
 
 

Responding to Islamophobia: A Unitarian Universalist Approach to Loving Community 
 

Foreword 
This document was written by Earl Daniels, with much help from other sources. The 

observations and emphasis are those of the author, who cannot speak for Islam as an adherent. 

Footnotes are supplied for information brought in from a specific source. A bibliography of other 

influencing sources is included at the end for further study. 

Purpose 
Media reports and everyday encounters contain frequent expressions of fear of Muslims 

in the United States. There is too much Islamophobia in political discourse, editorial pages, blog 

comments, and real-world encounters. Much of this fear and hatred is based upon 

misconceptions and projecting the behavior of a small minority of radicals onto overwhelming 

majority of moderate, peace-loving Muslims.  

The information presented in this introduction, the visit to the Masjid Uthman, and the 

interactive workshop will equip the participants with understanding, awareness and skills to 

engage as an ally wherever Islamophobia is present.  

As your time is valuable, this information and our sessions are succinct, while providing 

opportunities to engage on a deeper level. During our visit to a prayer service and orientation at 

Masjid Uthman, you may witness a level of mutuality and togetherness that is seldom seen in 

other religious traditions. Muslims pray together shoulder to shoulder. Our workshop sessions at 

Northwest are designed to be interactive and participatory, to engage an intentional 

“problem-posing method”  so participants can engage as agents of love in situations involving 1

Islamophobia. The workshop will include sharing and role-playing scenarios to stimulate 

emotional appreciation for these experiences.   2

The guiding principle for the curriculum is drawn from, A Common Word , a 2007 letter 

co-signed by 138 prominent Islamic academics, writers, clerics, politicians and muftis from many 

countries across several continents. The main message of the letter is that the Abrahamic 

religions share a common dictate to love God and love neighbor, as voiced by Jesus in the 

“greatest commandment” (“...you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, ...  and you 

1 Freire, Paulo. Pedagogy of the Oppressed . Translated by Myra Bergman Ramos. 30th Anniversary ed. 
New York:Continuum, 2000. 
2 Dykstra, Craig R. Growing in the Life of Faith: Education and Christian Practices. Vol. 2d ed. Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2005. 

http://masjiduthmanatlanta.org/
http://www.acommonword.com/the-acw-document/


 
 

shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Mark 12:29-31) and found in the Qur’an and Islamic 

hadiths: “None of you has faith until you love for your neighbour what you love for yourself.”  3

 

The extent of the problem 
There is a high level of vitriol present in daily discourse, political campaigns and news 

reports. Too many Americans hold a very distorted view of Islam. Two quotes to highlight the 

nature of the problem:  

 

“ ‘Islamophobia’ accurately reflects a social anxiety toward Islam and Muslim cultures 

that is largely unexamined by, yet deeply ingrained in, Americans. Instead of arising from 

traumatic personal experiences… this phobia results for most from distant social experiences 

that mainstream American culture has perpetuated in popular memory...” 
~ Peter Gottschalk and Gabriel Greenberg, Islamophobia: Making Muslims the Enemy (2008). 

 

 

“Muslims not only feel the daily barrage of hate-speech and hate-acts through insulting 

and deriding analyses and images that flood television, print media and even billboards on 

highways. They are also under surveillance by the government, profiled in public places like 

streets, mosques, universities, and have their movements tracked, their associations, finances 

and charitable giving monitored.” 
~ Stephen Sheehi, Islamophobia: The Ideological Campaign Against Muslims (2011). 

 

 

Even more to the point, Islamophobia actually plays into the hands of terrorist groups. 

George Soros recently wrote an op-ed titled  "The terrorists and demagogues want us to be 

scared. We mustn’t give in": 
 

“In the article, Soros argues that extremist groups like the Islamic State and 

Al Qaeda are hoping to create a strong sense of anti-Muslim sentiment around the 

world so that Muslims see no other option but to get involved with terrorism. 

“Jihadi terrorist groups such as Islamic State and al-Qaida have discovered the 

Achilles heel of our western societies: the fear of death,” Soros writes. “Through 

3 Sahih Muslim, Kitab al-Iman, 67-1, Hadith no. 45. 



 
 

horrific attacks and macabre videos, the publicists of Isis magnify this fear, leading 

otherwise sensible people in hitherto open societies to abandon their reason.”  4

 

 

Such fear can cause people to abandon their compassion as well. Any response must 

be a loving response.  

 

A quick historical perspective 
This will not be an attempt at a history lesson of Islam or the rest of the world, but 

instead one perspective that might be helpful. Every part of history, as well as every perspective 

on history, can tell us something about how relationships are today. We bring the past with us, 

but history does not dictate how we are with each other today. Distortions of history are 

sometimes used to justify actions today. Mentions of the Christian Crusades or some 

variously-defined Muslim Conquests are generally to support some particular argument or 

perspective. For example, comparing the Christian Crusades to the current extremist violence 

lacks relevance in that the Crusades were conducted in a very different time by the established 

church and government powers, whereas the current extremist violence is conducted by 

illegitimate perpetrators. Many historians see the Crusaders as orthodox Christians at the time, 

whereas extremists are not accepted as legitimate Muslims by most adherents today. 

What is true is that the Crusades, the Inquisition, Slavery and Jim Crow laws were 

justified in the name of Christ through perverted readings of scripture. People who fought 

against such atrocities also appealed to scripture. Trying to compare the Qu’ran to the Christian 

Bible in an argument may not be helpful due to all the issues around interpretation and 

translation. Unless you intend to delve deeply into history and textual interpretation, it is best to 

avoid bringing these into any conflicts you may have. 

So, instead of concentrating on often-tragic past events or trying to interpret religious 

texts, look at how religions work in the lives of the adherents. The overwhelming majority of the 

1.6 billion Muslims live peaceful lives in harmony with their neighbors. Muslims traditionally greet 

each other with “As-Salamu Alaikum ” (peace be upon you). In addition to this lived experience 

of a peaceful people, it is good have a basic understanding of Islam, and its history here in the 

United States, so we will present a few of the basics. We will also take a look at violence, Sharia 

and some other Muslim practices in order to gain some insight into what it means to be Muslim. 

4 http://www.politico.com/story/2015/12/george-soros-donald-trump-ted-cruz-fear-tactics-217164  
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Basic tenets of Islam 

This is a brief overview of beliefs and practices in Islam, and is only intended as a 

starting point for further study. For the basic beliefs, there are six (or seven) articles of faith 

common in Islam.  5

1. The belief in the oneness of God, that there is no god worthy of worship, except Allah. 

Allah is the Creator & Sustainer of the universe. 

2. Muslims believe in the existence of the angels and that they are honored creatures.  The 

angels worship God alone, obey Him, and act only by His command.  Among the angels 

is Gabriel, who brought down the Quran to Muhammad 

3. Muslims believe that God revealed books to His messengers as proof for mankind and 

as guidance for them.  Among these books is the Quran, which God revealed to the 

Prophet Muhammad. 

4. Muslims believe in the prophets and messengers of God, starting with Adam, including 

Noah, Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and Jesus (peace be upon them).  But 

God’s final message to man, a reconfirmation of the eternal message, was revealed to 

the Prophet Muhammad. 

5. Muslims believe in the Day of Judgment (the Day of Resurrection, some state as #7) 

when all people will be resurrected for God’s judgment according to their beliefs and 

deeds.  

6. Muslims believe in Al-Qadar, which is Divine Predestination, but this belief in Divine 

Predestination does not mean that human beings do not have freewill.  Rather, Muslims 

believe that God has given human beings freewill.  This means that they can choose 

right or wrong and that they are responsible for their choices. 

7. (sometimes combined with #5) Belief in Resurrection after Death. After the world ends, 

Muslims believe that all people who have died will be brought back to life (or, 

resurrected) in order to face the Judgment rendered to each of them by Almighty God. 

 

Note that the Qu’ran is the revealed word of God, given to Muhammad by the angel 

Gabriel in Arabic. Translations of the Qu’ran into other languages are not authoritative, are 

regarded as human interpretations, and so no longer possess the uniquely sacred character of 

the Arabic original.  

5 http://www.islam-guide.com/ch3-2.htm 

http://www.islam-guide.com/ch3-2.htm


 
 

As for practices in Islam, the requirements are included in the Five Pillars of Islam, the 

framework of the Muslim life.  6

1. The testimony of faith is saying with conviction, “La ilaha illa Allah, Muhammadur 

rasoolu Allah .”  This saying means “There is no true god (deity) but God (Allah), and 

Muhammad is the Messenger (Prophet) of God.”  

2. Muslims perform five prayers a day.  Each prayer does not take more than a few 

minutes to perform.  Prayer in Islam is a direct link between the worshipper and God. 

Prayers are recited in Arabic to remain true to the original revelations. 

3. Giving Zakat (charity / support of the needy): All things belong to God, and wealth is 

therefore held by human beings in trust. 

4. Muslims fast during the month of Ramadan, abstaining from food, drink, and sexual 

relations from dawn until sundown. 

5. The annual pilgrimage (Hajj) to Mecca is an obligation once in a lifetime for those who 

are physically and financially able to perform it. 

 

In the United States, adherents are not “tracked” as to whether or not they perform all 

these obligations - this is considered a matter between the worshipper and Allah. Prayer can be 

performed alone, but is encouraged as a community event, and attendance is not tracked. It is 

notable how much solidarity is experienced during prayers, albeit segregated by gender, those 

praying are very close together, shoulder to shoulder. The separation of the genders is intended 

to reduce the distraction of the men, not necessarily as a statement on the place of women. 

 

Islam in America 

Islam has existed in the United States during almost all of its existence. Many of the 

enslaved Africans were from areas where a form of Islam was practiced, although they were 

forced to give up their religion and forcibly converted to (the slave owner’s contorted form of) 

Christianity. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Middle Eastern Muslims immigrated to the 

U.S., concentrated in the industrial Ohio and Michigan. By mid-20th century, there were more 

than 1000 mosques in North America. There was also the rise of the African-American Muslim 

Nationalist Movement (Nation of Islam) that still exists to this day, although most 

African-American Muslims now practice a more orthodox Sunni Islam.  

6 http://www.islam-guide.com/ch3-16.htm 
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Islam in America represents a very diverse population, including people of all races and 

many national origins. There are around 3.3 to 5 million Muslims in the U.S., about half were 

born here. Ethnically, around 1/3 are African American, 1/3 are of South Asian descent and 

about 1/4 are of Arab descent.  7

Mosques or masjids are locally controlled, usually governed by a board of directors and 

led by a Imam. Doctrine is determined at the local level with no global authority - there is no 

Muslim “pope.” While there are some differences in doctrine, worship and prayer is quite similar 

in mosques around the world, and Muslims are welcome to pray in any mosque without any 

doctrinal prerequisites. Muslims participate in all aspects of civic life, running for public office, 

participating in community organizations, voting, running businesses and all other aspects of 

American life. Islamic centers sponsor Boy Scout and Girl Scout troops. A note on terminology, 

mosques, masjids, or Islamic centers are different designations are more preference than 

specific distinction, although “mosque” designates a place to pray, and “Islamic center” indicates 

that other activities take place there. But no matter the name, the Muslim religious organization 

functions much like a church or a synagogue in the lives of those who attend there.  

 

Violence in the Qu’ran 
Religion historian Philip Jenkins compared the Bible to the Qu’ran, whereupon he said, 

"Much to my surprise, the Islamic scriptures in the Qu’ran were actually far less bloody and less 

violent than those in the Bible." Violence in the Qu’ran, he and others say, is largely a defense 

against attack.  In any writing, there must be consideration of the context in which it was written. 8

Passages about violence must be considered among the passages about love.  

Anyone can pick and choose verses from the Qu’ran or the Bible to support their choice 

to be violent in achieving their goals. For centuries, Christian churches supported massive acts 

of violence in God’s name - the Crusades, slavery, and much more. Even today, some fringe 

“Christians” justify violence through selective use of scripture, such as anti-abortionists who kill 

doctors or white supremacists terrorizing people of color. The West’s oppressive colonialism 

and ongoing exploitation (e.g. of oil resources), “justified” by Christian teachings, is now used as 

fuel by those who now benefit by claiming false jihad  against the West. The Qu’ran explicitly 

7 From several sources. The most easily accessed: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islam_in_the_United_States  
8 http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=124494788  
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condemns religious aggression and the killing of civilians. And it makes the distinction between 

jihad  - legal warfare with the proper rules of engagement - and irjaf , or terrorism.  9

Muslims believe in free will granted by Allah, and any coercion of faith is a violation of 

the right to a free conscious. A different belief system is not deemed a legitimate cause for 

violence or war under Islamic law. The Quran is categorical on this: "There shall be no 

compulsion in religion" (2:256); "Say to the disbelievers [that is, atheists, or polytheists, namely 

those who reject God] "To you, your beliefs, to me, mine" (109:1-6)"  10

If the seemingly violent verses are read with these verses in mind, it becomes clear that 

the Qu’ran allows fighting only in self-defense. 

This is evident in that out of 1.6 billion Muslims worldwide, only a very small minority 

participate in the violent acts that all too often make headlines in our news. While global 

terrorism is often committed by people claiming to be Islamist, the fact is that Islam is not 

inherently violent.   The murder rate in Muslim countries averages only about 1/4 of the rate in 11

non-Muslim countries.  

There are many people, including certain politicians, who benefit from fomenting fear of 

Muslims. There are others who are fearful out of ignorance.  

 

Sharia 
Sharia is Islamic or sacred law, from an Arabic word meaning “the way” or “the path.” 

Most Muslims understand this as a way to live their lives in accordance to God’s divine 

guidance, to achieve justice, fairness and mercy. Sharia is mostly concerned about religious 

observance, such as prayer and fasting. Sharia is not fixed and static, but is in a constant state 

of interpretation. American Muslims overwhelmingly support the U.S. Constitution and 

understand Sharia as a personal religious obligation, not something the government should 

enforce.   12

The First Amendment assures us that Sharia will never become the law of the land, and 

that Muslims can continue to use Sharia as their guide to their religion, just as Christians can 

and do. American law is slowly uncoupling itself from the Christian basis behind many of laws, 

9 ibid 
10 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quran_and_violence  
11 http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2015/02/15/no-islam-isn-t-inherently-violent-and-the-math- 
proves-it.html  
12 http://www.tolerance.org/publication/sharia  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quran_and_violence
http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2015/02/15/no-islam-isn-t-inherently-violent-and-the-math-proves-it.html
http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2015/02/15/no-islam-isn-t-inherently-violent-and-the-math-proves-it.html
http://www.tolerance.org/publication/sharia


 
 

and it seems quite unlikely that we will forget those lessons if more radical Muslims suggest that 

Sharia law be codified into American law.  

One element of Sharia law that is more obvious is the requirement of modesty that 

applies to men and women to particular extents, but is most obvious when practiced by Muslim 

women in their modest dress.  

 

Covering the head 
Many westerners interpret the tradition of Muslim women wearing a headscarf as 

oppressive. This is a very narrow view of the practice that is an overgeneralization. While there 

are various forms of head covering, the most common is known as a hijab , an Arabic word 

meaning “cover” or “curtain.” While hijab is most commonly worn by women, Muslim men also 

sometimes wear a head covering as a means of showing modesty. This modesty often extends 

to the wearing of loose-fitting, non-revealing clothing, also referred to as hijab .  13

Muslim women may choose to wear the hijab for a variety of reasons. Some women 

believe that God has instructed women to wear it as a means of fulfilling His commandment for 

modesty. For these women, wearing hijab is a personal choice that is made after puberty and is 

intended to reflect one’s personal devotion to God. This is very much the same reason that 

some Christian women, such as Catholic nuns, dress modestly and cover their heads. 

Some Muslim women do not perceive the hijab as obligatory to their faith, but will  wear 

the hijab as a visible expression of their Muslim identity. Especially since 9/11, the hijab is 

perceived in the U.S. as synonymous with Islam. Some Muslim women choose to declare their 

Islamic identity as a witness of their faith. Unfortunately this all too frequently results in assaults 

and harassment of Muslim women wearing hijab. 

Most Muslim women who wear the hijab do so for religious reasons, however, there are 

other Arab or Muslim women who choose to wear the hijab as an expression of their cultural 

identity. The hijab can become a challenge to Western prejudice and an expression of their 

political and social alliance with their country of origin. In an ironic twist, some women wear the 

hijab to challenge Western feminist notions that hijab-wearing women are oppressed or 

silenced.  

Lauren Shields understands the choice women face, “In America, Islamic dress is often 

a choice, and the women who make this choice are declining to endorse Western Imperialism 

13 http://arabsinamerica.unc.edu/identity/veiling/hijab/  
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and the sexualization of their bodies. It’s a way of expressing modesty and resisting the 

pressure to be scrutinized against Western standards of beauty.”   14

One of our scenarios considers a situation where it is assumed that a Muslim woman is 

“forced” to wear the hijab . Hopefully it becomes clear that the hijab is no more “forced” than high 

heels or lipstick. As with many practices, there are some expectations, but our motivations are 

rarely simple. It is true that a hijab is expected of all women when attending prayer services in a 

mosque, but this is not significantly different than type of expectations of modesty expected of 

all persons attending any type of worship service. A few honest, open conversations with 

Muslim women who wear the hijab will quickly dispel the notion that it is a form of oppression. 

We must get past our discomfort with this difference if we are to truly see it for what it is. 

While it is generally appropriate for a woman to wear hijab  when visiting a mosque (and 

for men to dress modestly, too), some Muslim women have pushed back at the idea of 

non-Muslim women wearing hijab as an act of interfaith solidarity.  Each Muslim woman has 15

her own reason for wearing (or not) the hijab. If you get to know a Muslim woman, it may be 

appropriate at some point for you to ask her why she covers her hair. She may be glad to 

answer, especially if the question is asked in the right spirit. 

 

Conclusion 
Muslims and Unitarian Universalists (UUs) share in a desire for peaceful co-existence 

with our neighbors. Islam fosters loving community. The UU Seven Principles call us to affirm 

and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person, justice, equity, peace, liberty and 

justice for all. UUs do not seek a world where Muslims are merely “tolerated,” but where 

Muslims are respected, accepted and loved for who they are. While our differences are real and 

should not be dismissed, we share enough to be loving neighbors. UUs exist in a society where 

white privilege is difficult to see, much less eliminate, but we are all called to examine how our 

society repeatedly chooses a most defenseless group as a particular target of oppression and 

attack. Many politicians perceive an advantage to have an “enemy” from whom that politician is 

the protector - thus garnering votes. We know that there are many “real enemies” such as global 

climate change and income inequality, and that demonizing particular groups is an abhorrent 

American tradition that goes against our UU principles and ideals.  

14 http://www.salon.com/2013/07/02/my_year_of_modesty/  
15  https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2015/12/21/as-muslim-women-we-actually-ask- 
you-not-to-wear-the-hijab-in-the-name-of-interfaith-solidarity/  

http://www.uua.org/beliefs/what-we-believe/principles
http://www.salon.com/2013/07/02/my_year_of_modesty/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2015/12/21/as-muslim-women-we-actually-ask-you-not-to-wear-the-hijab-in-the-name-of-interfaith-solidarity/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2015/12/21/as-muslim-women-we-actually-ask-you-not-to-wear-the-hijab-in-the-name-of-interfaith-solidarity/


 
 

Unitarian Universalists have a long, rich history of leading-edge engagement with social 

justice issues, with our leaders and members on the front lines of abolition, suffrage, and civil 

rights movements. Our current “Standing on the Side of Love” movement is actively engaged in 

several fronts to stop oppression. We now need to extend this tradition to include addressing 

Islamophobia. 

While UUs are small in number, we do still have a role to play in helping to address 

injustices, including the Islamophobia that is all too common in the U.S. We must not sit idly by 

while this oppression continues. While it may not be appropriate to intervene in every situation, 

there are cases where it is helpful, even vital, that we get involved.  

We hope that the mosque visit and the workshop will give participants insight to Islam 

and equip them to foster loving community through confronting divisive voices in our society. 

We will create safe space in which to explore our feelings about Islam and to create comfort 

with differences while honoring the inherent worth and dignity of every person. 
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