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Islam in America
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Islamic Scholars View American Society

ASHINGTON : When-

ever Arabs and Musli-

ms allow movies and
politics to strongly influence
their opinion of the American
people, they are wrong,
according to an Algerian
scholar who says he found that
“Islam and Muslims in Lhe
United States are sale and
sound.”

"I ‘discovered that the
American soclety is different
than the one we see in
American movies,” sajd Dr
Abderrazak Gassoum. professor
and director of the National
Institute of Islamic Studies al
the University of Algiers. At
the conclusion of his first visit
to the United States, Gassoum
said "l also found that the

Americans are. to a large ex-
tent, a very religious people.”

Gassoum was on a one-
month wvisit to the United
States (June 27 to July 22)
along with a group ol Islamic
scholars I[rom Mprocco,
Tunisia. Kuwait, the United
Arab Emirates, and journalists
from Jordan and the West
Bank.

The purpose of their visit,
sponsored by the International
Visitors Programme of the
United States Information
Agency. was Lo observe the
role that religion has playved in
the culture and society of the
United States.

“The American society has
many  positive characteristics
of which we were not aware”

Family Life

ECENT

family. Traditionally,

immigrants from
invigorate American
the family provides identity,

Islamic - countries have
Muslims® reverence for

security. and continuity. This kinship loyalty extends (o the

community as -well.
example,

In Arab-American n€ighborhoods. for
immigrants settle near others from their home

villages and often help one another financially and spiritually.
Most American Muslim children are born into a large ex-
tended family. Social life revolves around the mosgue, neigh:

borhood organizations, famitly gatherings and. for men,

coffeehouse.

the

In the more traditional families, children do not leave
home until they marry. Young people meet at school or on so-
cial occasions. but families often are involved in marriage ‘ar-

rangements.

NCE upon a time, there

was a man who could

- not be confined 1o his
own time. Michel de Notre-
dame, better known to us
today as Nostradamus. time-
travelled from French renaiss-
ance into the future by the
elairvoyance of his prophetic
visions. And although he died
in 1566, more than 400 years
ago. the long arms of his
prophecies elbow their way
into our own day and age
Nostradamus. according Lo his
later-day followers, predicted
the explosion of the space
shuttle Challenger, the emerg-
ence of AJDS and a
cataclysmic earthquake that
will devastate the United
States in the decade to come,
(The earthquake was originally
scheduled for 1988, Nostra-
damus time. but the prophet's
interpreters npow say lhey
misread the event )

Dubbed " the man who saw
tomorrow” in a 1981 Orson
Welles movie Nostradamus
was one of those rarest of indi-
viduals' a prophet appreciated
in his own land. The gueen of
France i his counsel on
t least two famous occasions
-— onece in 1556, when the
publication of his first book of
prophecy broadcast his
prowess nationwide. and again
in 1558, afiter the death of
King Henry Il. when the wid-
owed Queen Catherine invited
Nestradamus to predict the fu-
ture of the royal house. Letters
from statesmen and business

men all across Europe begged
Nostradamus for advice before

embarking on new ventures
Nostradamus atraried ad-
mirers and disciples who con-
tinued to spread his word long
after he died. In 1781, when
more than two centuries had
marked the anniversaries of
his death. the writings of
Nostiradamus were still

he said. and added, "We were
impressed by its religious,
ethnic and cultural diversity.
They all coexist in harmnn}r
and unity.”

Gassoum said he found that

"Islam and Muslims in the

United States are safe and
sound. Muslims enjoy com
plete freedom — freedom to
exercise thelr religious cbliga-
tions, freedom ol organisation,
and freedom of cooperation
among themselves and with
ather religious groups. This in
itsell is an example that should
be followed everywhere. "

He said, however. that a
problem Muslims face is a lack

~American {amilies oflfer.

of material resources. This. the
Algerian scholar said, is largely
clue to the fact that they are
not yet as widely organised as
are other religious groups.
What impressed ‘the
Algerian scholar inost was the
praver before rmeals that
"That
was a clear evidence of how
religious the Americans are.”
he said. "Before coming here,
we did not know that such a

“thing exists."

Gassoum and his colleagues
were impressed as well by the
number of churches, syna-
gogues, mosques and other re-
ligious centres. "We did not

-

mosque. .

versity in another natiorn.

In the MoSque

HE traditional role of the mosque as religious sanctu-
ary has been broadened by many American Muslims.
Members may egelebrate weddings, conduct funerals,
and attend religious classes and cultural events in the
Mosques have even adopted such all-American
traditions as potluck dinners and bake sales to provide social
oppertunities for their congregants and additional funds for
mairitenance and other expenses.
As a resulf, the Muslim imam or religious leader often fills
a greater_role than the historic duties of prayer and instruc-
tion in the Qurian and Islamic law. In many mosques. he. is a
community leader whos presides over social activities, pro-
vides counseling services, and acts as liaison with the larger
commmunity. As yet, no Islamic_schools of religious training
have been established in North America. American imams
have usually received religious instruction at an Islamic uni-

s

OSTRADAMUS

e

Man Who Saw Tomorrow

by Mohammad Zafar Akhter Khan

deemed popular and perilous ® threshold ‘then Nostradamis's

enough to be' placed on the
Catholic Church's Index of
Prohibited Books.

Now;, as the millennium
draws nigh, Nostradamus vir-
tually springs from the grave in
a tidal wave of public apprecia-
tion. Japanese author Ben Goto
reached the top ol his coun-

try's bestseller list in 1991
with the Predictions of
Nostradamus: Middie East

Chapter. which explained how
Nostradamus had foreseen the
rise of Saddam Hussain and
the war between Iraq and
Kuwailt. In France, England,
and America, too, newly pub-
lished books reexamine
Nostradamus's centuries-old
prognostications as foreshad-
ows of recent history. Using

hindsight te document the
prophet's foresight, followers
of Nosiradamus conjure

Armageddon and apocalypse
with the mere mention of his
name

For the sake of the skeptics
among us. however, the resur-
rection of Nostradamus must
anchor itseif in the fabric of
modern space — time. I, as
some would argue, wormhele
tunnel through the universe,
(acilitating rapid transit from
one epoch to another and back
again. then Nostradamus may
have been the system's first
frequent flyer. But if the future
stands an unassailable fortress.
protected like a black hole in
the space by an "event horizon”
that is strictly a ene way

pronouncements - must he
chalked up, bhowever reluc-
tantly. to imagination. coinci-
dence, and charisma,

As any journalist quickly
learns, the skeptics are nu-
merous. indeed. For most of
those who heard me discuss
Nostradamus, the response
was shocked and swift. "You?"
Lhe local librarian asked when
1 checked out the stack of
bodks on his prophecy. "Him?"
asked the owner of a used
book store in our college town
when | went looking fer some
hard-to-find Nestradamus ti-
ties. "Oh, that!” exclaimed a
clerk in another book store,
who answered me scornfully to
the occult section on a low
shelf at the rear of the shop.

Although | didn't expect the
predictions of Nestradamus to
carry much more weight than
4 heroscope. | was curious to
discover why they had per-
sisted over the centuries.

From the little that history
reveals of events in the actual
life and times of this famous
prophet, Nosiradamus was
born late in December of
1503, at Saint-Remy-de
Provence His Jewish family
had only recently converted to
the Catholic faith and. in
compliance with local law,
changed their name ([rom
Gassonet to Notredame. Had
they not done this. they would
have been forced to leave
Provence and their property
behind.

Michel [Nostradamus]. an
excellent student, attended
school in Avignon and then at
the University of Montpellier
Upon graduation at age 22 he
followed the custom of other
contemporary scholars and
Latinised his name so that it
became Nostradamus instead
of Notredame. Four years later,
alter completing medical stud
s that certified him as a
physician, he assumed another
entitled aflection: the special
four-cornered hat that served
the same identifying purpose
in those days as the initials M
D serve today, The only surviv-
ing portrait of gNostradamus
painted during his lifetiine de-
picts him in his physician's
grab. His clear eyes siare oll
nto the distance. or perhaps
inte the distant future. His
long. full beard does not ob-
scure his rosy cheeks or the
smile on his lips.

The painting poses
Nostradamus outdeors. with
the columns of a great edifice
rising behind his right shoul-
der and a tree in the distance
behind his left, as though to
emphasize the way a pgood
physician forges links between
acquired learning and respect
for the natural world. He rests
his right hand on a globe while
the left holds*a pair of com-
passes and a telescope. Despite
the image. history tells us, and
despite the fact that
Nostradamus had a greatl in-
terest in astrology
horoscopes and making pre

~

~ casting

know that they eﬂstcd in such
huge numbers and sizes. Our
visit made us change the opin-
lons we held belore we came:
to this country,” he said.

The purpose of the
International Visitors pro-
gramme i$ to increase mutual
understanding between the
peoples of the United States
and other countries by means
of educational and cultural ex-

change, and thus to assist in .

the development of* friendly
and peaceful relations.

Inviting scholars from other
countries to visit the United
States was a great initiative,
Gassoum said, adding that the
programme should be ex-
panded "by inviting American
scholars to visit our countries.
QOur contacts and exchanges
should not be confined only to
diplomats and movies."

Impressed by the openness
of the Americans, the Algerian
scholar said they are "willing
and eager to talkg with anybody.
and to listen to anybody. This

in itself is very positive. We

met with Buddhists, all soris

‘of Christians, as well as repre-

sentatives of other religions.
What we got was a full and
complete picture of a country
that is wide open to all reli-
gions and races.” — USIS
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Islam Gains Members in
as Americans Learn More

Joanne L Nix writes from Washington

NTEREST and curigsity

about Islam are prompt-

ing more and more
Americans to study. ‘and
increase their awareness and
appreciation of the religion,
says Sayyld Muhammad Syeed,
secretary ' general of the
Islamic Society ..of North
America.

“The more you have mis-
representation or sensational
news against Islam, the more
it is generatirig-interest at the *
grassroots level," he said July
26 in a US Information Agency
Worldnet dialogue on Islam in
America with participants in
Karachi., Lahore and Peshawar.

He said that following
highly publicized news stories
about Muslims or Musljm cul-
ture, "Immediately we see....
large numbers of sales of
Islamic books, visits to Islamic
centers. This has to be kept in
mind, because from the ouit-
side we see only the willful
misrepresentation, and not the
actual impact it has at the
grassrools level.”

Recent polls in the United
States show that despite some-
times blased media coverage

“and frequent lack of under-

standing, more Anrericans

than eveér are converting to

dictions based on planetary
positions — he was no star
gazer, The world would have to
walit for more than 40 years to
pass after Nostradamus's death
for Galileo to point a telescope
toward the sky.

Nostradamus made his
reputation as a doctor of ex-
traordinary skill who have
generously to the poor. His
grandfather Pierre had also
worked as a physician, which
was one of the few professions
open to Jews of that thmne.
Nostradamus was said to pos-
sess an uncanny ability to help
victims of the pl recover
their health. Some modern
interpreters believe that he
had the knowledge of infection
control far ahead of his time
and only pretended to use
herbal remedies to avoid trou-
ble with the authorities. who
could have had him burned at
the stake for practicing magic
In any case, the plague claimed
the lives of the good doctor's
own wife and two young chil-
dren in 1537 while he was
abroad in the countryside.
myjnistering to his patients. He
later remarried and raised an-
other family of three sons apd
three daughters.

Companions report that
Nostradamus worked hard and
slept little, enjoyving gouod
health until his - advanced
years, when he sulfered at-
tacks of gout. He died at ihe
age 63 of heart fallure, in his
sleep, about a year short of the
date he predicted for his own
end. :

Because he was already [a-
mous during his lifetime,
much of what we know aboul
Nostradamus is the stufl of le-
gend. A favourite story de-
scribes the time he fell to his
knees in the mud before a
simple Franciscan monk.
Brother Felice Perettl.

Continued on page 10
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Islam. And studies now indi-
cate that Islam has become the
fastest growing religion in the
United States.

According to one source,
“The Muslims of America,”
America's Muslim, population
has increased substantially in
urban areas and has developed
instifutions across the country.

Records from .the eity of |

Philadelphia show that more
than 7 million Muslims live in
the United-States and about 3
million US residents are of
Arab origin. Across the country
there are more than 600
mosques/Islamic weekend
schools, women's organiza-
tions, youth groups, and pro-
fessional and civic organiza-
tions, :

Syeed, who has been ac-
tively involved in fostering un-
derstanding among the world's
religions and played a promi-
nent role in founding the
American Muslim Council, said
that in the United States, the

second  genesaionof Muslim

youth js-a "phenomenan.”

He said that 20 years ago.
he and other committed
Muslims were concerned that
Islam would not take root
among Americans. "But today,"
he reported. "Muslims from
abroad. a new generation (in
the US) and bright and bril-
liant American (converts to the
faith) will fake the banner of
Islam in America.”

Also partidipating in the
dialogue was Khalid 'Abdulhadi

Into the Mainstream

N the historic sense. Islam is not new to the United
States, but arrived with ships bearing African salves in
the eighteenth century. Twe hundred years later, more

than one million black Anwrlcuns haue

religion of thegir ancesiors./

returned to the

. Many African-Americans were drawn m the black national-
ist movement known as the Nation of Islam founded in the
1930s. While controversial, the message of hope and trans-

« formatibn preached by its leader, Eljjah Mohammed, ap-
pealed to many. After Elijah's death in 1975, his son and suc-
cessor, Warith Muhammed, disavowed non-Muslim doctrines
and placed the movement within mainstream Islam.

Whether

their ethnic origins are African,

Arab. or

European, Muslims are finding a comfortable home in the
United States. They are increasingly conscious of their dual
identities as Muslims and Americans, and many espouses a
way of life that infuses the realities of the modern world with

the spiritual integrity of their faith. They day is

not far off

when the world will think of the United States as a nation not
dominated by one. buit blessed with many faiths.

X
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Yahya Bl , a professor
of Islamic Studies at Temple

University and an American
convert to the Islamic religion.
who explained that “"the peo-
ple keep coming despite the
lack of resources. The religion
tends to move jtself.”

‘Today, Blankinship said,
‘we have a rising class of

 Americans who are scholars.
who are familiar withr the reli-
gion.”

In a nation that despairs
about the decline of family val-
ues, he sgid, Islam generates a
strong appeal due to its struc-
ture and sirong moral mes-
sage. Ile noted-. that. ’(Islam)
has been very attractive in id-
ner-city neighbourhoods.” In
the African-American com-
munity. he reported, "We do
believe that Islam-can provide

« & possible model for recon-
struction of society.”

Both speakers noted that
American Muslims are becom-
ing more involved in the polit
ical process. They said that
even though American Musl-
ims have only recently begun
to organize themselves po-
litically, they have been in-
strumental in encouraging dia-
logue among religious faiths,
the US government, Arab and
Muslim governments, and
Islamic movemerits around the
world.

Syeed said that Muslim-
friendly city laws that have
been passed in the United
States and Muslim holidays are
often noted and explained in
the popular press. "The inau-
guration of the Senate and the
“‘Congress with the recitation of
the Koran, (and) the message
from the President on the Eid
El-Fitr. for example these
symbolic gesiures go a long
way in giving a beller image of
Islam,” he said

"When my children go 1o
‘school their classmates have
heard aboul Ramadan. They
have heard about Eid. 5o then
they feel more comfortable to
discuss Islam in a positive
light.” he said.

Syeed also reported that he
interviewed a Muslim who re:
cently had been elécted mayor
of a Texas town "We asked
him {the mayor| lo analyze
what went irfto his success. |s

there a large number ol
Muslims in that city?" said
Syeed, who noted that the

mayor's family were the only
Muslims in that city. "But the
peopie there have recognized
him as a trustworthy pecson so
he got the largest number of
votes. And this scene is being
repeated in other cities as well
at different government
Blankinship, when asked
about the loss of religious
principles among young
American Muslims, replied
that Muslim children often
grow up with very little com-
munity with Islam. "They
would come back to the
mosque in the end only to bury
people, which was like burying
the religion itsell.” he sakd
But despite the erosion of
religious principles worldwide.
Blankinship described the fu-
“nol bleak. but wery
hepeful. Because there is more

for k
- fold of lelam." And, he spaid, the
loss of cormmitted Muslims “is
counterbalanced by the other
phnmnﬂpeqitmnl
into Islam.”
JOANNE L MIX is a lm
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