WTB meeting February 10, 2008

“The Many Faces of Islam”

 

About 50 women attended this meeting on a frigid, snowy day!

 

Today’s guest speakers are:
Dr. Tazim Kassam, a Muslim who heads the Religion Department at Syracuse University. Her research and teaching interests include gender, ritual, devotional literature, and the cultural heritage of Muslims in South Asia. She has written a book about Hindu-Muslim ideas expressed in the song tradition is the Ismaili Muslims of the Indian Subcontinent.
 
Cjala Surrat, a graduate of Syracuse University. Cjala currently serves as director of the Muslim Sisterhood youth Group at the Islamic Center of Central New York and is also involved in public relations and theater instruction for the community Folk Arts Center in Syracuse. Cjala formerly was public information officer of The Redhouse, a multi-cultural arts facility in Syracuse.
 
Dr. Irum Hussain, a Doctor of Chiropractic…Dr.  Hussain earned her Doctor of Chiropractic degree from New York Chiropractic College. She has worked with public and private organizations in inner-city New York and rural Pakistan to improve health conditions through education. She is personally and professionally committed to integrating wellness into daily life and is the sole practitioner located in the Syracuse area who specializes in the unique needs of women and children from a holistic perspective. Dr. Irum Hussain is of Pakistani descent, was born in Kenya and grew up all over the world. She currently resides in the Hawley-Green Neighborhood of Syracuse.  

 At the opening of today’s program, index cards were distributed and we were asked several true-false questions about Islamic beliefs. These questions served to uncover stereotypes that might have been held by those attending. There was some surprise and discussion as the answers were shared.
 

Danya Wellmon read passage #164 from the Qu’ran.

Prof. Tazim Kassam, chair of the Religion Department at Syracuse University, spoke on the different branches of Islam. She herself is a Shia Ismaili Muslim and shared that WTB had taken quite a risk by asking a scholar to discuss this topic. It is a tall order to make sense of different divisions over many centuries in a short time. She attempted to provide a framework in which to view the differences from a historical perspective. 
 
The word “sect” is problematic and is not a term that would fit to describe the differences in the Islamic tradition. It applies more in the context of the Christian tradition which uses terms like orthodox and heterodox, and in the past excluded certain sects as heretics. In the earliest materials, Muslims spoke of different firqah, i.e. “groups” or groupings that had different views about a particular issue.
 
Dr. Kassam said it would be better to think of divisions in Islam by comparing it to the image of a tree. The roots are shared by all the groups with a common belief in the Qu'ran as revelation and Muhammed as prophet. The trunk of the tree is the development of tradition which then separates into various branches. One might think of Islam as organic and beautiful like a tree, with its integrity and wholeness centered in common roots.  The branches lead to different understandings of the messages of the Qu'ran and Prophet Muhammad’s teachings.
 
The word Qu'ran comes from the verbal root q-r-a meaning to recite. It is a compilation of recitations that were experienced by the prophet as revelations from God.  There was a short period after he died when these verses were brought together and collected in the Qur’an. Dr. Kassam stated that she discourages her students from reading the Qu'ran from beginning to end because it progresses from the longest chapters to the shortest chapters. Whereas the Bible contains a narrative, this is not the case with the Qu'ran, and it can sometimes be confusing and frustrating to read because students expect a story like the Bible. Just as a preacher or a professor often repeats ideas, so too, the Qu'ran has many verses that are repetitive. She recommends Kenneth Craig’s book Readings in the Qur’an that arranges the verses thematically.
 
Certain terms in the Qur’an are self-referential, that is, the Qur’an describes itself. For example, hidayah which means guidance; risala which means message; furqan which means the criterion communicated in the revelations about how to distinguish truth from falsehood, good from bad. The Qu'ran provides a guidance, a path towards God, and helps to determine one’s thoughts and actions. There is no difference in the directions of Islamic teachings from other religious traditions in terms of basic morals, ethics, caring for others, honesty, humility, and sacredness of life itself whose source is other than self. There are many verses in the Qu'ran which talk about death to show that life is created --- thus to show the importance of humility, accountability and faith.
 
To explain the branches of Islam, she said even in Prophet Muhammed’s lifetime, the reception of the messages differed. Every prophet brings a message of justice and a social conscience and they are often critical of their society. Initially, Muhammed wanted to throw himself off a mountain when he began receiving revelations; he thought he was possessed. He didn’t preach at first, and when he finally did, he was ridiculed and rejected. He had to leave Mecca. Differences of opinion continued after he began teaching. People would often ask him to explain his teachings and the recitations of the Qur’an. Discussions and debates continued even after he died, and these discussions were shaped by the society in which people lived. 
 
1. One orientation was linked to existing practices. “Sunnah” tried to follow the traditions of one’s forebears.  The people of sunnah considered the question, “What did Mohammed do?” They remembered his practices called hadith and maintained an exoteric orientation, based on a collection of memories about the prophet’s actions and example, and consensus of the community. 

2. Interpretation of verses of the Qur’an required an application of intellect. Hazrat Ali, his cousin and son-in-law, who was close to Muhammed was recognized as a person who would give an interpretation of the Qur’anic messages. Prophet Muhammad sent followers to Ali for this explanation and religious knowledge. The words Sunni and Shia as separate groups really developed over a century after the prophet died. But the focus on the Qu'ran among all Muslims continues from generation to generation. There are a variety of interpretations within both in the Sunni and Shia branches of Islam . 

3. The Shia Ismaili tradition is esoteric and looks to the inner meaning. Many Sufi ideas come from Shia with an attention to return to the spirit or spiritual path.  Shia put significance on constant interpretation from generation to generation according to the times. They consider Ali to be the first Imam who guides them, and then his descendants. 

4. In order to understand differences, it is important to bear in mind the historical influence on these interpretations and practices, i.e., the culture, political context, and languages which existed and which have helped to shape Muslims. An example of this might be Islam in the United States where African-Americans, having lived through slavery and the civil rights movement, and have a different understanding of democracy as a result of their experiences. One of the most important books on the position of women in Islam was written by an African-American Muslim woman, Amina Wadud, herself a convert to Islam. She authored a book on interpretation of gender in the Qur’an. 


Another example of differences is regarding the requirement to pray five times a day. This may be viewed differently within various branches. For example, in the Sufi tradition where every moment is meant to be a sort of prayer, the five prayers are viewed as outer rituals. The branches of Islam which exist today have all come out of historical experience.  That is why it is so difficult to answer questions like “What is the position of Islam on, for example, organ transplant, divorce, etc.”  There are many views.
 
In the Shia orientation, there needs to be someone to interpret the Qu'ran in every generation.  The Ismaili Shia accept the Aga Khan as the Imam who is the lineal descendent of Ali and is the 49th Imam. Every Imam interprets the Qur’an and prophet’s message and responds to a changing world. There is concern with those who suffer, providing a connection with one’s spirituality, and intellectual understanding of faith. The current Imam has focused on helping and serving others and Dr. Kassam emphasized that the Aga Khan Foundation and Network activity is completely open to everyone regardless of race, religion or nationality.
 

Cjala Surrat, a native of Syracuse, shared that her journey into Islam did not begin with a single profound moment. Rather, her realization that this was the right path for her came after much reading and discussing Islam with others. She was raised as a Buddhist and found she needed to read children’s Bible stories in order to become familiar with them. In high school, other students shared their faith with her and at that time, she felt that Islam was not right for her. In college, however, she met a woman who introduced her to the Masjid (mosque). Following that, Cjala told Imam Kobesi that she wanted to take her shehada (profession of faith).  It was scheduled for the next day, but he phoned her that evening saying that if she truly felt drawn to this, she should not wait a moment longer to pronounce her intention. This was an extremely moving experience for her, until she informed her mother, who had serious reservations about her daughter’s decision. In particular, Cjala’s choice to wear the hijab was very disturbing to her mother. Now, ten years later, they have come to much understanding about these issues.

Cjala met her husband and within a month, they came to a common agreement, found a common moral code and were married. Cjala stated, “Most of my life has been about being present or being a presence in the world. I try to have proper morals, proper ethics….” 

The most difficult moment for Cjala occurred at the outset of 9-11 when she worked at H & M. Her manager asked her to leave and she has chosen to believe that this was out of his concern for her safety. She chooses not to be afraid and to use every opportunity to engage people and to answer their questions. People often ask questions about Islamic practices such as, “Can Muslim women work?  Are Muslim women allowed to drive?” She feels that the Journey to the Tent of Abraham was an excellent opportunity for others to visit the Masjid and to have some questions answered. 

Cjala’s husband is from Cambodia where there were very few Muslims as a result of the brutality of the Khmer Rouge. Living with her mother-in-law has been quite a learning experience for her. She has been able to look at pictures and recognize some of her own misperceptions. In Cambodia, there is much spirituality mixed with Islamic traditions and much culture mixed with these traditions as well. 

Cjala shared some of her travel experiences in London and Zimbabwe. Since many others looked like her (Cjala is African-American), they assumed she could speak with them and attempted to engage her in their own language. She stated that it is a moving experience to pray in the Masjid where so many from different ethnic traditions can be together, shoulder to shoulder, to pray. She feels there is an inherent moral code within Islam.

 

Iram Hussein lives in Syracuse but was born in Kenya, as were her mother and grandmother. Her grandfather has been brought to Kenya from Asia to work on the railroad. Racial tensions between Africans and Asians exist in Kenya and  Asians were in solidarity. When her mother was growing up, there were not many physical differences between them.

Iram’s father was a doctor and eventually, their family moved to Saudi-Arabia. The Saudi-Arabian government mandated that women should wear the hijab and face-veil as well. Her mother hated this and on Sundays, the family would go to the ocean where she was finally able to take it off because it was an isolated spot.

Following their stay in Saudi-Arabia, Iram’s family moved to NYC which was, of course, very cosmopolitan. The children were exposed to many ethnicities there. They remained in NYC until Iram was 13, when they moved again, this time to Bath, NY.

Their years in Bath were very difficult for the five Hussein siblings. It is a tiny town in upstate NY and being the only Muslim family in the village, the Husseins faced lots of racism and discrimination.

Iram attended SUNY at Binghamton and it was there that she met her husband. She also made the decision to wear the hijab at that time, and her mother was furious about it, having been through her own struggles in Saudi-Arabia. Iram remembers 9-11 being an exceedingly difficult time for her. She had just begun wearing the hijab, and after 9-11, Iram’s mother was concerned for her safety and discouraged her from wearing it. However, she continued to wear it and her mother’s is more accepting of her decision today. Following 9-11, Iram felt that each Muslim needed to become a mouthpiece to explain Islam to others and that 9-11 forced Muslims to do more interfaith work. Presently, she and Cjala both advise a youth group, the Muslim Sisterhood. 

 

 

