul named Sheikh Muzaffar Ozak, whose book Guidance my friend was translating into English. The mosque was then at 155 Mercer Street, just south of Houston Street, in the neighborhood New Yorkers know as SoHo.


The sheikh had a following here in the United States, and twice a year he would come from Turkey for six weeks at a time. So on Good Friday 1983—I had the day off since it was a holiday—and because parking was free on Good Friday, I took my daughters with me to the mosque downtown, Masjid al-Farah, or al-Farah Mosque. Sha’ban, the Turkish gentleman who volunteered as imam, invited me to give the call to prayer (known as the adhan). There were hardly a half-dozen people there. He loved my recitation of the adhan—whose magic is in that combination of chant, pronunciation, cadence, and spirituality that emerges from a feeling of surrender to God—which touched him so much that he pleaded with me, “You must come every week.”


I did not want to. It was farther from my office; parking alone was absurdly expensive. And for what? To call the adhan for six people in a cavernous 4,000-square-foot room? But God has a way of intervening when it is His will. The following night I attended a monthly religious meeting at the Indonesian consulate. Since there were no Malay or Indonesian restaurants in the city at that time, I went mostly for the food, but also to keep up my Malay language skills (Malay and Indonesian are the same language) and to assuage a certain nostalgia for my boyhood. During the discussion that evening, a point of contention arose that required me to check my Hadith references. At home the next morning, as I opened my Hadith reference book, it fell open to the chapter “On the Excellence of Calling the Prayer.” It was as though I felt a tap on my shoulder—and I recognized the sign: God wanted me to accept Sha’ban’s plea that I be the muezzin at Masjid al-Farah.


And so I did. The very next week Sheikh Muzaffar himself arrived, and I went to the mosque with great anticipation. As I entered the second-floor room where he was seated in an armchair, speaking to a full house, our eyes locked and we shared a gaze of almost primordial recognition. As he was walking past me to leave later that evening, he stopped and put his hands in his pocket, fishing for something. I knew he was looking for something to give me, and we communicated without speaking, as a Sufi master I had met some years earlier instructed me to do. We smiled at each other, and I silently told him, “You really don’t have to.” With great kindness, he handed me a symbol of what we had already shared spiritually and of what he was bequeathing me: what Sufis call a “gift of transmission.” It was not a spiritual amulet, or prayer beads, or his white cap (which he gave me six months later) or shawl. It was a roll of Tums—a sign perhaps to remain calm in the face of future challenges.


The following October, after returning from vacation, I had a phone message that Sheikh Muzaffar urgently wanted to meet with me. At our meeting he told me he wanted to appoint me imam of the mosque, responsible for leading the prayers and delivering the Friday sermons. I felt the rightness, even the spiritual imperative of the offer, and I accepted. (There are no ordained clergy in Islam.) I delivered my first sermon in Masjid al-Farah on the Friday of Thanksgiving 1983, and I still remember the unseasonably early snow that day as I drove to New York. In the Arab world, where water is so precious, rain is considered a blessing from God. I had a similar feeling about the snow. And parking turned out to be easy.


Two years later, in 1985, our congregation moved to its current location at 245 West Broadway in Tribeca, where we grew and grew, filling the ground floor of the building during Friday prayers. Two decades after our move, the congregation was using all the floors in the building and still we were bursting at the seams. By 2007 we were conducting three prayer services in succession on Fridays. We desperately needed a larger space.


My work as imam was spiritually and practically satisfying as well as challenging. It brought me great joy for many reasons. Most of all, it led me to Daisy Khan, whom I met, fell in love with, and married in 1996.


Over those decades I came to understand that what I had done for myself personally had become even more necessary in larger social and political terms. There were growing numbers of Muslims like me, seeking to reconcile their Muslim identities, and often their immigrant identities, with their lives and identities as Americans. They needed help understanding why and how America expressed many of the same values as the Quran, and why they had nothing to apologize for—to their families in Muslim-majority countries all over the world—in being Muslims who were authentically American.


In order to address these very issues on a much larger scale, in 1997 Daisy and I founded the American Society for Muslim Advancement (ASMA). We intended both to accelerate the process of shaping an American Islamic identity and to help anchor this identity in a spiritually authentic tradition and intellectually rigorous classical and orthodox understanding of Islam—something I felt was essential to our being well-rooted both in God and in our adopted country.


While we could see that an American Islamic identity was taking form naturally, as a matter of course and therefore haphazardly, we also thought that by being more deliberate—by being aware of how this happened in the context of other American immigrant faith communities, and in our own Islamic history—we could speed up the process. We could focus on being role models for future generations and help immigrant Muslims in America to become American Muslims (so that we are still seen by global Muslims as part of the global Muslim community, or ummah) and Muslim Americans (so that we are seen by our fellow Americans as loyal Americans true to what it means to be an American).


Equally important, we would build substantial bridges between Muslims and other religious believers. It was already becoming clear to me that the majority of Muslims were “culturally Muslim” but knew relatively little about their own faith: its history, its theology, its spirituality, and the vision these provided for understanding among different faiths. (In that sense they were no different from people of other faiths, most of whom know little about their religions either.)


I believed then, and continue to believe, like my father before me, that honest, candid dialogue among people of different faiths, leading to multifaith alliances acting together on issues of common concern and interest, is crucial to healing divisions in New York City and will help it shine as the model for a peaceful, tolerant, and increasingly globalized world. For as the most religiously diverse city in the world, New York City is a microcosm of the global village and demonstrates, day in and day out, how millions of people of different faiths and cultures may coexist peacefully. How we American Muslims integrate ourselves into the rich multifaith culture of New York City and the United States as a whole has consequences for Muslims throughout the world.


The Rise of Extremism at Home and Abroad


The 1980s and 1990s saw the rapid rise of religious fundamentalism and extremism across religious traditions that blended into new and existing religious nationalisms, the latter phenomenon starting with the birth of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan in 1947 and the Jewish State of Israel in 1948. While both states were markedly secular through the 1970s, religious fundamentalism and extremism took off in the 1980s.


One marker of this fundamentalism was the 1979 Iranian Revolution, which toppled the very secular, despotic shah and replaced his dictatorship with an Islamic republic whose first year was marked by holding Americans hostage in their own embassy for a year. The mujahedeen (precursors of the Taliban) in Afghanistan soon followed, supported by the CIA and the Pakistanis to combat the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. The strategy of using religion for political gain worked. It worked for those who wanted power in Iran, and it worked for the U.S.-Saudi Arabia-Pakistan partnership in evicting the Soviets from Afghanistan and helping to implode the Soviet Union in 1989.


It also worked for Christian fundamentalists in the United States, who during the Reagan, Bush, and Clinton administrations were able to deploy religion and religious arguments to achieve their political agendas. Christian extremist acts in the United States—such as the murder of abortion providers—increased. Jewish extremism too grew into a powerful force in Israel: Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin was murdered in 1995 by a Jewish extremist furious at Rabin’s having signed the Oslo peace accords with the Palestinians. Politicians learned the power of radical religion, and fundamentalists and extremists basked in their newfound influence.


As if that were not enough, Samuel Huntington’s notorious “clash of civilizations” idea in his seminal 1993 Foreign Affairs article and bestselling book three years later widely broadcast the idea that the Muslim world—the Islamic civilization that I found such a source of personal meaning and dignity—was the new enemy of the West! He influenced countless opinion leaders in universities, media outlets, and think tanks, and ratcheted up anti-Muslim feeling at all levels of the U.S. government and culture. Radical ideology—in this case an implicit declaration of war by America against the Muslim world—was heard loud and clear by Muslims. No doubt Osama bin Laden heard it, as did numerous intellectuals and Muslim world leaders. Radical ideology, especially when extremists act on that ideology, too often begets an oppositional force that is no less radical.


Terrorist attacks by extremist Muslims on the World Trade Center in 1993, the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998, and the USS Cole in 2000 bore witness to these growing, increasingly lethal tensions.


All of these developments came to a catastrophic head on September 11, 2001, as extremist Muslim fanatics planned and executed the largest terrorist attack in the history of the United States. Millions of Americans felt personally attacked by Islam itself and suspected all Muslims of being potential terrorists.


As Ground Zero smoldered in the days and weeks after 9/11, I was invited to speak to many organizations, religious as well as secular, about my faith. As the imam of a mosque just a dozen blocks from Ground Zero, I was in demand as a speaker on extremists and terrorists, on the relationship between the Muslim world and the West, helping non-Muslim Americans understand the nature of the divide.


Typically I would begin by describing the beliefs and worship of Muslims, and then open the floor to questions. These invariably fell into three categories: first was the “What is Islam?” class of questions, such as, What is the difference between Sunni, Shia, and Sufi? What is the role of women in Islam? Does Islam believe in separation of church and state? The second category was what I called “the 9/11 questions,” such as, Why is Osama bin Laden popular among some in the Muslim world? Why are some Muslims so angry at America? Why do political liberation movements in the Muslim world use the language of Islam? Is suicide bombing allowed in Islam?


The third category contained just one question, and while I succeeded in answering the questions in the first two categories, my efforts to provide answers to the third left me deeply dissatisfied.


After 9/11: Healing the U.S.-Muslim Divide—Fighting Extremism Concretely


This third question first cropped up when my friend Rabbi David Rosen invited me to address the quarterly board of governors meeting of the American Jewish Committee on December 10, 2001—ninety days after 9/11. Members of the audience unanimously agreed with me that the status quo between Jews and Muslims was unacceptable. But they went further; they pushed me to state what we could do together to improve this relationship, and specifically what we could do to turn around U.S.-Muslim world relations.


I talked generally on mutually educating each other about our religions and cultures, which I knew was necessary. At the same time, I knew cultural and religious appreciation could not by itself transform a relationship that had gone very wrong. Necessary, yes. Sufficient? Not at all. A month later, at a lecture I gave at the Greenwich (Connecticut) Presbyterian Church, a kind lady stood up and asked me, “What can a good Christian woman like me do to help improve U.S.-Muslim relations?” Here again was the same question, this time posed by a devout Christian who wanted to put her efforts behind an initiative that would really turn around U.S.-Muslim relations—and I could not answer it! And if I could not, who could? This hugely important question stayed with me for months. I knew I had to do some serious studying and thinking.


In effect, 9/11 demanded that I recast what I had been doing first on a personal level, then in my mosque and at ASMA, to a national and international scale: try to defuse tensions and build connections between the global Muslim community and the American and Western multicultural, multifaith reality. I soon realized that to resolve the problems that people referred to as “Muslims versus the West” or “the U.S.-Muslim divide,” we all needed something concrete that Christians and Jews, together with Muslims and other faith communities, could do together to help bridge the growing polarization between America and the Muslim world, and between Muslim Americans and their non-Muslim neighbors. This work needed to happen at the level of governments, religious institutions, academic institutions, think tanks, NGOs, businesses, media, and civil society. The scope of it was daunting.


I spent more than a year analyzing the problems and figuring out what it would take to bridge the so-called West-Muslim divide, what finite issues needed to be addressed, and which actions would be sufficient to heal this divide. After meeting John S. Bennett, the former vice president of the Aspen Institute in Colorado, in 2002 and discovering our shared interest in this problem, we formed a partnership. Later that year we conceived the Cordoba Initiative, naming it after the three-hundred-year period (from the eighth to the eleventh centuries) of the Cordoba caliphate (in what is now Spain) during which Jews, Christians, and Muslims lived in what was then the most enlightened, pluralistic, and tolerant society on earth. We initially designed Cordoba as a multifaith initiative designed to bridge West-Muslim relations by breaking the cycle of mistrust, misunderstanding, and irrational fear that exists between Islam and many parts of the Western world. But partly as a result of being invited to West-Muslim dialogue forums held annually by think tanks across the world, such as the Brookings Institution in Doha, Qatar, and the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, and by business, political, and human rights groups, it quickly became clear to me that the Cordoba Initiative had to be multinational as well as multifaith.


One result of the Initiative was the Shariah Index Project, under the auspices of which I convened seven meetings of an international cross-section of eminent Muslim legal scholars to define the meaning of the term “Islamic state” from an Islamic legal point of view, and then to measure such “Islamicity” meaningfully—including that of non-Muslim-majority nations. This project would help determine the proper balance in the Muslim world (and elsewhere) between institutions of political power and authority, on the one hand, and institutions of religious power and authority, on the other—the Muslim equivalent of the religion-state relationship. In the United States church-state separation is practically a religious precept all by itself; not so in the Muslim world. The work of this group is a powerful antidote to the perversion of Islam that is currently shaping so much of the political-religious discourse in the Muslim world. It became even more relevant, even essential, after the Arab uprising in 2011, as many Islamic religious parties, such as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, struggled to help construct new, Islamically faithful democratic countries.


Cordoba House was another of the Initiative’s projects; it was designed as a community center and platform to enhance our work and as a multifaith space in the same lower Manhattan neighborhood of Tribeca, about ten blocks south of my mosque on West Broadway. My longer-term interfaith vision, which I had wanted to realize for twenty years, was to establish an Islamic Community Center modeled on the Y’s: the YMCA, YWCA, YMHA, and YWHA, originally religious institutions serving their own people without concern for denominational differences, that have become genuine community institutions serving the truly diverse populations in American cities. The remarkable 92nd Street Y, for instance, on New York’s Upper East Side, now reaches an extraordinarily diverse range of people with a rich variety of programs, lectures, and concerts, though it was originally intended only for Jews.


When people of different faiths can experience educational programs and basketball leagues and cultural events together, they forge bonds that make harmony possible. I intended Cordoba House to be a “Muslim 92nd Street Y,” with a multifaith board and multifaith worship space, including a dedicated Islamic prayer space (a mosque), in a building that architecturally would be thoroughly American, not a transplant from thirteenth-century Cairo. Cordoba House was designed to help build a Muslim community that would be as American as other Muslim communities around the world are Egyptian, Turkish, Iranian, Indian, or Pakistani. And it was to be an American community institution that would be different from any other multifaith organization in the country.


But Cordoba House, now known indelibly, if inaccurately, worldwide as “the Ground Zero mosque,” became a flashpoint in 2010 for all of the unhealed wounds of 9/11 and for opportunistic Islamophobes throughout the United States and the world. We faced an onslaught from those who remain financially, politically, and ideologically invested in promoting and sustaining anti-Muslim sentiment. That this effort has aroused such controversy and vitriol demonstrates the size of the task that confronts us if we truly wish to erase our misunderstandings and misconceptions.


It also became a kind of Rorschach test for people everywhere. In our office, we received thousands of letters and emails and phone calls of support from all fifty states and around the world, from Indonesia to Israel. Michael Bloomberg, the Jewish mayor of New York, held a press conference with the Statue of Liberty in the background to proclaim the city’s tradition of religious tolerance. New Yorkers held candlelight vigils on our behalf. Speaking to a group of Muslims dining at the White House during Ramadan, the president of the United States defended our right to build Cordoba House “in lower Manhattan in accordance with local laws and ordinances.” These expressions confirmed my deep conviction that the great majority of Americans did not want to be at war with Muslims or the Muslim world.
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