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The New York Times bestselling author to whom Oprah gave her first-ever “Chutzpah” Award, Irshad Manji, shows all of us how to ignite a twenty-first-century reformation in Islam. As a Muslim who bridges East and West, Irshad Manji paves the way to reconciling faith and freedom—and she does so by teaching “moral courage,” the willingness to speak up when everyone else wants to shut you up.

What prevents young Muslims, even in the West, from expressing their need for religious reinterpretation? What scares non-Muslims about openly supporting liberal voices within Islam? How did we get into the mess of tolerating intolerable customs, such as honor killings, and how do we change that noxious status quo?

Calling out both the fatwa-flingers and the mute moderates, Irshad Manji offers the ultimate guide to becoming a gutsy global citizen. Prepare to be informed as well as inspired.








“Her writing is emotive, penetrating and sassy. . . . Exceptional reimagining of Islam.” —Kirkus Reviews

“Revolutionary . . .” —The Boston Globe

“Feisty and sharply reasoned—you’d want this woman to be on your side in any debate—her book will make people of all faiths (or no faith) rethink both cultural and religious assumptions.” —Library Journal

“Perhaps the most fearless advocate for reformation in Islam is Irshad Manji. . . . She is controversial precisely because she offers hope for change—faithful dissent against a suffocating orthodoxy at odds with the facts of life in an evolving world.” —The Daily Beast
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IRSHAD MANJI is author of the New York Times bestseller The Trouble with Islam Today and creator of the Emmy-nominated PBS documentary Faith Without Fear. She is Director of the Moral Courage Project at New York University’s Robert F. Wagner Graduate School of Public Service. For more information: www.irshadmanji.com.
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Praise for Allah, Liberty and Love

“Irshad Manji’s Allah, Liberty and Love is a passionate argument for passionate argument—in all of life and especially within Islam. I leave these pages strengthened by her humor, intelligence, bravery, fairness and faith.”

—Gloria Steinem

“Allah, Liberty and Love is illuminating and liberating. While escaping her assassins, Irshad Manji fearlessly speaks truth to power. In so doing, she wisely points to the new heaven and hell—right here on Earth.”

—Shohreh Aghdashloo, star of The Stoning of Soraya M

“Irshad Manji never gives up.”

—Fareed Zakaria

“Like the uprisings against Middle East dictators, Allah, Liberty and Love is a jolt of adrenaline in the struggle against enemies of humanity—those who would coerce a people’s rights or an individual’s conscience. . . . This is a passionate yet practical guide for the journey of moral courage that each of us must begin if we are to live with dignity on a crowded planet.”

—Bill Moyers

“Manji writes in her usual vibrant and accessible style, with rich, compelling anecdotes and revealing interviews. This is an important and timely book, written by the master of moral courage.”

—Lesley Stahl

“In the Qur’an, God is not offended when the angels question Him. In Allah, Liberty and Love, Irshad Manji asks powerful questions of God’s self-appointed spokespeople. They will be affronted, but God is greater. Muslims like me cheer Irshad.”

—Congressman Keith Ellison

“Irshad Manji once again shows herself to be a Muslim reformist of outstanding courage. Hers is the unwavering conviction that all religions, including Islam, fulfill their timeless moral precepts through universal love, freedom and reason. To understand how these virtues can be allied with Allah and the Quran—not in theory, but in our messy real world—you must read this book.”

—N. J. Dawood, translator of The Koran (Penguin Classics)

“As a reporter, I have witnessed the impact of Irshad Manji’s work on young Muslims in the Middle East. . . . Manji has reached a new generation of Arab activists and helped raise their democratic aspirations.”

—Katherine Zoepf, journalist and Schwartz Fellow at the New America Foundation
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Allah is the Arabic name for God—the universally shared God of liberty and love. Not exactly the perception that many people have of Allah, I realize. But as I’ll strive to show, God loves me enough to give me choices and the liberty to make them. In turn, I am to love God’s other children enough to have faith in their ability to make choices. Love, then, obliges me to do two things at once: champion freedom for more than just myself and challenge power-mongers who steal choices from you and me. In these topsy-turvy times, the link between liberty and love has to be explored with clarity. As I’ll show, my ebullient relationship with Allah helps me do that.

Clarity requires reason, which invariably leads to the question, “How can you know God exists?” I can’t know. I believe. I acknowledge this up front so as not to insult the intelligence of agnostic and atheist readers. Still, I’ll also show that the best way to respect everybody’s intelligence is by having faith in our potential to become agents of change in this life rather than sit on our hands in fatalistic anticipation of some hereafter. Through my faith in the creative capacity of individuals, I hope to speak respectfully to nonbelievers as much as to believers.

In fact, individuals of various creeds have shaped my thinking, so let me say a few words about sources. Over the past decade, among the most high-impact teachers I’ve had are the Muslims and non-Muslims who engaged with me directly—whether at events, on Facebook or by email. With deep gratitude, I’ve woven a lot of them into this book. In the main, I’ve cited only first names or none at all. And when I’ve been aware of danger to my correspondents, I’ve changed their names.

So much additional research has gone into Allah, Liberty and Love that printing the footnotes would add an absurd number of pages. To make the book readable and affordable, as well as to avoid killing more trees, I’ve posted all the footnotes on my website, irshadmanji.com. I also use the footnotes to flesh out a number of my points. Please visit this section of my site if you’re curious to learn more about anything you’ve just read.

Finally, at the back of the book, I provide a list of recommended readings—some of which still blow my mind. May they inspire as much as inform you.



INTRODUCTION

FROM ANGER TO ASPIRATION

On a chilly afternoon in February 2007, I arrived in Texas for the first time ever. Houston’s Rice University had invited me to speak about my book The Trouble with Islam Today: A Muslim’s Call For Reform in Her Faith. En route to the interfaith center, my host and I discussed (what else?) science. We marveled at the theory that physicists have come up with to explore a world beyond the material, and we exulted in the fact that “superstring theory,” like a spiritual quest marinated in mystery, has its doubters as well as its defenders. A short while later, in a state-of-the-art auditorium named for Shell Oil, I stood before rows of people who reflected a Bible Belt throbbing with diversity: Muslims, Christians, Jews, Buddhists, polytheists, atheists and—Lord love us all—misfits.

Jazzed by what he witnessed, my host pushed the envelope of diversity and introduced me as the Muslim to whom Oprah Winfrey, an African American, had given her Chutzpah Award—chutzpah being the Yiddish word for courage bordering on craziness. The audience laughed. Timidly. Everyone could feel the apprehension. Writing about the need for change in Islam doesn’t win you points for diplomacy, not even in Texas. I consider myself a truth-teller, but many in the crowd feared a flamethrower.

“I’m here to have a conversation,” I assured them—a conversation “about a very different story of Islam.” We all knew the Islam that jumped out of our headlines: an unholy trinity of bombings, beheadings and blood. We also knew that, according to moderate Muslims, Islam means “peace.” Anybody could have given this audience more of the same, but that’s never been my mission. The story I would tell, I promised, “revolves around a really big idea that I believe has the capacity to change the world for good.”

That idea is ijtihad—Islam’s own tradition of dissenting, reasoning and reinterpreting. For non-Muslims in my audience, I pronounced it carefully: ij-tee-had. It comes from the same root as jihad, “to struggle,” but unlike violent struggle, ijtihad is about struggling to understand our world by using our minds. Which implies exercising the freedom to ask questions—sometimes uncomfortable ones. I spoke about why all of us, Muslim and not, need ijtihad. Burning a hole in my back pocket was an email from Jim, one of my American readers. “The message of ijtihad, of questioning, speaks to more than just Muslims,” he enthused. “Throw away the confines of political correctness and discuss, debate, challenge and learn. A brown Muslim woman inspiring a white Christian man. Isn’t freedom great?”

I was about to be reminded just how great freedom is. The evening saw its share of questions for me: What about the ills of the West? Will it be women who kick-start reform in Islam? How do you use ijtihad to beat the terrorists? At the end of the night a Muslim student quietly made his way over and told me that only when he attended university in the United States did he hear about ijtihad. “Why,” he wondered, “aren’t we taught about this Islamic tradition in our madrassas?” I directed him to the part of my book in which I addressed his question. He thanked me and turned away. In mid-motion, the young Muslim stopped to ask me another question: “How do I get your chutzpah?”

 

Over the past eight years, I’ve had hundreds of conversations like this. They’ve taken me on a surreal journey that’s culminated in the book you’re holding now. Let me back up.

On the morning of September 11, 2001, I was in Toronto, conducting my first meeting as the executive producer of a TV channel dedicated to spirituality. I had no idea about the World Trade Center attacks until the meeting wrapped up and I returned to an office of stunned colleagues hunched over TV sets. Soon after, I wrote a newspaper editorial about why we Muslims can no longer point fingers at non-Muslims to explain away our dysfunction. For too long we’d broken faith with chapter 13, verse 11, of the Qur’an: “God does not change the condition of a people until they change what is inside themselves.” It’s a 13:11 solution to a 9/11 abomination.

My editorial, “A Muslim Plea for Introspection,” triggered such a flood of response that publishers wanted to make it a full-fledged book. I had to decide if I’d give up my dream job to pour my heart into something that Muslims might not be ready to hear: questions. As I had asked my madrassa teacher in Vancouver twenty years earlier, Why can’t I take Christians and Jews as friends? Why can’t a woman lead prayer? Why should I avoid examining the Qur’an and understanding it? Isn’t this all a recipe for corruption? Before 9/11, not a single person seemed to care.

I followed my conscience, writing The Trouble with Islam Today as an open letter to fellow Muslims. The trouble, I argued, is more than the militants; even mainstream Muslims have curdled Islamic faith into an ideology of fear. Evidently, the questions I posed touched a raw nerve. When the book came out in September 2003 in my country of Canada, it hit number one, and within months it also became a bestseller in the United States. One by one, European countries released their translations, followed by the world’s largest Muslim country, Indonesia.

Despite the glamour of international attention, I’d actually embarked on what the Qur’an calls “the uphill path.” I found myself confronting a vice president of Iran about the atrocity of stoning women to death. Pakistan’s Pervez Musharraf instructed me to “Sit down!” because he didn’t appreciate my inquiry about his human rights record. The political leader of a terrorist group, Islamic Jihad, ran me out of Gaza when he couldn’t locate any justification in the Qur’an for the violent tactics that he insisted were “everywhere” in Islam’s scripture.

Truth is, though, my most memorable exchanges have been with everyday people. The book tour evolved into a global conversation, taking me to all the countries of North America and western Europe, many in eastern Europe and some in the Middle East, as well as India, Australia and Indonesia, where stern Muslim puritans and a spunky Muslim transsexual showed up at my book party. (More about that later.)

In the United States alone, I visited forty-four states, engaging with fans and foes in libraries, restaurants, theaters, classrooms, gymnasiums, chapels and temples. No mosques, however. All invitations by Muslims hit the roadblock of mosque leaders who regarded me as a rabble-rouser. Still, Muslims attended each of my public events. Many came to jeer, but many others came to find solace in the fact that someone was saying what they wanted to say, yet felt they couldn’t. A reader named Ayesha summed it up when she emailed, “Millions think like you but are afraid to go public with their views for fear of persecution.” I heard her: Some days I received so much hate mail that I had to dance like Muhammad Ali to take the pounding and sustain the meaning.

Ayesha’s email is featured on my website, irshadmanji.com. Every couple of weeks I posted several new messages, along with my replies. My site burgeoned into a hub of debate, connecting me to what people of vastly different beliefs thought and felt about reform in Islam—and about why I couldn’t take the backlash too personally. “I’ve been reading the postings on your website,” Jonathan wrote. “Even if you are everything your critics say you are—an infidel, blaspheming, self-hating, mind-poisoning, money-grubbing, Zionist dyke (have I omitted anything?), it would still not follow that your ideas have no merit.” He quoted the twelfth-century Jewish philosopher Maimonides, who was himself influenced by free-thinking Muslims: “Truth does not become more true by virtue of the fact that the entire world agrees with it, or less so even if the whole world disagrees with it.” My reply to Jonathan? “Yeah, but you’re just a self-hating, mind-poisoning, money-grubbing, dyke-loving Jew. Enough said.”

I took the death threats seriously when they contained specifics, proving that my opponents had planned out their execution fantasies. Those emails I forwarded to the police. Counterterrorism experts advised me against using a cell phone because ill-wishers could easily exploit the technology to track me down. And for a time I had a bodyguard. He was cute, to boot. But I let him go early on because young Muslims would be watching how I handled the consequences of going public with my questions, and I didn’t want them assuming that the only way to survive is to hire round-the-clock protection.

The decision to drop 24-hour security opened up communication with young Muslims—and opportunities for change. My inbox overflowed with messages from the Middle East, asking me when I’d be getting the book translated into Arabic so a new generation of reformers could share it with their friends. I’d love to, I replied, but name one Arab publisher that will distribute a book like this. A lot of the kids wrote back, “So what?” They encouraged me to post an Arabic translation on my website, which they could download free of charge. (They were young but they weren’t born yesterday.) I thought, “How sassy. How subversive. How can I not go for it?”

In 2005, I uploaded the Arabic translation to my site at no cost to readers. The following year a number of democracy activists waved me down in the streets of Cairo. “Are you Irshad?” they asked. In most cases—security still being an issue—I said yes. At which point they told me they’d been reading the book online. On another occasion I sat with a journalist who’d seen photocopies of the translations being passed around by Arab youth, which inspired me to offer the same access to readers in Iran, where the book is banned. So far, the multiple online translations have been downloaded more than two million times.

 

Inside the trenches, something was happening inside me. As I witnessed an intense thirst for reform among Muslims, I felt myself maturing from anger to aspiration. I remember one such moment: Hamza, a Canadian teenager with Pakistani parents, implored me in an email “not to leave Islam” because “we really need people like you.” But, he prodded, “sometimes you criticize Islam too much. Perhaps you could endorse the open-minded, forward-looking Islam more.” I embraced his challenge; it showed faith in my capacity to grow.

PBS approached me about shooting a documentary based on my book, and I counteroffered: Let’s not focus on the trouble with Islam, but on what there is to love about Islam—from the perspective of a dissident. Among other places, my crew and I filmed in Yemen. There, we interviewed Osama bin Laden’s former bodyguard, who proudly announced the hope that his five-year-old son, Habib, would one day be a martyr. I was yanked back into dismay. Over the course of filming, moderate Muslims too evaded my basic question: What are we doing to restore faith with that glorious passage in the Qur’an, “God does not change the condition of a people until they change what is inside themselves”? For all that I love about Islam, I couldn’t reconcile myself to certain Muslim practices.

Faith Without Fear, my documentary, premiered in April 2007. I took it on the road, meeting yet more people who told me that they struggle with the cultures, traditions and power structures that fence in their own religious experiences. Although Muslims have been in the spotlight since 9/11, it’s not as if other communities are sitting pretty. I listened to Christians, Jews, Hindus and Sikhs who’d resolved to leave their narrowing folds—until being energized by the fight of Muslim reformers.

Those discussions compelled me to think more about the difference between faith and dogma. Faith doesn’t forbid exploration. It’s dogma that does. Dogma, by definition, is threatened by questions, while faith welcomes questions because it trusts that God, being magisterial, can handle them. That’s a God whose grace can be felt by curious individuals everywhere.

Then an agnostic friend introduced me to the concept of “moral courage,” a phrase that I’d never heard. Robert F. Kennedy described moral courage as the willingness to speak truth to power within your community for the sake of a greater good. Moral courage allows each of us to tap our consciences, to replace conformity with individuality and to draw closer to the Source that created us by coming to know ourselves. It dawned on me how necessary moral courage is for anybody who wants to live with wholeness—integrity—whether within a religious tradition or outside of religion altogether.

Scholars at New York University picked up on the point about integrity. After my film screening at the Robert F. Wagner Graduate School of Public Service, the dean asked if I’d consider launching the Moral Courage Project with her. We would teach individuals how to speak up in a world that often wants to shut us up. In 2008, I became founding director of the Moral Courage Project. Once I settled into New York, led my first class and caught my breath, I turned to the next chapter of this journey: linking my mission of reform among Muslims with the universal message of moral courage for us all.

 

Surrounded by boxes of emails, handwritten letters from the public and notes that I’d scribbled to myself over the years, I sifted and sorted. Patterns surfaced. Muslims feared dishonoring their families and God if they honestly admitted what they believed. Non-Muslims feared being dishonored as bigots if they voiced their questions about what’s happening in the name of Islam.

The result was a collective, culturally sensitive muteness in the face of heinous crimes. The murders, for example, of “dishonorable” women and girls in the Middle East, in Europe, in Asia and increasingly in North America are born of culture, not religion. But in a multicultural world, culture has become something of a god—even among secular people. Out of misplaced reverence for multiculturalism, too many of us perpetuate deadly silences.

Such injustices ate away at me. How can we be indifferent to flagrant abuses of power while defining that indifference as sensitivity? Where’s the compass to guide us out of this lie? And what’s the greater good as people from a breathtaking spectrum of cultures try to live together? Messages from my readers helped me connect the dots.

Wrote Helene: “You encourage Christians like me to look at Islamic society with compassion and understanding instead of fear and anger. I will now be able to speak my opinions without that huge amount of guilt about feeling intolerant, knowing that I have weighed the sides carefully and thoughtfully. We can all be instruments of change.” I then zeroed in on an email from Zahur, who predicted that Muslim reformers “will teach the West how precious freedom of expression is for a healthy and functioning society. Ask the Iranian youth how they feel about that.”

Reflecting on their mutual love of freedom, I flashed back to disturbing scenes from my journey. On the campuses of Western universities, good-hearted non-Muslims whispered that they wanted to support my mission but felt they had no right to get involved. At the same places, Islam-supremacists felt far more free than liberal Muslims to champion their interpretations of the Qur’an. “This is nuts,” I recalled mumbling to myself. “Freedom-haters appreciate their freedoms enough to use them for the purpose of stifling others. How can the rest of us let them get away with it?”

That, I realized, is a moral courage challenge for our era. Muslims and non-Muslims who live in democracies have to develop the spine to expand individual liberty, not stunt it, because without the freedom to think and express there can be no integrity of the self or integration of society.

I threw myself into research about how previous movements for freedom had succeeded. Martin Luther King, Jr., came alive for this Muslim girl, as did some of his teachers: the philosopher Socrates, the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, the novelist Lillian Smith, who campaigned to reform a culture of “honor” in the U.S. South, the source of long-standing racial segregation. I also learned about Islam’s Gandhi. (Yes, there is one! I’ll tell you his story, which can be a lodestar for us.)

These and other agents of moral courage spurred my thinking about the big questions I’ve heard from people of every background and creed: Why should I risk my reputation to tell my truth? How do I deal with community disapproval? What’s God got to do with any of it?

Even our failing economy reinforced the new direction of this journey. Ordinary folks, their financial security shattered in spite of minding their own business, began to protest that change can’t be left exclusively to Wall Street insiders. After all, insiders seek to preserve their status. Exactly. This insight also applies to Islam, a global religion whose internal dynamics affect countless lives outside the religion. This is everybody’s business. Muslims and non-Muslims need each other to widen the circle of the free.

 

In 2010, an ugly debate broke out over the proposed Islamic center and mosque near Ground Zero in New York City. The toxic politics that pits all of Islam against all of the West has roiled Europe for years; with that toxicity traveling to America, I’m receiving more hate mail. Muslim reformers have long been in the crosshairs of Islam-supremacists, but now their most vocal adversaries—Islam-bashers—are targeting reformers like me simply for remaining Muslim. “Islam is a mass-murdering Fascist ideology and you are an ignorant, barbaric, backward Mohammedan,” goes an email that typifies our climate. In an emotional environment where individuals congeal into tribes, moral courage sometimes seems a pipe dream.

That’s why the time is right for this book. Moral courage is urgently needed, and it starts with love. But to be truly courageous, love needs to be accompanied by questions. Today, free societies face dilemmas that demand gutsy thinking. How, for example, can we produce pluralists, people who tolerate multiple perspectives, without producing relativists, people who fall for anything because they stand for nothing? Democracies have to raise such questions, not squelch them for fear that their citizens are incapable of maturing.

If you believe as I do that our shared God gives us the grace to grow, then we’re eminently capable of dealing with questions. To steady myself, I rely on two touchstones of Allah’s grace. First, almost every chapter of the Qur’an opens by praising God as “the compassionate and merciful,” not the capricious and malicious. Second, the Qur’an has three times as many verses urging Muslims to think than verses promoting blind worship. Combine the scripture’s appeal to use my mind with its affirmation of God as supreme benevolence, and I’ve got a path to reconciling Allah, liberty and love.

I want to show that you too can live faithfully free—whatever your faith. Since 9/11, many of you have shaped my journey, and the growing I’ve done brings me to seven lessons for living with moral courage, presented in the book you’re about to read. I offer these lessons with the hope that even more of you will join me in one of the signature reform efforts of our age. Along the way, you’ll learn how to transform high defenses about “the Other” and low expectations of ourselves into the opposite—higher expectations of ourselves and lower defenses about the Other. You’ll build the courage to ask questions of your own communities. And you’ll discover the God that loves those questions. God could be your conscience, or your Creator, or the joyous integration of both, known as integrity.



1

SOME THINGS ARE MORE IMPORTANT THAN FEAR

Can you just imagine my life without you? Can you just imagine?”

Can you imagine hearing that from your own mother? Can you imagine watching her beg you to tone down your call for moderate Muslims to speak out against the destructive extremists? We’re at the dining room table, floral teacups before us but barely touched. Mum can’t swallow right now. “I live with my heart in my throat every day,” she gently reminds me. She looks as if she could vomit. Thank God for me that her heart is blocking her throat.

When she falls silent, her mouth remains slightly open, as if ready to refute whatever my head might marshal in feeble defense. And my defense does feel feeble, because the issue here isn’t winning a debate with my mother. It’s abiding by the universal law that children are supposed to bury their parents, not the other way around.

Years ago Mum had advised me, “Whatever you do, don’t anger Allah.” Can you imagine having to wonder if a just and loving God is furious with you because violent ideologues might make you break the parents-must-die-first rule? Talk about a double whammy. I won’t lie to my mother, so when she asks about the latest death threats, I answer. “What about the new ones?” Mum whispers. “What do they say?” I tell her that one of them ends, “This is your last warning.”

Can you imagine your mother developing any measure of calm when you insist that cowering in fear only hands the enemies of humanity more power than they already have? That they can give you their last warning but you refuse to give them the last word? I don’t expect my mother to agree. What I expect from her is faith—not so much that I’ll live another day, since longevity isn’t guaranteed to any of us; faith, instead, that if I’m offed tomorrow, I’ll go with my conscience fully and ferociously alive.

Lesson one: Some things are more important than fear.

 

It’s remarkable that Salman Rushdie has outlived the Ayatollah Khomeini. On February 14, 1989, Khomeini harnessed the murder machine of the Islamic Republic of Iran to promise death to Rushdie, author of The Satanic Verses. But the novelist ran afoul of more than the world’s most notorious cleric. During a public conversation in New York City to mark the twentieth anniversary of “the fatwa,” Rushdie told me about the reaction of one family member: “I had an uncle who was a general in the Pakistani army. I hated his guts, but there he was. He hated mine too.”

“Normal family dysfunction,” I interjected. “You get it everywhere.”

“Well, actually, not so normal,” Rushdie corrected me. “After the Khomeini fatwa, he took out an ad in the newspaper to say, essentially, we never liked [Salman] anyway.”

Rushdie’s story brings to mind something that an educated relative of mine had said to me a couple of years earlier. “Do you still live at the same place?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied.

“So maybe the security threat isn’t that real. I mean, it looks like Muslims haven’t targeted you enough.”

I like this man—he’s been good to my mother when she’s most needed the support. But, as Rushdie would agree, Muslim uncles say the darnedest things.

Risking the disapproval of our families ranks among the biggest fears of Muslims. While that’s true for everybody, it’s even more so for Muslims. Our culture of honor, as I’ll soon explain, makes us believe that we must protect our families from shame before claiming dignity for ourselves. Put bluntly, individual dignity doesn’t exist without the acceptance of your community. No wonder I receive messages like these from Muslims who live in the East and the West:

I read your book on the Internet and you are right, we need a wake-up call. I was born in north Iraq. My family have become citizens of the United Arab Emirates. I am this century’s child and I will live the way life is now, not in ancient times. . . . Muslims are locked in their rules. It will take more people like you and me to unlock the iron wall. I was going to tell the world my feeling, but I love my family and I don’t want to ruin their life.

—Alya

I look at other Muslims and ask them if they have any doubts about Islam. They all reply “no” without any hesitation. Is there something wrong with me? Why is it that everyone else seems to accept what they were taught? I’m so frustrated at this point that I can’t help but cry about it. All I’d like is some time away from the religion so I can find myself without outside influences.

But to do that, I would have to forsake my family. They would never speak to me again if I were to take the path that I wish to take. Every time I even ask them questions, I get yelled at, get told not to question, or get an explanation that comes directly from the Qur’an. I can never tell them that in order for me to believe those explanations, I would need to have unquestioned belief in the Qur’an itself. After so many years, I’m at the breaking point. If you have any advice at all, it would be appreciated.

—Yasmin

Many of the questions on your website address Muslim and non-Muslim couples. I was in a relationship of that sort. But it is ended now because I realize there is no hope. The only hope is if I leave my family, and family is too important to do that to. . . . I’m the type of person who hides a lot of my own feelings for my family. How do I become the person I want to be? Or the person I am, but am too scared to let out?

—Phirdhoz

I am a Muslim and am aspiring to be a writer. My mother is a Christian and my father is a Muslim. Therefore, I’ve grown up accustomed to nasty stares from other Muslims. As the days go by, however, I find myself torn between being an advocate for reform in Islam and completely dropping my religion. As if Muslims did not take enough crap from non-Muslims and it wasn’t a constant struggle to distinguish yourself from a terrorist, it seems we also have to face the judgments of our fellow Muslims.

Sometimes, I have moments of weakness when I feel it’s just not worth it anymore; these people cannot be changed. But the soul-searching calls to prayer and soul-soothing surahs [chapters] of the Qur’an that I recite daily are a part of me that I love. Currently, I am dealing with adversity within my own family. All these older aunts and uncles always have something to criticize. They talk behind your back because they are sooo self-righteous. Is there any way, in your experience, to make them see things from a different perspective and maybe even show compassion?

—Elizabeth

My hometown is Solo, Central Java. This is also the home of the Indonesian Mujahideen Council, a radical Islamist organization. Since 2005, I have been participating in a youth group to promote Islamic reform and pluralism. We do this by distributing publications to many universities. A couple of years ago, we tried to organize a seminar on pluralism and received phone calls saying they would send hundreds of Allah’s soldiers to stop us.

My family is also very conservative. They will send me threatening letters whenever I get my work published. Recently, I was highly disappointed by a relative who is a local imam. He became involved in one of the terrorist groups. He is now in jail, leaving a wife and son without proper care. What kind of jihad is that? But no matter how conservative they are, I love my family and I want them to love me for what I believe. I often find myself giving up when I face my father. Then I lie. I don’t speak my mind. I don’t want to hurt him and I don’t want him to hurt me because I don’t want to hate him. So how do I use my freedom of speech?

—Sakdiyah

 

I responded to them all that before you decide you can’t upset your family, think about one of the most overlooked verses in the Qur’an: “Believers! Conduct yourselves with justice and bear true witness before God, even if it be against yourselves, your parents, or your relatives” (4:135). That’s a call for honesty, no matter who’s offended by it. How could traditional family members argue with the Qur’an? They wouldn’t go there. But they’ll always concoct excuses to belittle the point made by such a verse, which is why citing passages isn’t enough ballast for speaking truth to power within the Muslim family—or community. Suspicions about reform-minded Muslims will persist, so each of us has to grapple with Yasmin’s question: Is there something wrong with me?

In a way, there is. You care about Islam. You feel pain precisely because you pay attention to the integrity of your faith. Your conscience counts, and that’s an open invitation to hurt. If Alya, Yasmin, Phirdhoz, Elizabeth and Sakdiyah didn’t care, then by definition they’d lapse into apathy. That’s probably the case with many of their family and friends, as it is with more than a few of mine. The irony is, religious types pronounce reform-minded Muslims unfaithful, and yet we might be more consumed with faith—because of our haunting questions—than believers who have no questions at all.

That said, there is something we shouldn’t care so much about: the approval of other mortals. If they don’t tolerate our curiosity, why should closed minds enjoy the power to define our dignity? As I recall asking my own mother (for whom blood relations once meant everything), “If so-and-so wasn’t family, would I respect her enough to want her as a friend?” Sultan Abdulhameed, a teacher with the Muslim Reform Movement in New York, knows where I’m coming from. In his redemptive series of essays The Quran and the Life of Excellence, he cautions against turning your family into your deity: “If we let the superstitions and prejudices of our ancestors dictate to us, we ascribe authority to something other than God, who wants us to live consciously and take responsibility for our lives.”

Mushy? Not to a God-conscious reformer named Martin Luther King, Jr. Even before he faced off against white segregationists, King had to challenge the abrasive prejudices of his father, a spellbinding Christian minister and dominant figure in Atlanta, Georgia. The historian Taylor Branch writes that Daddy King tried “to prevent his son from joining a new interracial council of students from Atlanta’s white and Negro colleges, arguing that M.L. should stay among his own and not risk ‘betrayals’ from the white students. King thought this was absurd.”

Years later, as a civil rights leader, King had to choose between his father and his conscience. It was nearing Easter weekend, 1963. Activists had been slapped with an injunction not to march in Birmingham, Alabama, quite possibly the most incorrigible stronghold of racism in the United States at that time. Would King follow the law and obey the injunction? The dilemma glared. At the same table, upping the ante of guilt, duty and respect, sat his father, who made no secret of the fact that he wanted his son back at church on one of the most festooned weekends in the Christian calendar. King retreated to another room for prayer. When he emerged, he didn’t need to say a word. According to Branch, “The fact that he came out in blue jeans is announcing that ‘I’m not going to the services with the flowers and the anthems and the great choirs. I’m going somewhere in blue jeans,’ which meant jail.”

 

In too many Muslim households today, parents demand robotic respect—to the point where their children censor themselves as a habit. But we’ve just seen from the letters of young Muslims that self-censorship doesn’t foster peace of mind. If the “religion of peace” is observed with countless consciences secretly churning in turmoil, there’s no peace to speak of. There’s also no faith. There’s only dogma. At that point, the question is not whether the law demands obedience; the question is whether the law deserves obedience. We know where King would have stood on this. In his jeans.

Every reform-minded Muslim will have to risk backlash to widen the path of Islam. Muslims deem Islam “the straight path”—a simple and clear code of living. But the straight path can also be “the wide path,” connecting us to the God that’s bigger than biological family, larger than local community, more transcendent than the international Muslim tribe.

Muslims are monotheists. To be a monotheist, you must accept that Allah knows the full truth and that we human beings don’t. Nor, as monotheists, may we play the role of Allah. Recognizing God’s infinite wisdom means acknowledging our own limited wisdom and therefore letting a thousand flowers bloom. So it’s an act of faith to create societies in which we can disagree with each other without physical harm from one another. Anything less undermines the Almighty’s mandate as final judge and jury. To devote myself to one God is to defend liberty.

In widening the path of Islam, the stakes are high—but so is the payoff. Given how entwined the globe has become, a reformed Muslim mind-set could make life better for most inhabitants of God’s green Earth. I’m reminded of this by Ahmadollah, an artist who emailed me from Egypt three years before his country’s January 2011 uprising for freedom:

although i am traditional muslim and committed so much with five prayers a day i wont decide to kill you immediately. [image: image] your book make me ask some facts and open my mind to try that bad thing called free thinking. for example why the media in egypt shows israel as the evil enemy? you know, ariel sharon’s son in jail while gamal mubarak rides government cars with a huge security? why really a young egyptian engineer fly away and hits himself to the walls of world trade center and what was the message he was trying to say and what kind of education pushed him do such stupid thing?

the problem i believe is we r living in continually suppressed-thinking state. I mean we egyptians have right to shout loud in a football game but we doesn’t have right to protest against any political or religious affair. Do you know that a girl was arrested because she made a group on the facebook calling for strike? and famous journalist was jailed because he said that mubarak is maybe, maybe, ill because he doesn’t show up at a recent ceremony?

 

As we know by now, Ahmadollah wasn’t exaggerating. When I traveled to Egypt in May 2006, banners preached openness, yet the place reeked of authoritarianism. That week in Cairo, President Mubarak’s hired henchmen pummeled democracy activists in the streets. I could appreciate Ahmadollah’s desperation when he ended his message to me: “oh irshad sometimes I dare to ask—while I am hiding in dark—is there a hope for us?”

I believe there is hope. I believe it not only because Egyptians have shown themselves capable of a bottom-up revolt for political liberty, but also because of subtle signals that reveal a thirst for religious liberty. A self-described “Sharia law student” at Cairo’s Al-Azhar University wrote to me with a pledge: “i will be a reformist scholar and i will support lesbians and gays.”

Can we pause here for a moment? Think about the intellectual will and moral muscle it takes to go your own way at the College of Sharia within Al-Azhar University, the most respected school in the Sunni Muslim world. God help him. This student, who signed his name and whom I feel obliged to protect by not including it, understood just how stacked the odds are:

i’m studying at one of the greatest Islamic universities but yet no one are using his mind or the critical creative thinking, i can’t say what i think, feel or want about hijab, jews, etc. if i say what i think i will be accused to be a kafer [unbeliever] then my family will get hurt or my family will hurt me. the best that can happen is a dear friend will listen to me. i have decided that i will support you any way i go and i will not read the Qor’an and Sunnah [Prophet Muhammad’s reported words and deeds] as i used to read them before. . . . i really need your support and i want you to know that i as a future Imam InshAllah [God willing] support you.

 

We who love freedom owe him a debt because his success will help secure freedom beyond his own borders. Those of us lucky enough to be in open societies have a responsibility to recognize what this young man does: that some things are more important than fear. It’s a lesson for which I’ve got zest and gratitude.

 

My family and I are refugees from Uganda. General Idi Amin, the military dictator, expelled us along with hundreds of thousands of other Muslims. We settled near Vancouver. Our Canadian port of entry was Montreal. The immigration agent on duty had no formal reason to care about us, but she engaged with my mother anyway. “Why do you want to live in Montreal?” she asked en français.

Mum grew up in the Belgian Congo and spoke French. “Why do we want to live in Montreal?” she replied, buying time. “Well, Montreal begins with the letter M, and our family’s name begins with the letter M, so maybe God thinks we will fit nicely together.”

Sensing my mother’s distress, the agent assured her that this wasn’t intended to be an interrogation. “It’s just that I’m looking at your three daughters,” she said, “and I realize they’re all dressed for tropical weather. Madame Manji, have you ever seen snow?”

Still assuming this to be a pretext for denying us entry, my mother exclaimed, “No, but I can’t wait to see snow!”

“Then you’ve come to the right country,” the agent confirmed. “But with your permission, I’d like to send you and your girls to the closest thing we have to a mild climate.” A few stamps of the paperwork later, we flew to the other side of Canada—to Vancouver.

Some would cast this immigration agent as a shrewd arbiter of cheap immigrant labor, yet I think she was more complex than a cartoon cutout. By exploring what else we might need—peace, sure, but also fleece—she bucked an ice-cold bureaucracy, invited the scrutiny of peers and quite possibly jeopardized her job. For me, her minuscule act of taking the time to ask compassionate questions has become an instructive moment. In an open society, the individual matters. So do her choices.

More than three decades on, I still wake up thanking God that as a refugee I wound up in a part of the world where I can fulfill much if not most of my potential. Gratitude is the essence of my relationship with Allah. Which is why I have to chuckle when I’m assailed as a kafir or kuffar (spelled in various ways, as you’ll see). This word describes both an unbeliever and somebody who’s ungrateful to God—neither of which applies to me. Beyond giving thanks, I ask Allah to help me be worthy of my citizenship in an open society, because the freedom to make my future bigger than my past is a treasure I didn’t earn.

When my mother, my sisters and I stepped onto the precious soil of Canada, we were gifted freedom. None of us begged for it, took up arms for it or remotely struggled for it. Freedom got handed to us with our raincoats in Vancouver. Now I feel obliged to use this gift to reinforce the dignity of those who don’t yet enjoy freedom of thought, conscience or expression. Like the Al-Azhar student who fears being tagged a kafir, I’m choosing to ask questions. Unlike him, I can ask them out loud. That’s when questions become useful to my society and not just to my inner dialogue.

It pains me to see people in relatively free and democratic countries bump along as if their freedom to choose is an abstraction divorced from daily life. A month before 9/11, I decided to leave my position as an on-air personality at what was then Toronto’s hippest TV channel. Having been there for three years and achieved what I’d envisioned doing, I accepted a post as executive producer of a digital channel about spirituality. The dot-com bubble had burst by then, making the launch of anything digital a fragile venture. So I figured that any congratulations from my colleagues would be about seizing this opportunity. Instead, friends pulled me aside, as though sensing corporate cops hot on their heels, to tell me again and again, “You’re so brave for leaving.”

“What do you mean?” I asked each of them. They all responded with a rendition of “I’m sick of how they treat me here.” My next question (asked out loud): “Then why do you stay?”

The answers astounded me, coming from young, single people without children and, for the most part, without mortgages. “Cachet,” said one, echoing many more. “Everybody out there wants to work here. This job gives me self-respect.” Forget the obvious sermon about the true origins of self-respect: I want to make a different point. For my pampered friends at the impossibly cool TV station—the one that made them feel less than cool every day—the test of courage was nothing more than to exit. They could have done it without drama. Anybody who actually did qualified as a hero, which made the refugee in me bristle. Although I smiled at their excuses and wished them well, I admit that I felt contempt for just how spoiled, soft and insecure we, the beneficiaries of the open society, had become. Why was the act of leaving a lousy job considered so courageous when you had only yourself to feed?

But I now have empathy for my old colleagues because the challenge of teaching courage has hit home. At New York University, I’ve explained to my students that by “courage,” I mean speaking your truth. I’ve then given them concrete incentives to display courage within the safe confines of my classroom: The syllabus for my course states that their grades will depend in part on the frequency and quality of their challenges to me.

Time and again, I’ve reminded students that sincerely pushing back on my assumptions and conclusions isn’t only permissible, it’s advisable, because telling me why I might be wrong could vault them into grade-A territory. So much for enlightened self-interest. The number of times I’ve had to dangle this carrot, only to receive hesitant assurances that “they get it,” followed by silences that suggest they really don’t, tipped me off to deeper issues here.

I’ve invited my students to help me fathom why speaking their truths seems so palpably tough to realize. Independently of each other, they’ve emphasized that they associate the classroom with passivity, having come of age in educational environments teeming with computers and video screens but denuded of the sense that they’re allowed to use their keyboards for anything audacious.

Listen to this conversation with one of the most promising young men I know in New York City. I approached him about blogging for a campaign to combat human rights abuses of women in Iran.

 

He: You want me to blog?

Me: Sure. You’re a serious thinker and you care about justice. This is an opportunity to express your ideas.

He: I’m not sure I can.

Me: Why not?

He: I don’t know what’s going to be used against me.

 

Here’s a twenty-something who worked his way out of a crime-riddled neighborhood to a perch as a dean’s assistant and plans to enter law school. He and I have compared research about leadership—among the reasons I know he’s thoughtful. Yet his ability to share those thoughts is hobbled by worry about which of his words will inadvertently set someone off. In short: What will “they” think of me?
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