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LVATORE FERRtARA'S
near-death experience at the
ge of 11 began a spiritu-
al quest that would last his
whole lifetime. Casting aside his
Catholic upbringing, he began to
look for something that answered
his most burning questions.
Perrara asked his mother to
drive him to the public library in
his hometown of Newark, Del,
where he pulled books randomly
off the shelf in the World Religion
section. Throughout the years Fer-
rara examined any religion that
rang true to him. His search led
him from Zoroastrianism to Wicca
to indigenous Indian practices, and
ultimately, in 2008, to Islam. He has
been a devoted Muslim ever since.

il

Ferrara, 30, is now a student at
the University of Montana and the
president of the Muslim Student
Association, is married to a Mus-
lim woman and gives the weekly
sermon at the MSA House.

“For me, I define myself as Mus-
lim ... Where I'm going in life, how
I act, what I eat, it’s all defined by
Islam,” Ferrara said. “Allah has
guided me to the best life anyone
can have.”

Ferrara said he initially looked
into Islam to prove to a woman
who he was interested in that a
Muslim woman could date a man
with tattoos, of which he has sev-
eral. He said his interest in Islam
“sprouted like a tree.”

Islam appealed to Ferrara’s ra-

—

tional side, with many scientific
claims found within the Quran
proved by modern research, such
as a rudimentary Big Bang theo-
ry and the egg-shape of the earth.
He found nothing to discredit the
Islamic holy book and began to
identify with the moral upright-
ness espoused by the Prophet Mu-
hammad.

Ferrara admits that initially he
didn’t know much about Islam, but
the more he studied the more his
faith grew.

Ferrara still remembers the
exact moment when his religious
revelation dawned on him. He
was driving his truck in Missoula,
while listening to an Islamic ser-
mon on tape.
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Alina Calianu, who converted from Orthodox Christian to Islam last January, said she has complete peace
about her choice because she knows she is doing the right thing.
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“I didn’t understand the tight-
ness in my chest,” Ferrara said. “I
was bitter and felt like my heart
was turning cold. Suddenly, my
heart felt touched by the beams
of the sun and a tear fell from my

eye”

Americans’ understanding
of Islam is largely ignorant of the
social, political and historical ten-
sions prevalent in the Middle East,
said UM Professor Mehrdad Kia,
originally of Iran. Kia now heads
the Central and Southwest Asian
Studies Center.

Western perceptions of Islam,
he said, have been informed by
acts of terror and aggression per-
petrated by a tiny minority of Is-
lamic extremists, such as the recent
assassination of US. Ambassador
Chris Stevens in Libya.

Islam is the fastest growing re-
ligious group in the United States,
Kia said, and has an increasing
presence in Montana. Kia said
Muslims fear marginalization in
mainstream American culture and
complain of being used as an easy
scapegoat

Anti-American violence in the
Muslim world has dominated re-
cent headlines because of a You-
Tube clip called “The Innocence
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AR AWAY FROM THE

turmoil in the Middle East,

UM’ Foreign Student and

Scholar Services reportnearly
140 students and faculty members
at the University of Montana come
from a Muslim-majority country.
Islam is no longer a distant, inac-
cessible religion for UM students.
The MSA house, owned by UM,
acts as the Islamic center for the
Muslim community in Missoula.
Muslim Awareness Week begins
Oct. 22, offering free lectures, mov-
ies and events for those interested
in expanding their knowledge of
this complex, multifaceted religion.
Many of the worshippers at the
MSA house are Middle Eastern
foreign exchange students, but a
growing minority is made up of
Anglo converts and first-genera-
tion Americans.

Alina Calianu came to the
United States from Romania six
years ago to study as an exchange
student in Havre. She graduated
from UM in 2011 with a bachelor’s

of Muslims,” which portrays the
Prophet Muhammad as a blood-
thirsty pedophile.

UM professor Samir Bitar, who
teaches Arabic studies, was born
in Jerusalem and came to the Unit-
ed States at age 16. He explained
that it is against Islamic principals
to speak the names of any of the
prophets in vain or to depict the
Prophet Muhammad.

“Muslims take the Prophet as
an exemplar and the highest level
of piety is to lead your life in the
ways of the Prophet,” Bitar said.
“Having said that, when people
depict the Prophet in vulgar ways,
it’s very insulting not just to Mus-
lims. It's an insult to humanity.”

Professor Kia expressed outrage
that a small group of Islamic radi-
cals endangered the interests of all
Libyans by killing the U.S. Ambas-
sador, who had been a friend and
advocate of the people. He said the
media used the tragedy to paint an
“us versus them” view of Middle
Eastern relations.

“The large majority of Muslims
didn't care to watch (the video) and
recognized it for the piece of trash
itwas,” he said. “ Nothing in Islam
justifies the killing of innocent hu-
man beings.”

degree in international business
marketing. Now she’s working
on a master’s thesis on integrating
culturally diverse individuals into
mainstream American society
through higher education.

A tiny woman with bright eyes,
a ready smile and high-heeled
boots, Calianu describes herself as
motivated and goal-oriented. She
converted to Islam in January 2011
Previously, she was a part of the
Christian Orthodox Church like
most Romanians.

“Ttdidn't make sense anymore,”
she said. “When I looked into Is-
lam I found answers. I'm a reason-
able, logical person, so the scientific
proof in the Quran drew me in.”

Calianu said she knew her
parents would disapprove of her
choice.

“Tt was a bold move for me,” she
said. “I was scared and confused at
first, but I just knew it was the right
path, and the more I researched Is-
lam, the more I fell in love with it”

Now, Calianu said she has

B Y.

found her peace in Allah. Calianu
covers her hair with the hijab
(headscarf) and wears modest
clothing. She said when she looks
back, she feels as if she was objec-
tifying herself and now acts more
respectably.

“You see so many people
sucked into the trivialities,” she
said. “If you focus on being a good
Muslim, being kind to people,
praying and remembering God,
you'll find that peace.”

Faisal Alanazi, a UM exchange
student from Kuwait, said west
erners frequently misunderstand
the lives of women in Islamic coun-
tries. Stories of female oppression
in Islamic countries are widely
reported in the United States by di-
verse media outlets.

Alanazi, who has studied in
Missoula for five years, said his
five sisters have careers as transla-
tors, doctors and nurses. However,
women are not required to work in
Islam, but they are allowed to keep

any money they earn, Alanazi said.
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Another chapter of the Quran
reveals “heaven is at the feet of
the mother”” The Muslim tradition

“|' was scared and
confused at first,
but | just knew it
was the right path
and the more |
researched Islam
the more | fell

In love with it.”’
Alina Calianu,
UM student

does not blame Eve for the expul-
sion from the proverbial garden.
Bitar said women have served
as heads of state in many Islamic
countries, such as Pakistan, Jordan,
Kyrgyzstan and Senegal. Ferrara
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said the sexes each have their own
responsibilities and rights within
their own domains.

“People say there is no gen-
der equality in Islam, and theyre
right,” Ferrara said. “There’s some-
thing better: equity.”

Ferrara said that men are re-
sponsible for providing for the
family and women are charged
with raising children. Calianu
said she likes the way women are
viewed in Islam.

“Women are like a jewel to take
care of and protect,” Calianu said.
“That’s how I see women in Islam.
Very protected and very respect-
ed”

Islans religious traditions are
similar to that of Judaism and
Christianity, Kia said. United by a
common link to the prophet Abra-
ham, they share some spiritual
beliefs and claim the same sacred
lands. Bitar said the actual tenants
of Islam are often jumbled with
fundamentalist sects” radical opin-
ions.
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Salvatore Ferrara, left, leads Abdulaziz Almedaimigh, right, and other Muslims in prayer at the Muslim Student Association house Thursday afternoon.
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“If Americans want to under-
stand Islam, they need to study Is-
lam, not Muslims,” Bitar said.

Islam began in the seventh cen-
tury in the deserts of what is now
Saudi Arabia, after the establish-
ment of Christianity and Judaism.
Ferrara said Muslims accept that
God sent several prophets to man-
kind, including Adam, David,
Abraham, Moses, Jesus and finally
Muhammad. Allah (the name of
God inIslam) senttheangel Gabriel
to a man named Muhammad ibn
Abdullah, understood by Muslims
to be the final and ultimate proph-
et, Ferrara said. He said the Proph-
et Muhammad recorded verbatim
the revelations sent by Allah, and
those recordings became the Qu-
ran, or the foundational text of Is-
lam. Muslims consider the Quran
as the word of God undistorted,
perfect and the complete guide to
following his will, Ferrara said.

“The human is always looking
for guidance, in a guru or a per-
son,” Ferrara said. “In Islam, it's a
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direct, personal relation to the Qu-
ran. There are no intermediaries.”

Bitar said Allah sent the Prophet
Muhammad detailed instructions
on morality and appropriate social
behavior.

“Human interpretation of the
divine is highly flawed,” Bitar
said. “So when Allah completed
his message with Muhammad
he gave us the details: what to eat,
how to dress, how to handle inher-
itance.”

Ferrara said he believes that Is-
lam is more challenging to follow
than other religions. He said it's
not only a belief system — it’s also
a lifestyle. He said the Quran pre-
scribes almost every aspect of life.

“It’s the only religion that teach-
es you how to use the bathroom,”
Ferrara said.

In the Islamic view, he said, this
world is a prison for believers and
a paradise for non-believers. Islam
demands self-submission and obe-
dience to Allah. Ferrara said he

See ISLAM, next page
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understands the Islamic concept of
Jihad to mean putting forth effort
and struggling with yourself.

“People are people, and we
always have to fight for what
is important and what is going
to fall by the wayside,” Ferrara
said.

Traditional Islam inter-
twines with daily life. Ferrara
said that a devout Muslim’s
every waking moment should
be in remembrance of Allah.
Alanazi said a member of the
family supervises any time an
unmarried couple spends to-
gether. Dating is rare in Islam-
ic countries. Premarital sex is
strictly forbidden, Bitar said,
and couples don't touch or kiss
before they are married.

Muslims must stop what
they’re doing five times a day
to pray in the direction of Mec-
ca.

Before they make their
prayers, they clean their hands
and feet. In addition, Muslims
traditionally do not eat pork or
any meat that was not slaugh-
tered according to the speci-
fications found in the Quran.
Pious Muslims dress modestly,
and women are encouraged to
cover their hair. Once a year,
for the month of Ramadan,
Muslims fast during daylight

hours. Of course, Bitar said,
like any religion, different sects
have interpreted the rules of Is-
lam in different fashions. Some

"People say
there's no gender
equality in Islam,
and they're right.
There's something
better: Equity.”

Salvatore Ferrara,
President of the
Muslim Student

Association

Muslims adhere to a very con-
servative reading of the Qu-
ran, and others allow a looser
understanding. Levels of de-
voutness vary depending on
country, culture and personal
practices.

“There is one, and only one,
Islam. There are many Mus-
lims,” Bitar said.

There are 50 Muslim-ma-
jority countries in the world,
according to the Pew Research
Center, and more than 1.3 bil-
lion Muslims. Although the
Quran is traditionally recited
in Arabic, the religion of Islam

has spread all over the world.

“This perception of Islam as
an Arab religion is very, very
wrong. It's a huge mistake,”
said Serdar Poyraz, a profes-
sor of Middle Eastern history
at UM.

The image of Muslims, or
followers of Islam, as dark-
skinned, Arabic-speaking peo-
ple only encompasses a small
minority of all Muslims, Poyraz
said. The entire Arab ethnicity
group consists of just 300 mil-
lion people. Indonesia claims
the largest Muslim population,
and India alone hosts 170 mil-
lion Muslim inhabitants. Islam
has permeated the world far
beyond its historical homeland
and is second only to Christi-
anity in number of adherents,
according to the BBC.

“In general in the West, re-
ligion has been left behind,”
Bitar said. “That’s not the case
in Islamic countries. It's part of
almost every conversation.”

Muslims use Dhikr, or re-
membrances of Allah or the
Prophet, in casual conversa-
tion. Bitar said that when Mus-
lims talk in the present or the
past, they close their statement
with “praise be to Allah,” and
when they speak in the future,
they close with “Allah willing.”
He said that this level or reli-
gious fervor sometimes makes
Westerners nervous.

= DIFFERENT PERCEPTION

Abby Redfern/Montana Kaimn

Alina Calianu, a graduate student at the University, works in customer service at Dining Services. Caliana,
a devout Muslim, said her workplace is great about accommodating her prayer practices (Salat), a Muslim
practice that has her pray five times a day.
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HE RELATIONSHIP

between the Islamic world

and the West has been

strained since the first cru-
sades of the 11th century, said
Bitar. During the Middle Ages,
Christian Europe was locked
in conflict. Seeking an external
enemy, Bitar said the West de-
monized Islam and Muslims.

When he first came to Amer-
ica 37 years ago, Bitar said he
encountered more genuine
interest in his religion. Ameri-
cans would support his choice,
referencing the pilgrims on the
Mayflower who fled Europe to
escape religious prosecution
and established the United
States, with one of the found-
ing doctrines being freedom
of religion. Now, he said, in the
post-9/11 climate, questions
posed come with built-in bias,
approaching hostility.

Muslims in Missoula face a
mixed bag of reactions. Ferr-
ara said members of the MSA
report hearing “This is Amer-
ica, go back to your country”
or “terrorist” shouted outside
their house. However, many
local Muslims credit Montana
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Alina Calianu’s prayer rug lies in the basement area of the Mansfield
Library. Calianu said when she first converted she had a hard time
finding places on campus where she could pray, until she discovered
the little prayer area in the basement.
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as being a more accepting place
than most.

“Every Muslim in this coun-
try, or almost all, has had bad
experiences,” Bitar said. “I'm
very lucky that I've been here a
long time and live in Montana.
People are more curious than
anything.”

For a woman, evidence of
being Muslim is easily visible.
Calianu, who works for Din-
ing Services at UM, said her
co-workers have been very ac-
commodating of her conversion
to Islam.

“This community is sup-
portive and inclusive,” she said.
“It’s very healthy for me. People
might be confused if they see a
woman wearing a hijab, but if
you smile at them, they smile
back.”

America’s image of the Mid-
dle East has been formed by
key events, Poyraz said, from
9/11 to the Iranian Revolution
of 1979 and the American Em-
bassy hostage crisis that fol-
lowed, as well as the attack
on Israeli athletes at the 1972
Olympics. From these acts of
aggression against the United

States, Poyraz said, the percep-
tion of Muslims as hostile and
savage spread throughout the
American consciousness.

Kia said Americans are gen-
erally woefully ignorant of oth-
er cultures. He describes the
average American awareness
of Islamic cultures as a vacu-
um, which is filled only by TV
reports depicting them as a
monolith of fanaticism and ter-
rorism.

“I don't equate Christianity
to the Ku Klux Klan burning
crosses or to David Koresh in
Waco, Texas,” he said. “Every
religion has its fringe groups
who use it for political and
ideological reasons. In our per-
ception of the Muslim world,
they are just waiting to burn an
American flag. Most Muslims
have their own worries, their
own problems.”

Tyrannical regimes silence
any protest and use Islam to
justify their practices, Kia said.
It is important to differentiate
between political Islam and Is-
lam as a personal religion, he
said.

“Unfortunately, political Is-
lam has a very unique and reac-
tionary interpretation of Islam,
which they try to impose on the
rest of the Islamic world,” Kia
said.

Poyraz said after the break-
up of the Islamic Empires fol-
lowing World War I, France and
Britain divided sovereignty of
the Muslim world, but by the
end of World War 1I, the colo-
nizing forces retreated from the
Middle East, and the Islamic
countries began to form inde-
pendent states, generally auto-
cratic dictatorships.

“The hatred of Western gov-
ernments has nothing to do
with Islam, Christianity or Ju-
daism. It is caused by the par-
titioning of other people’s land
into artificial, dysfunctional
states,” Kia said.

He said that some Muslims
view what happened during
the 19th and 20th centuries as
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a Christian-waged holy war
against Muslims. He credits
these ingrained memories for
fundamentalist groups’ contin-
ued success in recruiting mem-
bers.

“Osama bin Laden and other
leaders of Islamist movements
use the discourse to remind
Muslims of the humiliation of

“In our perception
of the Muslim
world, they are just
waiting to burn an
American flag. Most
Muslims have their
own worries, their

own problems.”
Mehrdad Kia

colonization, and they manip-
ulate the raw sentiments of the
street,” Kia said.

Within these states there are
also moderate Muslims and
left-wing Muslims who advo-
cate modern policies for the
well-being of the people, Kia
said. He said not all Islamic na-
tions have fallen into this abuse
of the division of church and
state. Turkey, Indonesia and
Malaysia have predominantly
Muslim populations, but demo-
cratically elected leaders allow
for minority groups to practice
their beliefs unmolested.

During the Cold War, Amer-
ican foreign policy with the
Middle East centered on pre-
venting Soviet states from
forming. Poyraz said the U.S.
government aided oil-rich na-
tions with disregard for the
governmental system in place
or for the treatment of the peo-
ple under these rulers. He said
the US. supported unethical
regimes such as Egyptian dic-
tator Hosni Mubarak, Saddam
Hussein and the current Saudi

Arabian government, which
Poyraz said has no respect for
human rights.

“When the perception of the
United States actually became
negative was when American
obsession with stability in the
region turned to actual support
of the autocratic regimes,” Poy-
raz said.

Poyraz said this profit-cen-
tered American foreign policy
fueled anger and aggression
in the Middle East. However,
Poyraz hurries to point out that,
in his experience, Middle East-
erners make a clear distinction
between the American pop-
ulation and the actions of the
American government.

Jane Smith wrote in her book
“Islam in America” that a nega-
tive stereotype of Muslims may
be deeply rooted in the Amer-
ican’s European religious heri-
tage, as far back as the times of
Charlemagne. Although these
fears appear rational to a pop-
ulous indoctrinated by alarm-
ist media coverage, the Quran
does not condone violence or
hate.

According to the Pew Re-
search Center, Americans have
seen a slow trend away from orga-
nized religion in the past decades,
which perhaps is a clue about our
changing perception of the role of
religion in society. However, the
Pew Center predicts a world Mus-
lim population of 22 billion by
2030, a trend impossible to ignore
in the United States, or in Missoula.

Every Friday afternoon, a mem-
ber of the MSA chants in Arabic,
calling the faithful to prayer, a ritu-
al performed the same way all over
the world. Ferrara stands before
the congregation, offering words of
encouragement to those struggling
to live by the ways of the Prophet.
The believers kneel and place their
foreheads on the floor in submis-
sion to Allah.

“I don't even like the word ‘reli-
gion’ anymore; it's so divisive,” said
Bitar. “I just tell people I'm a man

of faith.”
riley.pavelich@umontana.edu
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Salvatore Ferrara gives the weekly sermon at the Muslim Student

Association house Friday.
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