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Praise for A Battle for the Soul of Islam:


“Dr. Jasser is one of the most courageous and relentless pursuers of truth and freedom in the Muslim world. Battle for the Soul of Islam takes you beyond the sound bites to show you what it really means to be a moderate Muslim fighting against those who have perverted your religion.”


—Glenn Beck, New York Times bestselling author of Being George Washington


“Zuhdi Jasser is a brave American patriot, a faithful Muslim and a good man. Dr. Jasser’s Battle for the Soul of Islam proposes a cure for one of the greatest problems facing the world today: the violence and extremism of radical Islam.”


—Mark R. Levin, #11 New York Times bestselling author of Ameritopia


“Dr. Jasser is an American hero in the war radical Islam has declared on us. Whether we prevail in this long war may very well depend on how closely we listen to him.”


—William J. Bennett, New York Times bestselling author of The Book of Man and former U.S. Secretary of Education


Can A Good Muslim Be A Good American?


“One of the most controversial Muslims in the United States” (Jerusalem Post)—a recognized expert on terrorism and a patriotic American—calls for the separation of mosque and state as he lays bare the crucial differences between Islam and radical Islamism and calls for a necessary Muslim reformation in order to preserve liberty for all.


“One of the most creative and prophetic thinkers among us.”


—National Review


“The most important American Muslim you’ve never heard of.”


—The Washington Post
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Among the unsettling social shifts in the wake of 9/11 was the global attention paid to Islam. Here in the United States, we became divided, often sadly along partisan lines, between those who believed every Muslim was a potential threat and those who believed no Muslim could do wrong.


For conservative Wisconsin native and former U.S. Navy Lieutenant Commander Dr. M. Zuhdi Jasser, these radical times meant facing a new reality as a devout Muslim and a patriot—a certain betrayal within his faith, and a need to answer a question that crossed the minds of even the most sensitive and politically correct: “Can a good Muslim be a good American as well?”


Jasser founded the American Islamic Forum for Democracy (AIFD) to instill in young American Muslims an appreciation for the distinctively positive impact that this nation’s ideals of liberty have had upon the world. As a nationally recognized expert on Muslim radicalization, he offers non-Muslims a definitive comprehension of the difference between Islam and the spiritual cancer known as Islamism, or political Islam, and how violence and extremism run counter to Islam’s true teachings. As he persuasively argues, until we acknowledge the threat of Islamism in all its forms, the majority of Americans will be gulled into recognizing only the most obvious: terrorism.


In A Battle for the Soul of Islam, Jasser embraces both his faith and his country while asking hard questions:


    • Are American Muslim children learning entitlement as victims, or are they being taught individual responsibility and critical thinking?


• Are poisonous conspiracy theories dividing their American identity, or are they gaining exposure to reason, nationalism, and patriotism?


    • Are Muslims publicly critical of the Islamist movements of the Middle East, or do they remain silent on aspects of religious doctrine that conflict with modernity and universal equality?


    • Is the American press downplaying the seditious threat of homegrown Islamist radicalism and the influence of Islamists’ propaganda arm on our governmental policies?


    • Is our culture of political correctness a major obstacle toward long-overdue Muslim reform against Islamism?


All these years after 9/11, it’s time for us to understand the true threat of Islamism. It is a Muslim problem that needs a Muslim solution, and A Battle for the Soul of Islam builds a solid, balanced, and imperative must-read foundation for the fight.
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DR. M. ZUHDI JASSER testified to the U.S. Committee on Homeland Security regarding American Muslim radicalization on March 10, 2011, at one of the Hill’s most anticipated hearings in a generation. He has been featured in The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Times, the New York Post, Dallas Morning News, and on CNN, CBS, Fox News Channel, MSNBC, BBC, and many nationally syndicated radio programs. Jasser is a first-generation American whose parents fled the oppressive Ba’athist regime of Syria in the mid-1960s. He founded the American Islamic Forum for Democracy (AIFD) to engage Muslims in advocacy for the preservation of liberty and the separation of mosque and state and to shake the hold that Muslim Brotherhood legacy groups have on organized Islam in America.
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INTRODUCTION



As a Navy veteran, I have wondered at times what it was like for my country when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, what it really felt like to hear such shocking news over the radio. It was not until 9/11 that I had any real sense of what that day must have been like. However, in many ways I believe that history will view the 9/11 attacks as far worse than Pearl Harbor. The attack on Pearl Harbor, as terrible as it was, was military in nature and largely targeted our U.S. Navy, those whose duty it is to serve and protect their country, while 9/11 was an attack by terrorists upon civilians, and it was executed by men who claimed to do so in the name of God. As a Muslim, it is hard for me to put into words just how horrific this is, how deeply I believe it betrays my faith, and the depth of sorrow I feel for the victims. Like all Americans, I feel that that day will always be with me, and as a Muslim it forced me to confront certain realities.


Once the shock of the attack wore off, my next response was pure rage. I wanted to get even with the bastards who had done this, and what added to my fury was that they had done this in the name of my faith of Islam. I had to find a way to address how angry I was about what had been done, and at the same time make it clear to my fellow Americans that true Islam, our Islam, was not what was represented by these madmen. I had no idea what a big job that would really be; that, in fact, it would become a second calling for me, the need to make the world aware of the difference between Islam and Islamism. To that extent, President George W. Bush was right: they do hate us for our freedom.


I waited for other Muslims to come forward, to unequivocally denounce the actions of the 9/11 terrorists and to protest the very idea that Islam could be used as the excuse for such acts. There were Muslims who came forward to denounce the nineteen terrorists and their acts, but there were more than a few times when it was done with the caveat of “Yes, I believe it is terrible what happened, but one must look at U.S. policy in the Middle East, its support of Israel . . .” and so on. The very idea that one could invoke and blame U.S. foreign policy for what these men did on 9/11 was absurd. Whatever disagreements any of the terrorists may have had with U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East, how does that justify killing innocent civilians? How could civilized American Muslims, rather than put the blame squarely on their supremacist ideology, find excuses and explanations for them? Bin Laden’s conceit that all Americans are guilty of our government’s “crimes” in the Middle East—having troops in Saudi Arabia and supporting Israel being the primary ones, in his view—and are all therefore deserving of death is not at all supported by the Qur’an or the Islam I knew, had learned from my family and teachings, and practiced as an officer in the U.S. Navy. As an intensely patriotic Muslim physician in the Navy I had always believed that one of our primary missions was to protect the innocent from the very kind of evil that attacked innocent civilians on 9/11. For him to twist things so that all Americans became fair game in his terrorist ambitions was a complete betrayal of the basic principles of Islam, a betrayal I swore to confront head-on.


On the first anniversary of the 9/11 attacks on our homeland, I wrote an advertisement directed at all Americans. The leadership of the mosque my family and I attend in Scottsdale, Arizona, agreed to run it in the state’s largest newspaper, The Arizona Republic:


Members of the Islamic Center of the Northeast Valley in Scottsdale on this solemn day of remembrance, prayers, and meditation recall that a year ago today, barbaric acts of murder and destruction fell upon our citizens and our cities.


On September 11, 2001, nineteen criminals and their organization directed a sneak attack upon our nation and everything for which we all stand. The perpetrators of this act violated the laws of God and outraged the sensibilities of all. They cowardly murdered thousands of our fellow citizens—innocent men, women, and children. They only succeeded in strengthening our resolve and in pulling us together.


Our freedom was the target and we shall defend it. Our democracy was their enemy and we shall maintain it. Our unity was their envy and they shall continue to suffer from it. We shall neither forget nor forgive in this life, and they shall contend with the judgment of God in the next.


To the victims belong our sorrow and tears. To their families we direct our prayers to God for his favor and blessing in easing their pain and healing their injuries. To our country we stand by all our fellow citizens in unity and prayer for our national strength, justice, freedom, and peace.


While at times scores of Muslims would voice some agreement with the frankness of my commentary, for the most part it was slow going finding those with the resolve, courage, and focus on ideology. In the immediate weeks after 9/11, it soon became obvious to me that I needed to make my own voice heard as someone who both loves his faith and his country and wanted to draw a clear line between the Islamists’ interpretation of Islam and mine. My father felt as passionately as I did on this subject, and I felt grateful to be joined by him as we both raised our voices in protest against the Islamists. I was very proud when The Arizona Republic reached out to him and published his op-ed piece on September 13, 2001, in which he aimed squarely at the sort of Islamist thinking that led to 9/11. My father had been a well-respected physician in Phoenix at the time, while I had been in the Phoenix Valley for only a little over two years, since leaving the Navy. But in the weeks and months that followed, the apologetics from Muslims began to flow. I reached my limit when an article appeared on November 4, 2001, on the front page of the Republic titled “U.S. Muslims torn between Love of Islam and America,” by Dennis Wagner and Tom Zoellner. After reading the long and painful story, I quickly called the reporters and let them know how offended I was and asked them where they found the litany of radical Muslims they interviewed. Among many radicals, they interviewed a local Muslim university student at Arizona State University who said that the USS Cole bombing was deserved and “not necessarily wrong” because Americans were intruding and unwelcome in those Muslim countries. The student additionally stated:


In the final analysis, America offers me one of two choices: either I submissively accept perpetual enslavement and oppression, or become an Osama bin Laden. Honestly, there is not a third choice.


A local leading imam in the Phoenix Valley area, Ihsan Saadeddin, asserted the classical Islamist denial, stating with confidence that the perpetrators were not Muslims and most likely were Mossad agents. Another local Valley imam, Omar Shahin, who would later be head of the North American Imams Federation (NAIF), blamed American foreign policy, hinted at conspiracies, and flaunted a sign in his office that stated, “Those who are persecuting you have the same ignorance, hate, and evil in their hearts as the (Sept. 11) terrorists did.” Words cannot express how infuriated I was that the reporters could not find a single patriotic, liberty-loving Muslim among the many representatives and leaders they interviewed to give them an alternative American Muslim response. After my anger sank in, I realized that we as American Muslims had a major problem. Now I just had to figure out how to address it. My deepest fear was that if we did not do it well, American security would remain in increasing peril and my children would grow up in a nation whose acceptance of Muslims would only degenerate toward a deeper and deeper fear.


I had no such struggle in my life between being American and Muslim, and questioned why were there no Muslims like me included in the article, those who clearly had no problem with loving their country as well as their religion and were able to keep both in perspective. Ultimately, the reporters simply went to the “lowest-hanging Muslim fruit”—searching the local yellow pages or Google for “Muslim” or “Islamic.” Unfortunately, the current paradigm of the organized American Muslim communities would inevitably lead them to Islamists, groups that politically or tribally organize under the banner of “Islam” and “Muslims.”


Phil Boas, one of the editorial page editors at The Arizona Republic, showed just how fair-minded he was when he encouraged me to write an opinion piece that elaborated upon my feelings about loyalty to country and religion. In that piece I wrote:


The seditious and treasonous ranting and raving of a few ungrateful Palestinians brings an unspeakable revulsion from me and all Muslims with an inalienable love for America. If I had been aboard the USS Cole, I would have had no hesitation in sending the approaching murderers to their martyrdom. Any U.S. citizen calling an attack on a ship of his own country that killed 17 sailors and fellow citizens, an attack by martyrs or “not necessarily wrong” is outrageous. A pager, a cellular phone, and a big house do not make a Muslim an American. . . . American freedom and liberty in all its glory is at the core of an Islamic life and principles. From this Muslim’s perspective, American Muslims would certainly fully endorse and enlist proudly in every aspect of Operation Enduring Freedom. The U.S. Constitution embodies the one and only form of government that allows them to practice their faith like no other country in the world. Those who are uncomfortable with being unequivocally loyal should be honest enough to simply leave. (The Arizona Republic, Nov. 9, 2001)


While I had no second thoughts about writing the piece, in retrospect I should have. To my disbelief, there were actually those in the local and national Muslim community who were opposed to what I had to say, who put Islam (specifically its global political movement) above their country. I was at a loss to understand how they could do this, since it was actually the United States, more than any other nation, that gave them the right to worship in whatever way they chose. That was part of my point in the piece, that my religion is very dear to me, and because I live in a country that offers the freedoms and rights the United States does, I can actually practice my religion the way I choose. Who could argue with that? The Islamists, that’s who. With this, my first op-ed piece on the issue, I found myself the recipient of a flurry of gratitude from scores of American Muslims and non-Muslims as well as a flurry of disdain and hate from Islamists. On November 12, 2001, Riad Abdelkarim, M.D., the Western Region communications director for the Council on American Islamic Relations (CAIR), sent me unsolicited email after email proclaiming his defense of the Muslims I critiqued. He then went on to tell me that “justice [for the 9/11 murderers] should not be paid for with the blood of innocent Afghan civilians . . . think about what you say before you do so.” He then, out of left field, complained to the leadership of an unrelated national medical organization about my fitness to lead. He wrote to the president, “Of course, he is entitled to his views—no matter how obscene they may be—but do we really want him representing (or leading) our Arab-American physicians?” His cheap attacks were soundly rebuked by the organization, but it did demonstrate that Islamists like Abdelkarim have no boundaries.


I should not have been surprised. I had been doing battle with the Islamists well before 9/11, and expecting them to have changed their attitudes because of 9/11 was like expecting a zebra to change its stripes. Still, Muslims in the long run are the only ones who can address this radical strain within the faith. It involves a deep change in consciousness, and this is part of what led me eventually to form the American Islamic Forum for Democracy (AIFD).


It was my general lack of satisfaction with my fellow Muslims’ response to 9/11, and the lack of enough visible opposition to political Islam overall, that eventually led to my decision to form AIFD. I kept waiting for the leaders in the American Muslim communities locally and nationally to take a strong stand against Islamist terrorism, and to make it clear that Islam is a spiritual and personal way of life, not a political belief system. I continued to be disappointed at the lack of any sort of consistent voice in that arena.


So I struck out on my own, with the philosophy that imbues the classic movie Field of Dreams: “If you build it, they will come.” We officially formed our organization in our living room on March 3, 2003, with eight other Muslim families in Phoenix and agreed upon bylaws, a board of directors, and founding principles that we all shared. We hammered out the principles we felt would treat and counter the root cause of Islamist-inspired terrorism—the theo-political separatist ideology of Islamism. Those principles included a founding mission to “advocate for the preservation of the founding principles of the United States Constitution, liberty and freedom through the separation of mosque and state.” We came together and proclaimed that “we believe that the American citizenship pledge, the Constitution and Bill of Rights, and support of our armed forces are central to countering the root cause of Islamist terrorism: Islamism.” Our whole organization was founded upon the belief that the defeat of Islamism is the only pathway toward American security from radical Islamists. And the only way to defeat Islamism is to advocate for liberty, inoculating Muslims with the ideas of universal freedom within the Islamic consciousness. We also agreed on the following principles:


1. We explicitly and fundamentally reject any justification whatsoever for any form of terrorism (the targeting of civilians and noncombatants).


2. We will intellectually and morally invalidate the Islamist (Muslim supremacist) belief system. We reject the association of Islamism with Islam.


3. We will openly name and challenge Islamist organizations and their enablers in order to clearly demarcate organizations that exploit the religion of Islam for their own political purposes.


4. We recognize the fact that there is no clergy in Islam, and we accept the Qur’an as our main reference for discussions regarding our faith.


5. We will promote our belief that pluralism and moderation are fundamental principles of the Holy Qur’an.


6. We recognize and honor the principles of individual liberty and freedom. We believe that the practice of religion and its laws are a matter of free choice within an individual’s beliefs and conscience only. Our governmental laws should be based upon our Constitution and Bill of Rights, and derived from reason.


7. We believe that every Muslim is equally entitled to his or her opinion concerning the religion of Islam, in an environment free of ostracism, intimidation, and reprisal. While we recognize the value of scholarship and learned discourse in Islam, we believe that all Muslims should play an active role in the debate and ijtihad of our own faith.


8. We will work to educate the public regarding the special historical relationship between Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.


9. We will publicly affirm our belief that the primary threat to America is from both violent and nonviolent Islamists who exploit the faith of Islam, and who use identity politics, victimology, tribalism, and intimidation to further their goal of Islamist hegemony.


10. We believe in the equality of the sexes, which is well established in the Qur’an.


11. We will work to promote and enhance the understanding of spiritual Islam in America, and clearly differentiate it from the dangers of political Islam (Islamism).


12. We will work to express the consistency of the principles of Islam with economic principles of free markets, individual choice, and capitalism.


13. We will work to educate Muslims about both the positive contributions of Islamic history and the need for a second enlightenment of Muslims that recognizes the universal principles of freedom, individual rights, separation of religion and state, and limited, constitutional government.


14. We will work to instill in young American Muslims a clear understanding of, and appreciation for, liberty, the U.S. Constitution, and the distinctively positive impact that America and American ideals of freedom and liberty have had upon the world.


15. We will work to formulate principled positions on specific areas of American foreign and domestic policy as they relate to the vital national interests of the United States and the principles of freedom.


16. We specifically stand in support and unqualified recognition of the state of Israel and its right to exist behind secure borders as do all free nations. (While as Muslims and American citizens we will take stands on many diverse foreign policy issues, we feel that the recognition of Israel has proven to be one of the litmus tests for Islamist demagoguery. Thus we feel it is important to make a foundational statement about the recognition of the state of Israel.)


17. We also support the right of the Palestinian people to live peacefully and be represented by an anti-Islamist government that unequivocally recognizes the state of Israel and is free from radical ideologies that justify acts of terror.


The first major event we organized at AIFD was a public protest against Islamist-inspired terrorism that we planned for April 24, 2004. It received unprecedented national attention for a Muslim-led event, including supportive editorials from The Arizona Republic and the Washington Times. Two weeks before the event, The Arizona Republic, in fact, admonished all local imams to join us in the rally or be perceived as not being vocal against terrorism. We chose the aptly named Patriots’ Square in central downtown Phoenix to hold the interfaith event, which we called “Standing with Muslims Against Terrorism.” After four months of planning, more than four hundred people showed up, and to my great satisfaction, they included hundreds of Muslims, joined by Christians, Jews, and a broad representation of faiths. Sadly, the local imams from the eleven mosques in town never ended up joining us at the event, despite their leadership’s being involved in our preparations. In fact, the interfaith sponsor for the event ultimately withdrew a few weeks before the rally because of the stark division we created between the corrupt apologetics of Islamist leadership of some mosques and other Islamist groups like CAIR’s Arizona chapter in Phoenix. The interfaith leaders certainly came to the rally and supported us, but they understandably had to step away from cosponsoring what was clearly an internal conflict in the Muslim community. AIFD forged ahead with the rally regardless. We stood firm against the Islamists and their local imams. We refused to give them any right to pollute our Muslim statement against terrorism with their empty denials and insulting moral equivalencies, which detracted from our moral message by falsely invoking their Islamist message of so-called American terrorism in such places as Iraq, Afghanistan, and Israel. The local leadership of imams and their Islamist choir preferred to remain united behind an empty generic statement against “all forms of terrorism” rather than make a clear moral statement for the world to hear against all Muslim-inspired terrorism, something I will cover more in depth later on in the book.


The event got some pushback both from Muslims locally and nationwide. CAIR, unsurprisingly, made a point of singling me out for criticism, as though trying to unite Muslims against Islamist terrorism was a threat to the American Muslim community at large. Did they think it was somehow better to pretend, as they did, that the Islamists did not exist? CAIR, simply, was hatched from the Islamic Association for Palestine in the mid-1990s. It is one of a number of American Muslim groups of Islamists that sprouted from the ideas of political Islam as embodied in the teachings and platform of the Muslim Brotherhood. The ideas of any anti-Islamist movement threaten their very power structure, and the ideology from which they derive fuel. They were so enraged by the success of the event that the hate speech against my work spiked on almost every front, including a major half-page cartoon in the local Islamist rag, the Muslim Voice, portraying me as a dog at the end of a leash held by the staff of The Arizona Republic. Needless to say, the use of the word “dog” (“kelb” in Arabic) is a vicious statement of hate. Our own mosque leadership in Scottsdale removed the paper, chagrined by the defamatory tactics against our work and a respected member of their community. However, within a month, the paper (with no other Muslim competition in the Phoenix Valley) soon returned, as if nothing had happened, distributed to every mosque in the area.


CAIR-AZ, in fact, did everything it could to subvert the rally in the months leading up to it, only to make a play forty-eight hours before the event, insisting that they wanted to participate and give an antiterror speech. Our board decided that it would be hypocritical to allow CAIR representation when they had spent months siding against the rally, with the local leading imams who insisted upon making the rally about Israel and U.S. policy rather than about a clear moral statement of Muslims against terrorism. Per routine, they wanted to take a statement of moral courage and render it useless with geopolitics and conspiracy-laden moral equivalencies.


Hamas came out of the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) in the Middle East and thus shared its vision of political Islam and its goal in government. In fact, the Holy Land Foundation (HLF) trial, which convicted five board members of financing terror through Hamas, laid all of this out with no objections to the evidence introduced by the Department of Justice. The evidence, publicly available, documented an organizational meeting in Philadelphia in 1991 of the founders of the MB movement in the United States with the organizations they viewed as their progenitors, unindicted coconspirators to the trial: CAIR, the Islamic Society of North America (ISNA), and a host of other organizations and individuals. When you are propped up with such blood money and apologetic ideologies, anyone who brings attention to that fact is definitely not considered a friend. While they continue to deflect public identification as a Muslim Brotherhood legacy group, their silence about the core ideals of the MB as well as their own obvious platform of political Islam speaks volumes. But in a way my battles with such groups had just begun, and I would soon learn just how far their tentacles spread.


As an American Muslim who loves his country, for me 9/11 raised questions that were not common for the average American. While before 9/11 there were people who had inquired curiously about my religion and how it perhaps made me “different,” I never had to contend with the question: Why did Muslims do this to us? For many Americans the word “Muslim” began to take on a dangerous connotation after 9/11.


President George W. Bush certainly tried to quell such fears when he referred to the 9/11 terrorists as figures who had twisted “a great and peaceful religion,” but such good intentions on his part still left many unanswered questions for many Americans about Islam. Others in the American political community followed Bush’s lead, and there were those in the American Muslim community as well, including such high-profile figures as Muhammad Ali, who tried to make it clear that the acts of the nineteen hijackers did not reflect the teachings of true Islam. Platitudes, however, did not answer many Americans’ basic concerns. If the nineteen hijackers on 9/11 did not reflect true Islam, some asked, then how is it that they came to commit such horrific acts? From where did they get the idea that their final, murderous acts somehow reflected the teachings of our scripture, the Qur’an? Many, many books have attempted to answer that question. Some take the stance that the 9/11 terrorists, and others before and after who have committed terrorist acts in the name of God (“Allah” in Arabic), have taken their orders directly from the Qur’an, that all the violent verses are there that can be interpreted in such a way as to inspire extremism. Some books and commentators have even taken the stance that there is no such thing as a “moderate Muslim” (a term I have never liked, since it means something different to everyone), that Islam’s true nature is violently opposed to the “infidel,” and that history easily backs this up. For them there is no real difference between Islam and Islamism, which essentially holds that Islam is not only a personal faith, a religion, but also a societal political system, and calls for Islamic states across the world with Islamic hegemony among them to unite into a new or a neo-Caliphate-like system.


Some of the books have been more balanced in their approach, and clearly differentiate between the majority of Muslims worldwide who peacefully practice their religion and the minority of radical Muslims. At the same time, most of these post-9/11 books have one thing in common: they’re written by non-Muslims. While I can deeply respect the scholarship of someone like Bernard Lewis or the journalistic integrity of investigative reporter Steven Emerson (of the Investigative Project on Terrorism) or Daniel Pipes (of the Middle East Forum), there is at the same time the need to hear from traditional American Muslims, particularly those of us who embrace not only our religion but our country as well, and see no conflict whatsoever between the practice of Islam and our great respect and love for the United States Constitution and all the attendant rights and liberty one has as an American citizen. For Muslims like my parents, who immigrated to America from Syria in the latter half of the twentieth century, their hopes and dreams were no less great than those of immigrants who arrived generations earlier. The Statue of Liberty makes many of us American Muslims misty-eyed, and we raise the flag on national holidays and feel a surge of pride when the national anthem is played.


Still, ten years after 9/11, the question remains for some Americans and others around the world, sometimes unspoken, when it comes to those identified as Muslim Americans, “What kind of Muslim are you? The ‘good’ kind or the ‘bad’ kind?” While I certainly feel that the 9/11 terrorists committed acts that did not reflect true Islam, I can understand why such questions remain for many Americans about the real nature of Islam. Theirs may not be “my Islam,” but it is a deep denial from Muslims who refuse to acknowledge that it is “an Islam.” The truth is that while America is a multicultural melting pot, it is also still a predominantly Christian country. Those who are raised Christians are not generally taught the tenets of Islam any more than I was schooled in the New Testament while being raised a Muslim in Wisconsin. In less volatile times, this would not likely be an issue, but 9/11 put Islam under a spotlight and raised that question for many people, “Can a good Muslim be a good American as well?” and once again that very common question, “How can people who claim to practice the same religion have such radically different takes on it?” The same might be asked of Christians, Jews, Buddhists, and others. Different interpretations of religious beliefs are the norm, not the exception. In my eleven years of service in the U.S. Navy, not once did I feel a conflict between my orthodox practice of Islam and my service as a naval officer.


Still, it remains incumbent upon us in the American Muslim community to answer that question for our fellow Americans, “Is Islam compatible with the concepts of the U.S. Constitution, of liberty and human rights?” The short answer is “yes,” and the longer answer to that question is why this book has come to be.


I am not simply an American Muslim, but a conservative with some libertarian leanings and someone who studied existentialism (along with medicine) and lives by Plato’s credo that “the unexamined life is not worth living.” As you will see, such belief systems are not in conflict with “my Islam,” but actually in harmony with it. You will also, I hope, come to understand how political Islam and Islamists, as its adherents are more commonly known, run directly counter to the true teachings of Islam. More to the point, I want America and the world at large to understand why violence and extremism are only part of the problem we face in relation to radical Islam. The bigger problem is Islamism, a belief system that holds Islam superior to all other world religions and political systems and seeks for it to dominate the world. While many religions have suffered from supremacist thinking through the ages, the difference is the real and present danger Islamism in its most violent form currently poses to world stability. Islamists, however, are often not violent, and one of the greatest threats they pose comes in a deceptively innocuous form in which they seek to establish shariah law as a separate legal system for Muslims in the West. This is every bit as dangerous as terrorism, in its own way, because separatism is part of what drives a true Islamist. Islamism must be defeated because it is completely at odds with Western secular values of liberty and separation of church and state, most specifically our Establishment Clause that no one religion can hold sway over government and become a ruling force for the public.


I have always been particularly attracted to Jeffersonian principles of democracy, as embodied in his first inaugural speech from 1801. This vision of government’s responsibility to its citizens and the essential equality of all mankind was part of what originally inspired both my grandparents and my parents to seek a better life in America. It also clearly establishes that government must be free of any religious partiality and that states’ rights must be respected, in line with the philosophy that the “government is best which governs least.” For the Islamists, of course, all these points are moot, since for them Islam must rule over all, whether insidiously or in the most totalitarian way imaginable. We underestimate this threat at our peril.


As a doctor, it is my responsibility not only to tend to the needs of my patients, but to respond if I see a stranger in life-threatening physical distress, arresting or “coding” as it is known in medical parlance. To that same extent, I have had to respond to the accelerating and impending “coding” that I see happening to my religion because of the Islamists. There is a malignancy in such a politicized, radicalized version of Islam that threatens not only all free-thinking Muslims but the world at large. It will not do, as some in the world community think, to simply try to eliminate this threat through arrests or a declared war on the tactic of terrorism. We must get to the root causes, the poisonous thinking that allows one to think that one’s religion must dominate above all others at all costs, where balanced thinking on such matters is dismissed as a compromise with the infidel. Radicals and militants do not become so overnight. There is a common pathway, an ideology that leads them down a conveyor belt of radicalization. That common path is political Islam. Some end up as militants believing that the ends justify any means, but most continue through lawful means of advancing their global vision of pan-Islamism. Sadly, over ten years after 9/11 our public focus generally remains on “violent extremism,” a generic, meaningless term, rather than on the treatable ideology that only Muslims can reform: Islamism.


The Islam I was taught was full of balance, first in its insistence on man’s free will, his ability to accept or reject faith in God, and all the consequences that went with such a decision. Beyond that, the Islam I learned from my parents and grandparents, and others in my Islamic community, taught me respect for everyone: for my elders, for those of different religious beliefs (or no religious belief at all), for women, and for the laws of my country. Long before I could ever understand the history and exegesis of our scripture, or the existence of “other Islams,” the Islam I held in the depths of my soul taught me to have compassion, to be mindful of the less fortunate, who are my equal, and to reach out to them because their needs are more important than my own.


For me, there was never any inherent contradiction between my obligations to my religion and my duties to the country that had allowed me the freedom to worship in the way I chose. On the contrary, if anything, I owe the United States a profound debt of gratitude and service for all the rights and blessings it has bestowed upon me and my family. In that sense, I see myself as an American first, a Muslim second. This in no way ascribes an inferior status to my religion and most definitely not to God, but puts faith in the proper community context that our Founding Fathers intended. The point for Jefferson, Washington, Adams, Franklin, Madison, and the others was that one’s religious beliefs were one’s own business, but that they had to come to consensus on the rights, freedoms, and laws that applied to all citizens, regardless of their religion.


For Islamists, the thinking is reversed: Islam comes before all else, and everything should be done to make this religion the dominant one in the world and for laws to be based not on secular agreement but purely on shariah (“the way to the watering hole,” or Islamic jurisprudence). The goal is not liberty or democracy but some form of theocracy. To understand clearly what such a society might look like, think of Saudi Arabia or Iran, where the rights of man are second to very narrow religious dogma, where women are second-class citizens with few or no rights, and where punishments tend to be extremely brutal—beheadings, cutting off limbs, stonings, and so on—because of their reliance on fourteen-hundred-year-old religious laws. Many Islamists who profess moderation will try to say that those societies “just screwed up the implementation of shariah and if done right it can be like the United States if not better.” They are missing the essence of why the United States remains the most successful economic and humanitarian society in the history of mankind—as a result of our Constitution and its Establishment Clause—and why Islamist societies have always and will always be failures when it comes to the rights of the individual and the vibrancy of their communities.


The problem with the Islamists is that they are not an idle threat. They are very determined and extremely well funded, thanks in large part to Saudi and Gulf State oil money. Make no mistake about it, we are no less at risk from the Islamists now than we were on 9/11. In fact, in many ways we are more at risk, because the threat is not merely of violent acts of terrorism, but also of devious and well-orchestrated domestic and global plans to force American isolationism and supplant American values of freedom and human rights. If the Islamists have their way, the United States will find itself with a nation within a nation, one governed by the precepts of the U.S. Constitution, the other under the sway of shariah. More important, abroad, if the Islamists have their way, U.S. power (soft and hard) will wither and the fifty-seven states of the Organization of the Islamic Cooperation (OIC) will flourish vis-à-vis Islamic states. We already see this materializing before our eyes in the wake of the Arab Spring. It remains incredible that the West challenged the entire existence of the OIC as a faith-based bloc of nations, a neo-Caliphate, in a postmodern world.


One must clearly understand that terrorism is merely a tactic for the Islamists, that their overall goal is the spread of their ideas throughout the world, and that they are mounting a propaganda war worthy of the Nazis or the Soviets. Those of us who love our country as well as Islam must be heard above the noise these dangerous men and women are making, for they threaten the United States and the world as well as those of us who wish to practice Islam with the sort of freedom that is still largely unknown in most countries of the Middle East. This conflict has always been eminently clear to me, but as I have traveled across the nation speaking on this issue to hundreds of groups, I have realized that the very essence of this conflict is rather nuanced to most, whether Muslim or non-Muslim.


Over and beyond the threat of Islamism to national security, it is important for Americans and the world to understand that one of the things needed to defeat Islamism is nothing less than a Muslim reformation. We Muslims must take action to modernize our interpretation of Islam and bring it into harmony with liberty so that the more antiquated aspects of shariah law, such as cutting off the hand of someone who robs, ascribing second-class status to women, or killing those who leave Islam, become things of the past. In addition, we must turn away from the narrow Wahhabi practices of Islam, with its anti-Semitic, anti-Christian, and anti-freedom agenda, and its tendency to misinterpret Qur’anic verses to support a supremacist position. Instead, we must examine the Qur’an more closely, as it gives all the necessary guidelines for practicing one’s faith, as well as respecting others’ religious beliefs without necessitating any interference in government. As we will see, the verses that the Islamists use to justify their anti-Christian and anti-Semitic stances have been twisted to suit their own agenda. In line with all this, the real threat to Islam is not external but internal, and it is embodied by the extremists who preach hate and violence in the name of God (Allah).


In many countries in the Middle East, merely stating these things would be enough to get me killed, and even in America and Europe such a position puts me at risk, as the fatwas (religious legal opinions that sometimes translate into death sentences) on those who have challenged the Islamists have shown. However, if we in the so-called Muslim world are not willing to speak out, particularly those of us in America who have the luxury of liberty, then how will the Islamists ever be defeated? They will not. In fact, without liberty-loving, devout Muslims’ taking on the Islamists about the essence of Islam, they will never be defeated. The time to take such a stand is now, and for the sake of my children, and my children’s children, I can hope for no greater legacy than one that clearly shows them how their religion and freedom work hand in hand.




 


    
PART I
MUSLIM IN AMERICA





 



1
AMERICAN PATRIOTS FROM SYRIA



After World War II, it looked as if freedom had finally come to Syria. All of a sudden independent and no longer under French control in 1946, Syria apparently would finally be free of foreign influence. What Syrians did not count on was the slide into massive corruption, fights for power, and military coups that would become the norm.


My grandfather Zuhdi Al-Jasser was one of the community leaders after the war who believed ardently in his country’s ability to become free and prosperous. At the time, he earned his living primarily as CEO of a prominent vegetable-oil company he owned, but he was also heavily involved in Syrian politics. With the end of French colonial control, he saw the possibility that Syria might at last know freedom and democracy. Before the French, Syria was subjugated for several centuries by the Turks as part of the Ottoman Empire, a brutal regime that came to a close after World War I, at which time the Syrians hoped for independence, only to be taken over shortly thereafter by the French. So, after France relinquished control of Syria, the country in the late 1940s formed a functional parliament in a Western-style democracy. My grandfather’s hopes grew that his own vision, and that of so many modern Syrian intellectuals, of a free Syria might actually come to be. Influenced greatly by Western ideals of freedom, his dream for Syria was that along with political modernization and liberal democratic ideals, economic, technical, intellectual, and industrial progress might follow, as it did in the West.


My grandfather’s greatest contribution to the dream of a Syrian democracy was made through his pen. He began to write regularly for a major Syrian newspaper, Al Nazir, during the late forties and fifties, making his political opinions as a freedom-loving Syrian readily known. He was also active in the People’s Party (Hizb al–Shaab) but later broke off from it when it was hijacked. He eventually had to write most of his work under the pseudonym Kareem (“generous and the truth”), as he took the prevailing political leadership to task for its sacrifice of principles of democracy and freedom. While most Syrians probably knew that Kareem was Zuhdi Jasser, his reputation and political status in Syria made it difficult for the thugs of the month in the Syrian regimes to do much about him other than exact recurrent periods of imprisonment, most often at home under house arrest. That degree of separation allowed his ideas to have more impact than tagging them to his own political identity. He and our family paid a heavy price for those ideas.


From a prominent, well-respected family in Aleppo, my grandfather was a respected businessman, devout Muslim, intellectual, politician, and journalist. He believed in a philosophy that on the one hand embraced his Islamic faith and on the other called for the sort of freedom and rights known in the United States and much of Western Europe. His admiration of Western-style governments ultimately influenced my father, Mohamed Kais Jasser, who went on to undergraduate study at London University around 1960 in part because of his own deep admiration for British government. Both my grandfather and my father were fond of Churchill’s famous statement “It has been said that democracy is the worst form of government except for all the others that have been tried.” Little did my grandfather know that his own quest for justice and liberty would eventually and unjustly cost him his freedom. The People’s Party and ultimately most political blocs in Syria would descend into military rule, corruption, and tribalism.


Genuine parliaments and democratic rule in Syria were a fleeting apparition for my grandfather and his colleagues of the late 1940s and early 1950s. I recall my father telling me how my grandfather, or “Juddo” as I’d affectionately call him in Arabic, lamented over experiencing those refreshing few years of successful democratic growth and a burgeoning parliament only to see early Syrian presidents replaced in military coups and the government descend into tribal power struggles, rather than the rule of law that he and others had worked so hard to see implemented. The first few years of independent governance with Presidents Shukri al-Quwatly and then Husni Al-Zaim were authoritarian and military-controlled. But then Hashim al-Atassi, a friend of my grandfather’s originally from Homs but close to many intellectuals from Aleppo, tried to plant the seeds of a parliamentary democracy. He created bulwarks against military control, gave women the vote, and began implementing true civilian democratic reforms. But this progress was fleeting, since the military could not be controlled. Colonel Adib Shishakly seized power in another military coup in 1951 and abolished all parties by 1952, declaring martial law. There were efforts to restore democratic constitutional governance, but by 1957, the pro-Western democrats had been pushed out by far left socialists and Ba’athists bolstered by Soviet influence and the emerging cooperation with Gamal Abdel Nasser, the strongman of Egypt. Syria was turned over to a union with Nasser from 1957 to 1962. My grandfather and our family protested this in every way possible. My grandfather found himself in and out of house arrest as he wrote his columns for democratic change against the icons of Ba’ath Party and socialist authoritarianism. But then the Ba’athists withdrew from Nasser’s union and followed that with a violent coup on the streets of Syria as they cleansed any hope for moderation from their ranks and from the citizenry. The Syrian Ba’athists consolidated control in late 1963. Urban unrest worsened, and my grandfather and grandmother had to leave Syria once the ascent of the socialist Arab nationalist Ba’athists became a fait accompli. Soon thereafter occurred a massacre of thousands, in the ill-fated town of Hama, Syria, in 1964 (unfortunately followed by another more publicized massacre in 1982). Syria deteriorated, with coup after countercoup. All those military coups hijacked the aspirations of free-thinking Syrians. Syria’s opportunity for democracy, the vacuum left behind after French withdrawal, was squandered by a complete inability of the Syrian people to check their military and its ascendant populist, socialist, pan-Arabist ideologies. My father’s family intellectually fought against the ideas of Ba’athism and pan-Arabist Nasserism, which anesthetized so many Syrians to the vicious autocracy that would embody Syrian Ba’athists and Nasserists. But it was all to no avail. Minority gangs of thugs inside and outside the military and the political apparatuses of Syria ended up vying for control in a rat race of cycles for decades until the Ba’athists consolidated power in the 1960s. Governmental, political, and military leadership in Syria changed more frequently than the dirty water of a hookah pipe at the corner hookah lounge for over twenty years until the most oppressive and evil despot of them all, Hafez Assad, took over in 1970.
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