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INTRODUCTION

“I hadn’t gone shopping for a new religion. After twenty-five years as a
writer in America, I wanted something to soften my cynicism. I was searching for new terms by which to see. . . . I could not have drawn up a list of
demands, but I had a fair idea of what I was after. . . . There would be no
priests, no separation between nature and things sacred. There would be no
war with the flesh, if I could help it. Sex would be natural, not the seat of a
curse upon the species. Finally, I’d want a ritual component, a daily routine
to sharpen the senses and discipline my mind. Above all, I wanted clarity
and freedom. I did not want to trade away reason simply to be saddled with
a dogma. The more I learned about Islam, the more it appeared to conform
to what I was after.”1
These words, written by a convert to Islam whose father is Jewish and
whose mother is Christian, suggest some of the ways in which Islam has
appealed to many Americans. It is perceived as a religion that is direct, natural, straightforward, and disciplined. Malcolm X and others who came to
the faith initially through movements like the Nation of Islam felt that
appeal, and it is the substance of the call to Islam made by those immigrant
Muslims who believe their duty is to bring others into the Islamic fold.
Through that call, and by the arrival of Muslims from virtually everywhere
in the world to the shores of the United States, Islam has come to constitute
one of the three major religions in America.
It has become commonplace to note that in the West in general, and the
United States in particular, Muslims no longer can be thought of as “over
there.” Increasingly, they are a visible and vocal part of the fabric of Western
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society. Still, only recently have many Americans begun to grasp that Islam,
along with Christianity and Judaism, is itself a “Western” religion. Most
scholarly as well as popular writing continues to slip easily into the dichotomy
of “Islam and (or, over against) the West.” But information about Islam and
Muslims is increasingly available through the media, and it is difficult not to
notice the presence of Muslims in American cities and towns. Most Americans, however, remain only vaguely aware of the size and significance of the
Muslim community in America and know little if anything about the religion
itself. Before an introductory talk I gave on Muslim faith and practice recently a woman asked me, “Where is Islam?” supposing it to be a country. For the
most part, Americans have little concept that approximately as many Muslims
as Jews live in America and outnumber many of the mainline Protestant
denominations.
Harvard historian of religion Diana Eck’s Pluralism Project, available
on CD-ROM,2 provides a fascinating look at what she calls comparative
religion in the making. Eck’s students have documented and photographed
evidence of the recent and not-so-recent arrival of Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Jains, Zoroastrians, and many others to the urban and rural areas of
America. A major segment of her project deals with Muslim communities
across the continent, and the viewer is treated to the contrast of Muslim
farm workers and day laborers with physicians and other highly successful
professionals, and to images of storefront mosques alongside some of the
striking new Islamic centers constructed in the last several decades. Such
resources as this, along with the sharp rise in scholarly studies in the field of
American Islam, the addition of materials on U.S. Muslims in a number of
university courses, the increased attention to Islamic religion and culture in
high school curricula, and opportunities for Muslim children to talk about
their holidays to their classmates at the grade-school level, will make it difficult for those coming through the American educational system to need to
ask, “Where is Islam?”
“Today, the American Muslim community is comprised of people drawn
from a wide-ranging ethnic and professional mix. Whether they are immigrants, indigenous Americans, or converts, all are united in the unique theistic experience that is Islam. Whether they are physicians, lawyers, entrepreneurs, professors, cooks or factory workers, all of them are making a
contribution to America’s future.”3 These observations, from an address
given at the Thirty-Fourth Annual Convention of the Islamic Society of
North America (ISNA) in , suggest both the heterogeneity of the
American Muslim community and the concern of many of its members and
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leaders that Islam be recognized as a legitimate, and contributing, sector of
American society. What is this religion whose presence in the United States
is so visible, and so permanent, that many Muslims are asking for America
to be called a Judeo-Christian and Muslim country? Is it simply a foreign
religion somehow transplanted into Western soil, or is it emerging as a genuinely American phenomenon?
The faith of Islam arose in seventh-century Arabia when, as Muslims
believe, God chose a religious visionary named Muhammad to be the last
prophet of the monotheistic religions. It spread rapidly throughout the
greater Middle East, North Africa, and Southern Europe and within a century was a vital force in much of the known world. For most of their history,
Muslims have been creative contributors to the development of science and
art, literature and philosophy, technology and culture. Major Muslim empires
ruled over vast areas of the world until the beginning of the twentieth century. Today there are more than a billion Muslims across the globe, found in
virtually every country, and Islam is considered one of the five or six “great
world religions.” Muslims understand the Qur’an, the holy book of Islam, to
be the verbatim revelation of God to Muhammad, and it is now available
in translation (Muslims would say “interpretation”) in most of the world’s
languages.
The growth of Islam during the early centuries of its existence was a difficult phenomenon for Western Christianity to comprehend, and misunderstanding, prejudice, fear, and, in some cases, hatred have characterized much
of the history of encounter between the two faiths. This legacy, along with
current fears and concerns about supposed “Islamic extremism,” forms part
of the context in which to understand the experience of Muslims in what has
been a mainly Christian America. “Though Islam is an Abrahamic faith
alongside Judaism and Christianity,” argues a Muslim historian from the
University of Chicago, “it is usually seen as threatening both ‘mom and apple
pie’ as well as basic ‘Judeo-Christian values.’ ”4 This sentiment is increasingly balanced in the United States, however, by efforts on the part of non-Muslim Americans, working with Muslims, to achieve a fairer presentation of
Islam in the media, the classroom, and the common imagination.
Much of the development of Islam in the twentieth century, detailed in
the last part of chapter 2, has been in reaction to what is perceived by Muslims as Western imperialism—in its political, economic, and even religious
aspects. In recent decades a number of movements have arisen in different
parts of the Muslim world calling for a renewed intentionality about the
role of Islam in the running of the state and in the public as well as private
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lives of Muslims. The Western press has persisted in labeling these movements “fundamentalist,” seeing in them common characteristics of extremism, hostility to the West, and sometimes even violence. In truth, neither the
word fundamentalist nor the assumption of commonality are accurate. A
better umbrella term for such movements may be revivalist, and sometimes
they are known simply as Islamist, a term covering a great range of interpretations and actions, which only rarely manifest themselves in the kind of
violence that is so frightening to the average American. The challenge for
the American Muslim is to try to live and practice an Islam in which the values of justice, morality, and peaceful coexistence with people of other faiths
and persuasions are seen to overshadow the image of the militant Islam that
is so often publicized in the U.S. media.
It has been part of my professional responsibility as a teacher of Islamic
studies as well as my personal pleasure over the past several decades to share
with American audiences what I understand about the historical, ethical, and
spiritual dimensions of Islam. In this many Muslim friends and associates
have patiently helped me see what it means to be Muslim individually and
congregationally. I have spent a great deal of time in conversation with Muslims, in both academic and interfaith settings, and have shared many meals in
which Muslim hospitality and generosity have been much in evidence. Some
of my most meaningful experiences have occurred when I have been invited
to share in the ritual of prayer, in both private homes and the more public
space of the mosque or Islamic center. Not all American Muslims find themselves in a position to be open to interaction with those who are not Muslim
and, at least for the time being, feel that they need separation so as to devote
their attention to determining how to preserve their Muslim identity in a
Western culture. Many others, however, are eager to share their beliefs and
practices with friends who genuinely want to learn and understand. In this
volume I present the perspectives of as many American Muslims as possible
and allow their voices to determine the important issues and illuminate the
presentation of material.
Three decades ago there were fewer than half a million Muslims in
America, including immigrants and African Americans. While the projections range widely in terms of the current population, and there is sometimes disagreement as to who should properly be identified as Muslim, the
consensus is that somewhere around six million Muslims live permanently
in America and that the community is growing steadily. For the most part,
Muslims themselves estimate the number to be somewhat higher. Many factors account for the significant increase over the years, as the succeeding
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chapters will illustrate. The largest group of Muslims in America is comprised of first-, second-, and third-generation immigrants, as well as some
numbers of Muslim students who stay for a while and return, often to positions of leadership, to their home countries.
While it is difficult to determine exact proportions, many scholars of
American Islam project that perhaps  percent of the Muslim community
is African American. That number includes followers of Imam W. D.
Mohammed, members of other Sunni organizations, and those who belong
to heterodox groups that adhere to some interpretation of Islam, such as
Louis Farrakhan’s Nation of Islam or the Ansar Allah. The picture of
American Islam is greatly complicated by the many sectarian movements
that want to identify themselves as “Muslim,” an identification often seriously challenged by other Muslims. American Muslims are deeply involved
in formulating what it means to be part of the “umma (community) in the
West,” and through the development of Islamic organizations, increasing
numbers of local and national meetings and conferences, and rapidly proliferating communications, they are in the process of determining the nature
and authenticity of an indigenous American Islam.
This volume provides a general introduction to the religion of Islam as
American Muslims experience and practice it and to the range of communities and groups that are part of the faith. The opening chapters help the
reader locate the experiences of American Muslims within the history of
Muslim beliefs, institutions, and developments. Chapter  introduces the
beliefs and rituals that have characterized the Islamic community from the
time of the Prophet and frame the religious life of American Muslims. It
sets the five articles of Muslim faith and the five elements of formal religious practice within the context of community life and suggests some of
the reasons why Muhammad continues to be a model for the faithful. “Following the Sunnah [way of the Prophet] does not mean just imitating the
outward appearance of the Prophet, but it means creative learning from his
character and example,” says the president of the Islamic Society of North
America. “He is our paradigm because he was closest to Allah in his relationship and lived his life fully and totally for the sake of Allah. That was
the secret of his moral excellence and his life became a paradigm for this
reason.”5
Chapter  looks at the lives and personal experiences of people who
have played significant roles in the past and recent history of Islam. It
describes the swift and broad spread of the religion during the early years of
its existence and the development of the main Islamic disciplines, including
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law, theology, philosophy, and mysticism. This section illustrates some of
the ways in which the lives of individual Muslims, their influence, and their
decisions about what Islam means and how to live ethically and religiously
have shaped the faith and practice of those trying to determine what it
means to be Muslim in today’s Western society.
Chapters  and  consider some of the many ways in which Islam has
come to be a significant and highly visible part of American history and
culture. Chapter 3 sketches the complex history of immigrant Islam in
America, describing the ways in which Muslims have arrived in America or
have chosen to adopt Islam as their religion. It traces the immigrant movements from the middle of the last century, primarily from the Middle East,
through the several waves of immigration, to the present time in which Muslims come from virtually everywhere in the world. It illustrates the broad
range of cultural contexts represented by Muslim immigrants, their great
variety of educational and professional levels, and the different ways in
which they believe Islam should be practiced in America. Adding to this
already complex scene is the phenomenon of growing numbers of converts
to Islam from among the white, Hispanic, and Native American population,
sometimes coming to the faith through affiliation with one of the many Sufi
movements in the United States and Canada. Chapter  begins with the
introduction of Muslim slaves to America and their (in most cases) forced
conversion to Christianity. Their story includes a detailed discussion of the
rise of African American Islam, from the early expressions of black nationalism through the appearance and development of the Nation of Islam to
contemporary manifestations of both orthodox and heterodox Muslim
movements.
The next three chapters look at the range of issues that confront Muslims
who want to live faithfully in the context of America. Many Muslims in the
West do not attend a mosque or participate in religious observances, considering themselves Muslim primarily by heritage or cultural affiliation. Others
are observant, practicing, and mosque-attending. These chapters describe
the concerns these Muslims face in relation to worship and religious life,
family and personal matters, the role of women in American Islam, the raising and educating of children, care for the elderly and for those in the military and in prison, the use of Islamically acceptable products, appropriate
dress and behavior, and many other issues related to life in a country in which
Islam is often misunderstood and unappreciated. Particular attention is given
to the development of mosques and American Islamic organizations, the
propagation of the faith, Muslim participation in the political process, and
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the ways in which both Muslims and non-Muslims are identifying and
addressing instances of prejudice and unfair treatment. The phenomenon of
Islamic outreach activity is discussed in some detail, reflecting the intent of
some Muslims to make America their mission field. “The Islamic vision
endows North America with a new destiny worthy of it,” said Isma‘il al
Faruqi, irrepressible Palestinian professor from Temple University. “For this
renovation of itself, of its spirit, for its rediscovery of a God-given mission
and self-dedication to its pursuit, the continent cannot but be grateful to the
immigrant with Islamic vision. It cannot but interpret his advent on the
shores except as a God-given gift, a timely divine favor and mercy.”6
The final chapter suggests some of the concerns facing Muslims in
America—immigrant, African American, and convert—as they look to the
next decades. The issues are those that Muslims themselves are raising in
their literature, conversations, and local and national meetings. These concerns reflect the complexity of the American Muslim scene as reflected in its
racial-ethnic and cultural mix, in the changes from early immigrants to those
who are second- and now third-generation Americans, in the ways in which
Muslims are and are not allowing themselves to be influenced by trends and
movements overseas, and in the many different understandings of what it
means to affirm and maintain an Islamic identity in a context in which one
represents a still small minority faith.
“Profiles” offers biographical sketches of some Muslims who have contributed to the definition and formulation of American Islam from a variety
of historical and cultural contexts. It suggests the range of people and experiences that constitute the rich and variegated picture of Islam in the United
States, describing Muslims who are prominent in the academy and the organizational side of the community as well as sports personalities and those
who figure in other aspects of American public life. Following is a chronology of events in the history of American Islam, a glossary of relevant terms,
and a listing of resources that may be helpful to readers wishing to know
more about Islam in the United States and Canada, including a briefly annotated bibliography of books, as well as a listing of Muslim journals and periodicals, Islamic educational organizations, videotapes about American
Islam, radio and television broadcasts, and Internet resources.
The picture of American Islam changes each day as new people join the
community, new information becomes available from a range of resources,
and new interpretations are developed to help Muslims know more about
their faith and how it can be practiced in a pluralist society. “The time has
come for the American Muslim community to take full responsibility for their
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affairs,” insists one Muslim commentator. “We must lay the foundation for
our younger generation to live and prosper in this country as political and
economic equals.”7 That task will be easier to the degree that Americans
know more about, and can come to better appreciate, the religion of Islam as
a vital contributor to its religious landscape. This book is intended as one
way to facilitate that task.

Islam in America

CHAPTER ONE

Muslim Faith and Practice

On Friday shortly after noon in the small inner-city mosque, primarily
African American, the worshipers slowly gather. A man who has volunteered to vacuum before each prayer service makes certain that the carpets
are clean to receive the foreheads of those who will soon bow in prostration
to God. Each person removes his or her shoes before entering the worship
hall, placing them in a wooden rack near the front door. The carpets, which
are really thin runners, are arranged so that those gathered for prayer will
be facing in the direction of Mecca, indicated by a plaque in the front of the
hall. The room is bare of furniture except for a lectern in the front and a
few folding chairs in the back for those who are unable to sit on the floor.
Arabic calligraphy on the wall proclaims the Basmalla, or invocation— “In
the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate”—with which all chapters of the Qur’an save one begin. The vacuum stops. Worshipers, who have
performed their ablutions in the basement before entering the prayer hall,
individually prepare themselves for participation in the communal worship.
A man rises, faces front, puts his hands behind his ears, and sings out the
call that will begin the service: “Come to the prayer, come to the time of
felicity. . . .” The imam steps forward, and the ritual begins.
For the Muslim, prayer is not simply a mental or spiritual attitude or
even just a matter of thanksgiving of the mind and heart. It involves a total
bodily response, not simply sitting but putting oneself through a series of
complete prostrations. For that reason, mosques do not have chairs or pews.
Each of the five daily prayers consists of a series of ritual bowings and
bendings (each called a raka‘ ) accompanied by the appropriate prayers and

2

   

invocations. Standing shoulder to shoulder, feet to feet, the worshipers are
lined in rows facing the imam, or leader, of the prayer, men in the front and
women in the back. Children, who are almost always present, remain more
or less quietly with the women, the older ones learning the steps of the
prayer ritual. Boys who are past early childhood sit with their fathers. Most
of the men are wearing small woven or embroidered caps, and the women
have long sleeves and skirts or pants, with their hair fully covered. Together they perform the several sets of prayer prostrations, which include standing, bowing at the waist with hands placed near the knees, and kneeling and
placing one ’s forehead on the carpet in full supplication. “When you are in
that position of complete vulnerability,” explains the imam, “you really get
a feel for what it means to submit yourself fully to God.”
The ritual includes the common recitation of the Fatiha, the brief opening chapter of the Qur’an, that functions for the Muslim much as the Lord’s
Prayer does for the Christian when it is said in unison. The imam renders
the phrases of the ritual as much in Arabic as possible so that his congregants can become more familiar with the language. Because it is Friday, the
service includes a sermon given by the imam, in English, generally on a
topic related to living as faithful Muslims in America or learning to relate to
people of other faiths. Listeners remain seated on the carpets during this
homily. At the end of the prayer the worshipers say the taslim, or salutation,
invoking peace, by which one both greets those who are worshiping around
him or her and again signals one ’s absolute submission to God. When the
service is over, worshipers stand, greet one another, and file out to return to
their daily activities.
Meanwhile, across the city, an identical ritual is being carried out, but
under quite different circumstances. This mosque, whose congregation is
made up mainly of professional immigrant Muslims, has been built on a
classical Islamic model. A dome on top, mounted with a visible crescent,
leaves no doubt that this is a Muslim house of worship. The prayer hall is
large, and thick carpets cover its floor. Women come into the mosque
through a separate entrance and worship on the second level in a kind of
balcony, from which they can watch the imam and the men through a latticework railing. Children roam freely and feel less constraint to be quiet
than when they are in the same room with the men and the imam. Most of
the women participate in the prayer ritual, although some prefer to sit and
talk quietly with one another in the corner. They too are dressed conservatively, generally in the traditional clothing of their country of origin.
But while the surroundings are different, the ritual is the same—wash-

