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WHY NOW? AN INTRODUCTION

By Michael Wolfe

In the months after September 11, American Muslims heard the familiar, high-pitched grating sounds of Islam being defined for us by others. On television, from the Capitol, from the pulpit, in the classroom, and worst of all on videotapes from Osama bin Ladens caves, we listened to commentators, politicians, scholars, and rich terrorists in exile tell us the real meaning of our faith. We heard anti-American fanatics quote the Quran to justify mass murder, and we heard anti-Muslim bigots quote it backboth sides using bad translations and phrases out of context. And most of what we heard we didnt like because it was not accurate. Publicly, we tried to counter these distortionson air, in meetings at our mosques, through visits to churches and synagogues. Since then, we have sought to replace them with a truer interpretation: that Islam is a peaceful, progressive, inherently forgiving and compassionate religion. Anyone who believes otherwise misses the core values of Islam.

Privately, in our mosques and in our homesaway from the judging ears of the worldwe began talking to each other with an honesty born of urgency. Little by little we began to arrive at some common ground. We knew something had to be done or our religion risked being tarnished, even corrupted. We talked about our leadershipand how dissatisfied we were with aspects of it. We talked about the role of womenand how the Islam practiced in many lands abroad, lands to which we had looked for guidance, failed to capture the egalitarian spirit of the Islam we knew. We talked about violenceand how painful it was to accept that Islam, a religion whose name means self-surrender, had been pressed into service by militant causes so often that, in many Western minds, it has become synonymous with violence.

We not only talked about what had gone wrong, but about how things ought to be. We began to conceive, voice, and then, finally, put to paper ideas about how we want to define Islam in this century. In the year since September 11, American Muslims began to do something extraordinary. We began to take back Islam.

As Ali Minai, a professor at the University of Cincinnati, remarks in A Time for Renewal, the interpretation of Islam can no longer be left to the most regressive segment of Muslim society. Muslims who believe that their faith is compatible with progressive humanist ideals must express themselvesnot as apologists of Islam to the West but as proponents of new possibilities for Muslims. This is what our best-known non-Muslim historian of Islam, Karen Armstrong, means when she asks Is this really a case of a faith being hijacked? Not yet. Because in this case, the other people aboardas it werecan take an effective stand against the moral nihilism of the terrorists.

Taking Back Islam records the latest chapter in a centuries-long conversation that non-Muslims may never have heard. For Islam is surprisingly undoctrinaire and open to discussion. And as doctrines go, Islams is simplebroad enough that 1.5 billion people around the world can agree on it. Only three things are really required to be a Muslim: belief in God, knowledge of his message, and respect for the prophets from Abraham to Jesus to Muhammad. Beyond that, quite a lot is up for grabs.

Muslims in general dont like the word reform, with its various English connotations. Yet, as Salam al-Marayati reminds us in The Rising Voice of Moderate Muslims, a kindred word is found in the Quran. In Arabic, it is called islah and is the root meaning of the word maslahah, which means the public interest. Historically, Muslim intellectual leaders such as Farangi Mahall Wali Allah, Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, and Muhammad Abduh . . . have used reason to create revivalist movements. Wali Allah of India helped to reaffirm the use of reason in legal interpretation and condemned the blind imitation of tradition. Al-Afghani challenged Muslims to think of Islam as consistent with reason and science. Abduh believed in educational reforms throughout Muslim society. There is plenty of precedent, then, in Muslim thought for bringing Islam into close accord with peoples present needs. Since September 11, however, a lot of American Muslims have begun to look beyond these classic independent thinkers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to think and write on their own authority.

September 11 forced a reckoning of sorts, and it has led us to be more self-reliant. When any religion is new to a place, as Islam is new to America, the tendency to take ones cues from the Motherland is strong, wherever that Motherland is perceived to be. And then there comes a moment to grow up. For many American Muslims, that moment arrived in the weeks following September 11, when a substantial number grew disenchanted with the habit of looking abroad for leadership. The near extinction of Afghanistan at the hands of the Taliban, the abysmal state of education in Pakistan, the murderous mullahs of al-Qaeda misquoting the Quran on video, along with a host of other glaring moral failures, have led many American Muslims to suspect that Islams traditional lands have less to teach us than they claim.

Ten years from now, this period may mark the time when American Muslims found their real voice. Taking Back Islam is a book by progressive, mostly American, Muslimspeople who are in love with Islam, who are proud of Islam, and who are confident enough in its strength to believe that it can stand up to honest introspection. Speak the truth, the Prophet Muhammad said, even if it hurts you. A sometimes-painful struggle of a faith in search of its soul informs this book. There runs through its pages an anxiousness for the life of a faith we love. This anxiousness is creative, giving rise to new formulations and fresh answers, and to a strong desire to tap the best traditions of Islam.

Many of the essays here are not about politics, and that in itself is significant. As their authors reflect on how to reclaim Islam, they often turn not to questions of power, but to matters of faith and practice and tradition. As Leila Dabbagh writes in Muhammads Legacy for Women, My ancestors faithfully practiced the five pillars of Islam without losing sight of the fundamental requirements of everyday civil and compassionate living. Her words sound a theme we hear often in these pages, of getting back to basics, of recovering the sweetness inherent in a religion that has been seriously injured from within by extremists and demonized from without. The Prophet Muhammad once was asked, What is religion? He answered, Ones regard and conduct towards others. That is the sort of vision American Muslims are trying, God willing, to reclaim.


AMERICAN MUSLIMS SPECIAL OBLIGATION

AN AMERICAN MUSLIM LEADER ASKS: WHO HAS THE GREATEST RESPONSIBILITY TO STOP VIOLENCE COMMITTED BY MUSLIMS IN THE NAME OF ISLAM?

By Ingrid Mattson

September 11 exacerbated a double-bind American Muslims have been feeling for some time. So often, it seems, we have to apologize for reprehensible actions committed by Muslims in the name of Islam. We tell other Americans, People who do these things (oppression of women, persecution of religious minorities, terrorism) have distorted the true Islam.

And so often we have to tell other Muslims throughout the world that America is not as bad as it appears. We say, These policies (support for oppressive governments, enforcement of sanctions responsible for the deaths of almost one million Iraqi children, vetoing any criticism of Israel at the United Nations) contradict the true values of America.

But frankly, American Muslims have generally been more critical of injustices committed by the American government than of injustices committed by Muslims. This has to change.

For several years prior to September 11, I spoke publicly in Muslim forums against the injustice of the Taliban. My criticism of this self-styled Muslim regime was not always well-received. Some Muslims felt that public criticism of the Taliban harmed Muslim solidarity. Others questioned my motives, suggesting that I was more interested in serving a feminist agenda than an Islamic one. My answer to the apologists has always been: Who has the greatest duty to stop the oppression of Muslims committed by other Muslims in the name of Islam? The answer, obviously, is Muslims.

I had not previously spoken about suicide attacks committed by Muslims in the name of Islam. I did not avoid the subject; it simply did not cross my mind as a priority among the many issues I felt needed to be addressed. This was a gross oversight. I should have asked myself, Who has the greatest duty to stop violence committed by Muslims against innocent non-Muslims in the name of Islam? The answer, obviously, is Muslims.

American Muslims, in particular, have a great responsibility to speak out. The freedom, stability, and strong moral foundation of the United States are great blessings for all Americans, particularly for Muslims.

Moreover, we do not have cultural restrictions that Muslims in some other countries have. In America, Muslim women have found the support and freedom to reclaim their proper place in the life of their religious community. And Muslims have pushed and been allowed to democratize their governing bodies. Important decisions relating to theological and legal matters are increasingly made in mosques and Islamic organizations by elected boards or the collective membership.

But God has not blessed us with these things because we are better than the billions of humans who do not live in America. We do not deserve good health, stable families, safety, and freedom more than the millions of Muslims and non-Muslims throughout the world who are suffering from disease, poverty, and oppression. Muslims who live in America are being tested by God to see if we will be satisfied with a self-contained, self-serving Muslim community that resembles an Islamic town in the Epcot global village, or if we will use the many opportunities available to us to change the world for the betterbeginning with an honest critical evaluation of our own flaws.

Because we have freedom and wealth, we have a special obligation to help those Muslims who do notby speaking out against the abuses of Muslim leaders in other countries.

So let me state it clearly: I, as an American Muslim leader, denounce not only suicide bombers and the Taliban, but those leaders of other Muslim states who thwart democracy, repress women, use the Quran to justify un-Islamic behavior, and encourage violence. Alas, these views are not only the province of a small group of terrorists or dictators. Too many rank-and-file Muslims, in their isolation and pessimism, have come to hold these self-destructive views as well.

The problem is that other Muslims may not listen to us, no matter how loud our voices. American Muslim leaders will be heard only if they are recognized as authentic interpreters of Islam among the global community. This will be very difficult to achieve because our legitimacy in the Muslim world is intimately linked with American foreign policy. An understanding of some important developments in Islamic history and theology will clarify this apparently odd dependence.

ISLAM IS WITHOUT CENTRAL LEADERSHIP

According to Islamic doctrine, after the death of the Prophet Muhammad, no Muslim has the right to claim infallibility in interpreting the faith. There is no ordination, no clergy, no unquestioned authority. This does not mean that all opinions are equal, nor that everyone has the ability to interpret religious and legal doctrine. Solid scholarship and a deep understanding of the tradition are essential. But not all scholars are considered authoritative. Most Muslims will accept the opinions only of scholars who demonstrate that they are truly concerned about the welfare of ordinary people. People simply will not listen to scholars who seem to be mostly interested in serving the interests of the government.

Throughout Muslim history, religious leaders who advocated aggression against the state were usually marginalized. After all, most Muslims did not want to be led into revolutionthey simply wanted their lives to be better. The most successful religious leaders were those who, in addition to serving the spiritual needs of the community, acted as intermediaries between the people and state. There have been times, however, when hostile forces attacked or occupied Muslim landsthe Mongol invasions, the Crusades, European colonialism, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. At those times, people needed revolutionary leaders; those who were unable to unite the people against aggression were irrelevant.

The question we need to ask is, At this point in history, what do Muslims need to hear from their leaders? What voices will they listen to?

It often seems that American Muslims are asked to choose between uncritical support for rebels acting in the name of Islam or uncritical support for any actions taken by the American government. Muslim extremists have divided the world into two camps: those who oppose the oppression of the Muslim people and those who aid in that oppression. President Bush has divided the world into two camps: those who support terrorism and those who fight terrorism.

Where does this leave American Muslim leaders who oppose the oppression of the Muslim people but who also want to fight terrorism? In the increasingly strident rhetoric of war, we may be considered traitors by both sides.

Nevertheless, we must continue to speak. We have to speak against oppressive interpretations of Islam and against emotional, superficial, and violent apocalyptic depictions of a world divided. And in our desire to show ourselves to be patriotic Americans, we cannot suppress our criticisms of the United States when we have them. We have to do this, not only because it is the right thing to do, but also because if we do not, the Muslim world will remain deaf to our arguments that peaceful change is possible and that revolt and ensuing lawlessness almost always cause the greatest harm to the people.

It is in the best interest of the United States that we be permitted to continue to speak. In many parts of the world, those who speak out against corruption and unfair government policies are jailed, tortured, and killed. In such circumstances, very few peopleonly those who are willing to risk losing their property, their families, their security, and their liveswill continue to speak out. Only the radicals will remain.

Ingrid Mattson is vice president of the Islamic Society of North America, the oldest American Muslim advocacy and education group, and professor of Islamic Studies and Christian-Muslim Relations at Hartford Seminary.


A TIME FOR RENEWAL

A PAKISTANI-BORN PROFESSOR ARGUES THAT THE INTERPRETATION OF ISLAM CAN NO LONGER BE LEFT TO THE FAITHS MOST REGRESSIVE SEGMENTS.

By Ali Minai

In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of September 11, it has become accepted wisdom that everything has changed. Usually, this refers to such things as political alignments, economic policy, and civil rights. From the viewpoint of those professing the Islamic faith, however, the events of September 11 represent a crisis of identity as well as a turning point in the usual sense.

As Americans made sense of their sudden and terrible encounter with the reality of global conflict, their response spanned the spectrum from thoughtful understanding to reflex bigotry. Fortunately, the latter response has been limited to isolated cases, thanks primarily to the responsible approach taken by political leaders at all levels.

I heard numerous dark predictions of the coming hard times from Muslim friends who have lived in the United States for years and decades. I did not dismiss their fears as unreasonable, but I believed that they were premature and gave too little credit to the nature of the American ethos. Unlike Old World societies with centuries of cultural layering, American society is a dynamicand rather chaoticmixture of constantly changing attitudes. This dynamic aspect imbues it with a certain disorderbut also with the potential for rapid intellectual evolution, leading to almost total unpredictability. In the language of physics, one might say that the system operates in a state of perpetual criticality, where almost everything is always possible, and the magnitude of consequences bears no necessary relation to the size of the cause. It is precisely this notion that is captured in such phrases as only in America, the land of opportunity, and the American Dream.

I do not think that American Muslims will give up so easily on the complexity of a society that produced Franklin, Jefferson, Lincoln, Frederick Douglass, Susan B. Anthony, and Martin Luther King Jr. It is a society manifestly open to fresh understanding and demonstrably fickle in its commitment to old dogma. The key point about the current crisis is not that everything has changed, but that anything is possible.

It is, therefore, with some optimism that I note the primary response of America to the Islamic aspect of the current crisis: A dramatic increase of interest in Islam. By all accounts, translations of the Quran and books on Islam are flying off the shelves at bookstores, and suburbanite baby boomers throughout the land are receiving their first impressions of a faith that moves more than a billion people on this Earth. The question is: What impression will they get?

In the year since September 11, it has become routine for politicians and pundits to proclaim that Islam is a religion of peace. This is a welcome development, and it should do American Muslims a lot of good to have the virtue of their religion proclaimed loudly by the opinion-makers of this country. It can also do a lot of harm, however, if Islams newfound prominence in the American consciousness were to lead to ultimate disillusionment. And the potential for this disillusionment exists not only due to the work of authors unfriendly to Islam but also because of the words and deeds of Muslims themselves. In this time of danger and opportunity, it is imperative that the Muslims of America (and the West in general) not allow a superficial reading of their faith to become its default image. But before this can be done, Muslims need to take stock of their own attitudes.

Strictly speaking, it is no more correct to say that Islam is peaceful than to proclaim that it is violent. The texts and traditions on which any faiths practice is based are open to multiple interpretations, and, as these interpretations pile up over the course of history, it becomes almost impossible to assert the existence of a unique orthodoxy. A liberal humanist Muslim can find enough in the Islamic texts to justify a peaceful view of Islamand this is being done with great fervor these days. A militant Muslim seeking sanction for violence, however, can also find plenty in the same sources to proclaim holy war on the world. Islam is no more inherently violent or peaceful than Catholicism, which, at various times, has found justification for both Torquemada and Mother Teresa in the same tradition. This is the complexity that must not be obscured by simplistic attempts to understand Islam, and Muslims must play a crucial role in this matter. To put it bluntly: It is time for a vocal and successful reformist movement within Islam, and Muslims living in the West are in the best position to lead it.

While most Muslims believe in a benigneven benevolentfaith, it is an unfortunate historical fact that those charged with religious leadership among Muslims have often veered toward more exclusivist and austere interpretations. This is a propensity long recognized within Muslim societies and is notably evident in the classical literary traditions of Persian and Urdu. Far from being revered figures, the arbiters of official pietythe cleric, the jurist, the preacher, the paragon of piety, and the enforcer of moralityhave long been the subject of ridicule in the literatures of Iran and Muslim South Asia. That this attitude has persisted through centuries of changing social climate indicates that it is an essential part of the Muslim ethos in these regionsdriven, in part, by the competing Gnostic (Sufi) tradition, which tends to be more inclusive.

The current Islamic synthesis, however, has acquired a distinctly orthodox aspect, both in response to and under the influence of Western modernity. This development has many historical antecedents: the policies of Indias Mughal rulers, the encounter between Islam and colonists, the success of Zionism, and the emergence of Wahhabi Islam primarily in Saudi Arabia, among others.

The important point is that a rather regressive, static, and parochial version of Islam has become prevalent among the intelligentsia of the Muslim world. While this does not, in itself, generate militancy, it does provide sanction to exclusivistand sometimes even bigotedattitudes adopted by a small militant minority. In combination with the socioeconomic failure of almost all Muslim nations, this vision of Islam (which is partly responsible for the failure) has created a pervasive culture of grievance in the Muslim world. It is a culture that sees all problems afflicting Muslims as the result of a vast conspiracyvariously orchestrated by the usual suspects: Jews, Christians, Hindus, ethnic Chinese, even Muslims of other sects. This culture takes real but mundane disputes over land, water, language, ethnicity, and oil and turns them into millennial confrontations.

In this apocalyptic worldview, Osama bin Laden makes perfect sense. Without changing this mindset, no amount of military action will rid the world of Islamic militants. The swamp that must be drained is not in the mountains of Afghanistan, but in the minds of hundreds of millions of Muslims. It is time for a new synthesis in Islam, and it can only be done from within by enlightened, informed, and faithful Muslims.

The crisis of September 11 has brought the Muslim world to a point of great opportunity. As the rest of the world discovers Islam, let it discover a progressive, enlightened, and dynamic faith suitable for the future, rather than an orthodoxy created by traditionalists still hankering for the past. All Muslims believe that the words of the Quran are eternal, but that is no excuse to freeze the process of their interpretation. If the words are to provide guidance in an ever-changing world, they must speak in ever-changing ways.

Once again, the sacred texts must be regarded as the source of principles rather than a prescription for piety. The famously closed door of interpretation must be reopened. Unfortunately, it is difficult to do this in most Muslim societies with traditional strictures, and previous attempts to do so have met with only limited success. A movement for true reform in Islamic thinking is more feasible in the West, with its guaranteed freedoms and its provision of space for new ideas.

The process must be a careful one, so as not to injure the basic precepts of the faith. It must be thoughtful, so that it does not antagonize believing Muslims. It must be based on rigorous scholarship, so that it carries weight. And it must be daring, so that it can inspire.

The interpretation of Islam can no longer be left to the most regressive segment of Muslim society. Muslims who believe that their faith is compatible with progressive humanist ideals must express themselvesnot as apologists of Islam to the West but as proponents of new possibilities for Muslims.

Those who lament the fact that Islam today wears the face of militancy in the eyes of the world should keep this in mind: When those who are moderate do not speak as loudly as the militants, the militants speak for them too. The only way to reclaim the enlightened aspect of Islam is to pursue it aggressively. Call it extremism in the pursuit of moderation. And that is no vice.

Ali Minai was born in Karachi, Pakistan, and has lived in the United States since 1985. He is currently an associate professor in the Electrical & Computer Engineering and Computer Science Department at the University of Cincinnati, where his research focuses on the area of complex adaptive systems and distributed artificial intelligence. An avid student of history and politics, he writes in both English and Urdu.


HAS ISLAM BEEN HIJACKED?

THE BIOGRAPHER OF THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD AND AN EXPERT ON FUNDAMENTALISM SAYS SEPTEMBER 11 IS A WATERSHED MOMENT FOR ALL THE ABRAHAMIC FAITHS.

By Karen Armstrong

There has been much talk of the Islamic religion itself having been hijacked by terrorists in the wake of September 11. The appalling crime against humanity violated the cardinal principles of Islam and has taken it off in quite the wrong direction. Certainly, this action seemed to endorse the mistaken view so common in the West that Islam is essentially a fanatical and violent faith.

But is this really a case of a faith being hijacked? No, because in this case, the other people aboardas it werecan take an effective stand against the moral nihilism of the terrorists.

Youll recall that the primary meaning of the word jihad is not holy war but struggle or effort. This is a very important religious principle. It reminds us that religion is never something achieved or finished. The revelation is given, but those who follow it have to make a constant effort, day by day, year after year, to put it into practice in a flawed and tragic world.

Each faith tradition represents a constant dialogue between a timeless, transcendent, or sacred reality and the constantly changing circumstances of life here on Earth. We all have to struggle to make our scriptures and the insights of our tradition speak to the circumstances we find ourselves in.

These circumstances are always unique. The September 11 events gave Muslims a terrible insight into the way their faith can be abused and made an instrument of evil. Now they must initiate a new jihad, a new effort to delve creatively into their rich faith traditions and emphasize as never before the compassion, justice, and tolerance that are central to the Quranic vision.

All over the world, Muslim leaders and scholars have condemned the atrocity. But verbal declarations are not what religion is about. The struggle, or jihad, must continue in practical ways. Every time a violent action or an intolerant word is spoken, the world becomes a worse place, and the virus of hatred and evil spreads. But every time any single believer reaches out to others in compassion and sympathy, the world is improved infinitesimally. That daily, hourly effort is the jihad required right now.

Muslims dont carry this responsibility alone. Jews and Christians belong to the same religious family; they too can use this trauma creatively to reaffirm the values that we all hold in common. The religions of Abraham all worship the same God; all three have a deep commitment to compassion, justice, and peace.

We havent always realized this. Christians have persecuted Jews relentlessly; they have led Crusades against Muslims. For centuries, Jews and Muslims lived together in peace in the Middle East, but for nearly one hundred years, they too have been locked in a terrible conflict, leading them to revile each others religious traditions. This must stop. We have just had a terrible revelation about where such hatred can lead.

Religion, like any other human activity, can be abused. And the particular temptation of monotheism, with its personalized conception of the divine, has been to assume that God is a being like ourselves writ large, with likes and dislikes similar to our own. The Crusaders went into battle to slaughter Muslims with the cry, God wills it! I am pretty sure that the hijackers went to their deaths with much the same cry on their lips on September 11.

But obviously God wills nothing of the sort. What the Crusaders and the terrorists were doing was projecting their own hatred onto a Being they had created in their own image and likeness. God can all too easily be made to give a sacred seal of absolute approval to our most loathsome prejudices and policies. And now monotheists must be more careful of falling into this idolatry than ever before.

Far from being addicted to warfare, Islam insists on the importance of peace. The message of the Quran is a plural vision; it respects and values other traditions. When the Prophet Muhammad told the Muslim community that in the future they must pray facing Mecca (instead of Jerusalem, the Muslims first orientation), he was trying to return to the time of Abraham, when, he imagined, believers didnt consider themselves Jews or Christians, did not argue about theological issues (such as the divinity of Christ) that nobody could prove one way or the other. They did not claim that their tradition had the monopoly on truth or that other ways of being religious were inferior, but were united in their faith.

In the early days of his mission, Muhammad seems to have assumed that Jews and Christians belonged to the same religion: After all, they all worshipped the same God. When, later, he found that in fact they had serious theological disagreements, he was shocked. It seemed perverse and wrong to him that people who surrendered their entire lives to God should quarrel with one another about abstruse theological mattersit was God that mattered, not how people interpreted their experience of the divine.

It was not that Muhammad thought that everybody should belong to one giant world religion. The Quranic view is that God has sent prophets to every people on the face of the Earth, who speak his word to them in their own languages and their own cultural traditions. The Quran was a scripture in Arabic for the Arabs, though anybody of any race was welcome to join. Muhammad never expected Jews or Christians to convert to Islam unless they specifically wished to do so because he believed they had received perfectly valid revelations of their own. But he also believed that they should stress the things that united them instead of exalting their own traditions at the expense of other faiths.

We need to cultivate this Abrahamic spirit during these terrible days. All of usJews, Christians, and Muslimshave used our religions to denigrate and even to persecute others. But Abraham is our common father, and if we can use September 11 to realize that we must not exalt our own faiths at the expense of others, perhaps something good can come out of evil.

If the atrocity is used by Christians and Jews to ostracize all Muslims and to denounce their faith as inherently evil, then it would not simply be Islam that was in danger of being hijacked on September 11, but Judaism and Christianity too.

British writer Karen Armstrong, a former Catholic nun, is the author of a celebrated, best-selling account of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, A History of God, Islam: A Short History, Muhammad: A Biography of the Prophet, and The Battle for God, on fundamentalism in the major religions. She teaches at Leo Baeck College, a seminary for Reform Judaism in London.


THE MUSLIM VANGUARD

PROGRESSIVE ISLAMIC SCHOLAR FARID ESACK SAYS ITS CRUCIAL TO REVIVE THE VALUES OF COEXISTENCE AND TOLERANCE.

An Interview with Farid Esack by the editors of U.S. Catholic magazine

Islamic scholar Farid Esack has become one of the most sought-after interpreters of Islamic thought in the United States. A progressive Muslim theologian from South Africa who cut his teeth in the anti-Apartheid struggle, Esack received his theological education in Pakistan. While studying in some of the same Karachi schools that also educated the leaders of the Taliban, he became increasingly disillusioned with both the narrow Islamic ideology and the oppression of Christians he encountered there. Pakistani Catholics introduced Esack to the ideas of liberation theology. He is the author of On Being a Muslim and Quran: Liberation and Pluralism.

In the U.S. media, you seem to have become the go-to guy for a progressive voice of Islam. How large a movement is progressive Islam?

Like most religious movements, we claim weve always been there and that there have always been strands of it in Islam. But progressive Islam has never been in the forefront, has never been the accepted official theology. To be honest, we are a small minority in different parts of the world, but the current crisis seems to be pushing people into a greater understanding and appreciation of progressive Islamic theology.

What does progressive Islam offer in the current crisis?

We Muslims often argue about what the Prophet Muhammad did or didnt do, or about whether something was sanctioned by the Prophet or by early Muslims. Such theological precedents are very important to us.

Shortly after the bombing happened, as I was teaching a class and talking about Muhammads life in Mecca and Medina, it occurred to me that it is a problem for us Muslims that we have only two theological paradigms and precedents on which to base our lives, and that that limitation is in part responsible for the mess that we are in. The one is the paradigm of a community of oppressed people in Mecca, and the other is of a Muslim community that is in control in Medina. What we dont have is a model for coexisting with other people in equality.

But there is a third way, what I call the Abyssinian paradigm, which refers to the time when the Prophet sent a group of his followers from Mecca to go and live in Abyssinia. They lived there peacefully for many years, and some of them did not return, even after Muslims were in power in Mecca. They did not make any attempts to turn Abyssinia into an Islamic state. They sent good reports back about the king under whom they were living and how happy they were living there.

This is the third paradigm that Muslims today more than ever need to revive because it is crucial for the sake of human survival and coexistence. Until recently, the notion of coexistence and cultural tolerance was pretty controversial for mainstream Islamic thinkers, but I was surprised at a recent Muslim conference to hear more and more people talking about the need to revive this Abyssinian paradigm. Mainstream Islam is beginning to listen to what we are saying.

What kind of responses do you see within the Muslim community in the aftermath of September 11?

I see mostly two responses, particularly within the Muslim community in the United States. The one asks, How can we show people a different, better face of Islam? The other oneand its not the majority responseasks, How can we radically transform the faith of Islam? And for that agenda, its incidental whether other people see a better face or not.

It is true that a significant part of the community has, quite frankly, secretlyand in some parts of the world, even openlyrejoiced in the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. Another part of the Muslim world has been unequivocal in its condemnation and sadness about these events.

Then there are others who, while sad about the loss of innocent human lives, nevertheless would have had no issue with seeing those buildings go. For them, the buildings were symbolic of a different kind of terrorism represented by the global economic system and its effect on the Third World. As a direct result of the bombing of Afghanistan, that kind of resentment toward the United States has further increased.

Is that resentment widely shared in the Islamic world?

I dont think it is limited to the Islamic world. For example, after the 1991 Gulf War, Iraqs leader, Saddam Hussein, who sent thousands of Kurdish people to their deaths with chemical weapons, was voted Man of the Year by 94 percent of the African listeners of the BBC. I wouldnt be surprised at all if this year Osama bin Laden will emerge as Man of the Year in Africa.

Resentment of the U.S. is widespread across the Third World. On September 11, people in many black townships in South Africa were rejoicing, as were some in Latin America. But the news value of this rejoicing only extended to reactions in the Middle East.

So while it is not a peculiarly Muslim phenomenon, this resentment does perhaps get aggravated in the Muslim world because for many Muslims, its a double anger. Its both an anger at the fact that the United States is controlling relations all over the world and an anger at the fact that Muslims are not the ones in control.

The particular Muslim resentment about not being the ones in control stems from ancient memories of the first Medina, the so-called Golden Age of Islam, and the desire to return to this state of near-mythical perfection. Medina is seen as the perfect paradise on Earth, as a time when Muslims ruled the world and everything about it is glorified and mythologized.

This mythical period is contrasted with the misery of today. The current image of the Muslim world is one of ruin and devastation, petty dictatorships and wars, starvation and begging bowls, and an endless current of refugees. So when you cant gel your glamorized version of your past with your current reality, it leads to a pretty messed-up psyche.

How large a role does the U.S. alliance with Israel play in driving the resentment of the United States in the Muslim community?

U.S. foreign policy on Israel is certainly a key factor. If one leaves aside the notion of God as a real estate agent, todays Israel is viewed as a colonialist implant in the Middle East. Its policies, particularly in the occupied


The United States armed Saddam to fight the Iranians; we armed the predecessors of the Taliban to fight the Soviets; now were getting into bed with the Northern Alliance. Is the U.S. realpolitik approach to foreign policy contributing to our problems in the Middle East?




So now that we are in the middle of a war, is it too late to come up with constructive solutions?



Is the current crisis an isolated conflict with Islamic fundamentalists, or is this part of a broader conflict between the West and the Islamic world?






Youve had a lot of contact with Islamic fundamentalists. How do you talk with them?




But how could our political and cultural tension escalate to such awful terror acts?



How does the history of the Christian-Muslim encounter over the centuries continue to play into current conflicts?


What should people know about the history of Christian-Muslim relations?



What can ordinary people do to help Christian-Muslim relations?






How do you teach or promote this sense of interconnectedness and tolerance?



Whats the particular role of the United States in todays interconnected world?
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