PAGE  
8

Islam in America

Unitarian Coastal Fellowship

August 7, 2011

© Rev. Sally B. White

Reading:

Islam’s clear-cut structure and boundaries appeal to many in search of order and discipline in their lives: it has fixed times for prayers, fasting, and festivals.  It is unambiguous about the dangers of alcohol and drugs.  It is a simple religion unencumbered by a complex theology centered on the Holy Trinity and Original Sin or a priesthood acting as interpreters of and intermediaries to God.  Many are also attracted to the Islamic idea of the ummah [the world community of Muslims] which by definition rejects racial and national barriers.  Those searching for complete answers to their spiritual needs find Islam’s holistic approach attractive and satisfactory.  It offers a guide to every aspect of daily living, expecting the follower to be Muslim twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.  For many Americans, the idea of going to church once a week and being left to do whatever they please the rest of the time is spiritually unrewarding.  Furthermore, they find Islam to be a religion of “balance”: it seeks to keep the other world, deen, and this world dunya, in a state of harmony and equilibrium.” [Akbar Ahmed. 2010. Journey into America: The Challenge of Islam. p. 305. Italics added.]
Sermon:

In the spring of 1986 I was living in suburban Los Angeles County.  Night after night, long after we had finished eating supper, our next-door neighbors would begin to fix their evening meal outside on the patio.  Through the head-high fence that separated our yard from theirs, we could smell spicy foods grilling.  We could just see the glow of lanterns lighting the patio.  Often there would be company, and we could hear the tantalizing sounds of music, and laughter, and conversation in a language we did not understand.  The family’s youngest son was only two or three years old, but we could hear him up late, too – long after our children had been put to bed.  Gradually, I got to know this family: father, mother, grown son and college-age daughter, and the little boy –his name was spelled “c-y-r-u-s,” and pronounced “See-roos.”  The family had immigrated to California from Iran – modern-day Persia.  Their language was Farsi, the modern form of Persian, and Cyrus’s namesake was a great Persian king who reigned in the 6th century BC.

Only later did I realize that these late-evening dinners were iftar meals, part of the Muslim observance of Ramadan.  Ramadan is the holiest month in the Muslim year; a time of spiritual discipline, with special attention to prayer, charity, studying the Koran – the Muslim holy book – and fasting.  The lunar month of Ramadan begins on the night after a new moon, and ends on the night after the next new moon, when the thin crescent of the moon becomes visible in the sunset sky – which is one reason why the crescent is often used as a symbol for Islam.

During the twenty-nine or thirty days of Ramadan, healthy adult Muslims will abstain from all eating and drinking from sunrise each morning to sunset each night.  During the days of fasting, Muslims are to slow down, to shift the focus of their lives from worldly affairs to spiritual matters, to practice patience, spirituality, humility and submissiveness to God.

After dark, each Muslim will break their fast by eating three dates and by offering a prayer.  Only then will the family eat.  These festive evening break-fast meals (iftars) were what we were hearing, night after night.  In 1986, Ramadan was observed in May and early June.  This year, Ramadan began on August 1, and will end on August 29.

This year, I do not have any Muslim neighbors breaking their fast with friends and relatives and music and lanterns and delicious-smelling foods on the grill.  There are a few Muslims in Carteret County – I have met two – but a website called “Sperling’s Best Places” reports that 0% of the population of Carteret County and only 0.64% of Americans are Muslims [http://www.bestplaces.net/religion/county/north_carolina/Carteret].  Yet worldwide, there are more than 1.6 billion Muslims.  In 2009, the Pew Forum on Religion and Public life calculated that 23% of the world’s people practice Islam. [http://pewforum.org/Mapping-the-Global-Muslim-Population.aspx].  How is it, then, that I don’t have any Muslim neighbors?  Is this also true for you?  How many of you have friends or neighbors who are practicing Muslims?  [raise hands].  How can it be that almost all that I know about Islam I have learned from books, and almost none from direct relationships with Muslims themselves?  

Over the past month and more, I have learned a lot by reading two books by Akbar Ahmed, a man of impressive credentials and deep compassion whom I have come to admire and respect.  Dr. Ahmed is an anthropologist who teaches at American University in Washington, D.C and at the U.S. Naval Academy, who is a visiting fellow at the Brookings Institution, who is a former high commissioner of Pakistan to Great Britain, who has taught at Princeton, Harvard, and Cambridge Universities, and who is a practicing Muslim.  The two books I read are Journey into Islam: The Crisis of Globalization, published in 2007, and Journey into America: The Challenge of Islam, published in 2010.  His overarching thesis in these two post-911 books is that the interaction between the United States and the Muslim world is the primary challenge and the primary threat facing humankind today, and that only by learning about ourselves and about each other, by approaching each other with compassion, by treating each other with justice and respect, can a way forward for humankind be found.  And so he took several of his anthropology students on a trip through the Muslim world, and several students on a trip across America, and wrote about what they saw, and heard, and experienced.  What does it mean to be a Muslim in the world today?  What does it mean to be an American?  What does it mean, what is it like, to be a Muslim in America?  These are important questions.  These are powerful and hopeful books.

Written into the United States Constitution (more or less) is a commitment to freedom of religion, and to the separation of religion and politics.  In practice, the background context has always been Christianity (notice for a moment that we usually refer to the “separation of church and state,” identifying religion with “church” – a Christian term).  More specifically, the “accepted” religion in America has always been Protestant Christianity, and over the course of our history, American society has struggled against assimilating Jews, and Catholics, and now Muslims (and “then” Muslims, too, because many, many – perhaps 50 percent – of the Africans who were brought to America as slaves were practicing Muslims.  Traces of their Muslim practice survive today – for example, in the culture of the Georgia Sea Islands, and in some Spirituals).  Inevitably, the struggle takes on political, as well as economic and civil rights overtones.  Does anybody remember the fearful questions that were raised when John F. Kennedy, a Catholic, ran for president?

In the current American climate of fear, … misinformation, stereotyping, prejudice, and even violence flourish.  It occurs to me that we Unitarian Universalists may be in a unique position in America today.  The question is, are we willing and able to resist the impulse to recoil from the unfamiliar in fear, and instead to familiarize ourselves with Islam?  The question is, are we willing and able to live our values of open-mindedness and acceptance, to open our hearts and our homes and the doors of this Fellowship to Muslims from our area?  The question is, are we willing and able to enter into and even to promote interfaith conversation and interaction between Muslims and others in Eastern North Carolina and beyond, because, as Akbar Ahmed writes, “[w]e can only see into each other’s souls if we take the trouble – and sometimes the risk – to visit each other.” [Journey into Islam, p. 252].
I imagine that you have heard before – I know that I have talked before – about the most basic, most central truths of Islam.  [Islam is the noun that names the religion.  Muslim, or Moslem, is the noun that names a follower of Islam, or that describes or characterizes beliefs, practices, countries, etc. that relate to Islam].  Islam is the youngest of the three closely related (so-called) “Abrahamic” faiths: Judaism, Christianity and Islam.  These three all trace their spiritual traditions to Biblical story of Abraham.  All three acknowledge One God (and thus they are called the “monotheistic” religions), although Christian doctrine elaborates a trinity that includes Jesus as a divine being.  All three recognize the Old Testament prophets: Moses, Micah, Isaiah, and others.  Both Islam and Christianity recognize the wisdom of Jesus, though Muslims see Jesus as a wise teacher and moral exemplar but not an incarnation of God.  Muslims, however, recognize Mohammed (who died in 632) as a prophet after Jesus, (and they call him the Seal of the Prophets, or the last Prophet).  Mohammed is not revered as a deity, but rather as a role model for living the ideal Muslim life, and they show their respect for him by always following mention of his name with a blessing, such as “Peace be upon him.”

I imagine that you have heard before – and I know that I have talked before – about the five pillars of Muslim life and practice.  The first is the shahadah, or the confession of faith: “There is no god but Allah, and Mohammed is his Prophet.”  The second is prayer, five times each day, facing in the direction of the Muslim holy city of Mecca.  The third is zakah: almsgiving or charity; compassion for those who are in need.  The fourth is the fasting during Ramadan.  And the fifth is a pilgrimage to Mecca, to visit the holy places of Islam.  These pillars hold up that holistic fabric of Islam that Dr. Ahmed described in our reading; the fabric that covers every aspect of the faithful Muslim’s life in discipline and temperance and submission to the will of God.

Perhaps you have heard the statement that “Islam is a religion of peace,” that condemns – not condones – violence, terrorism, even the harming of animals and vegetation.  Our story this morning spoke to that compassionate dimension of Islam.  But Dr. Ahmed acknowledges that this is too simplistic a response to the prevailing confusion and mistrust and fear that so many Americans bring to their understanding of Islam – and so many Muslims bring to their understanding of America.  The conversation must be much more complex and much more nuanced – and must be a conversation with Muslims, not just about Islam.  Jonathan Hayden, an assistant who accompanied Dr. Ahmed on both journeys, noticed that “[w]e [the team that traveled across America] were embraced and thanked for allowing people to speak for themselves instead of someone else from some other religious community speaking about them.” [Journey into America, p. 473].
In traveling through the Muslim world – the Middle East, South Asia ((India and Pakistan) and the Far East (Malaysia and Indonesia) – Dr. Ahmed’s team identified three different schools of Islam.  Some Muslims are mystical and universalistic, like the Sufis – the tradition of Rumi, whose words inspired our morning music hymn this morning..  Some are literalists: mainstream, orthodox, traditional – and sometimes rigid and fundamentalist.  And some are modernist, seeking to engage with modern ideas, modern ways, and the modern world while preserving what to them is essential to Islam [Journey into Islam, pp. 33-37].  Islam, then, is no more monolithic than we know Christianity or Unitarian Universalism to be – and disagreements and tensions arise among and between mystics, literalists and modernists within the worldwide Muslim community.

When considering the relationship between Islam and America, it is also important to recognize the diversity of identities and worldviews within American society.  An anthropologist, Dr. Ahmed identified three powerful stories – elaborated over time into myths, really – that underlie American identity.  The story of the Mayflower and the Pilgrims who came to Plymouth Rock gives rise to what he calls “primordial identity:” a noble struggle by a beleaguered minority to overcome daunting obstacles and establish a Christian society.  The story of the Founding Fathers, a century after the Mayflower, gives rise to a “pluralist” identity that holds up the ideal of a society “in which everyone would live according to his or her faith and under the rule of law.” [Journey into America, p. 45].  The story of pioneers, frontiersmen and –women, and the westward expansion gives rise to a “predator” identity that views compassion as weakness, compromise as defeat, and arrogance and aggression as necessary for survival.  The better we understand these three American identities, the better we can understand how Americans project ourselves, and how we are perceived and received in the world.

And the 0.64 percent of Americans who are Muslims are far from homogeneous.  African-American Muslims, Muslim immigrants, and Muslim converts have very different experiences and frames of reference, and often live and worship in very different and sometimes even mutually hostile communities.

Let me repeat what I said earlier.

In the current American climate of fear, … misinformation, stereotyping, prejudice, and even violence flourish.  It occurs to me that we Unitarian Universalists may be in a unique position in America today.  The question is, are we willing and able to resist the impulse to recoil from the unfamiliar in fear, and instead to familiarize ourselves with Islam?  The question is, are we willing and able to live our values of open-mindedness and acceptance, to open our hearts and our homes and the doors of this Fellowship to Muslims from our area?  The question is, are we willing and able to enter into and even to promote interfaith conversation and interaction between Muslims and others in Eastern North Carolina and beyond, because, as Akbar Ahmed writes, “[w]e can only see into each other’s souls if we take the trouble – and sometimes the risk – to visit each other.” [Journey into Islam, p. 252].
It is my hope that in my lifetime, in this county, I will once again have neighbors breaking their Ramadan fast, keeping the babies up late, grilling spicy foods, laughing and celebrating together.  It is my prayer that I – and you – may be asked to celebrate with them.

Take time now, in silence, to give words to your hope, to make space for your prayer.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music, a contemporary Muslim tune, will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Amen.

Āmīn.

May it be so.

