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Nabeel Qureshi first began to
study the Bible in order to
challenge 1t and, incredibly,
came to know Jesus as a
result. I am thrilled to see his
unique and gripping story in
print and know that you will
be encouraged and
profoundly challenged by it
as well. This 1s truly a must-
read book for our times, as
diverse worldviews each must
face the test of truth.



—Ravi
Zacharias,
author and

speaker

This is an urgently needed
book with a gripping story.
Nabeel Qureshi masterfully
argues for the gospel while
painting a beautiful portrait of
Muslim families and heritage,
avoiding the fearmongering
and finger-pointing that are
all too pervasive in today’s



sensationalist world. I

unreservedly recommend this

book to all. It will feed your

heart and mind, while

keeping your fingers turning
the page!

—Josh D.

McDowell,

author and

speaker

Nabeel describes the yearning
in the hearts of millions of
Muslims around the world.



This book i1s a must-read for
all seeking to share the hope
of Christ with Muslims.

—Fouad Masri,

President and

CEO, Crescent

Project

Fresh, striking, highly
illuminating, and sometimes
heartbreaking, Qureshi’s
story 1s worth a thousand
textbooks. It should be read
by Muslims and all who care



deeply about our Muslim
friends and fellow citizens.

—Os Guinness,
author and
social critic

Nabeel Qureshi’s story is
among the most unique two
or three testimonies that I
have ever heard. His quest
brought together several
exceptional features: a very
bright mind, extraordinary
sincerity, original research,



and a willingness to follow
the evidence trail wherever it
took him. His search led to
the cross and to Jesus Christ,
who was resurrected from the

dead.
—Gary R.
Habermas,
Distinguished
Research
Professor,
Liberty
University



In his personal quest to know
the truth, Nabeel Qureshi
paves the way for an
analytical study of the faiths,
dissecting the Christian and
Islamic arguments,
specifically citing numerous
Islamic hadith and early
Christian texts, so that the
reader can see a logical
progression to the analyses.
But 1t 1s also a deeply
personal heartwrenching and



tear-evoking saga of the life

of a young Muslim growing

up in the West, a gripping

biography that is impossible
to put down.

—James M.

Tour, Professor

of Chemistry,

Computer

Science,

Mechanical

Engineering,

and Materials



Science, Rice
University

For anyone seeking
understanding of  their
Muslim neighbors or
colleagues, this 1s a book to
read. We go on a journey
from the inside out. We are
introduced to the depth of
spirituality, the love and
honor of family, and the way
a person “sees” and “feels” in
a devout Muslim home. This



1s profound book that
skillfully shows the core
differences  between  the
gospel and Islamic claims. I
highly recommend it.

—Dr. Stuart
McAllister,
Regional
Director The
Americas, Ravi
Zacharias
International
Ministries



This  book  offers the
fascinating story of the
conversion of a sincere young
Ahmadiyya man who tried
his best to seek Allah and
eventually fell in love with
Christ. T trust that this book
can be a powerful
encouragement for all
Christians to pray for many
Muslims to find Jesus Christ.

—Mark
Gabriel, author



and former
lecturer, Al-
Azhar
University in
Cairo
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THIS BOOK IS
DEDICATED TO MY
PARENTS.

Ammi and Abba, your
undying love for me
even when you feel [
have sinned against you
is second only to God’s
love for His children. I
pray you will one day
realize His love is truly
unconditional, that He



has offered forgiveness
to us all. On that day, 1
pray that you would
accept His redemption,
so we might be a family
once again. I love you
with all my heart.
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FOREWNRD

WHEN MY MINISTRY
ASSOCIATE, Mark
Mittelberg, and I decided to
host a national simulcast
called Unpacking Islam to
educate Christians about what
Muslims believe and why, the
first expert we thought to
invite was our friend Nabeel



Qureshi.

We knew that this young
Muslim-turned-Christian,
with degrees 1n medicine,
religion, and apologetics,
would be knowledgeable and
articulate. And he certainly
delivered during the
simulcast, helping to provide
a succinct overview of Islam
and telling the compelling
story of his journey from
Islam to faith in Christ.



But what happened after
our event impressed me even
more. Nabeel and the other
participants went into the
church’s atrium to take
questions from people in
attendance. A woman stepped
to the microphone and asked,
“As a Muslim, what are
things I should know about
Muhammad?” She seemed to
be conflicted about what she
had heard during the



simulcast.

Instantly, I saw Nabeel
kick into another gear. He
began to discuss Islam with a
depth that only another
devout Muslim could fully
appreciate, drawing from a
seemingly bottomless
reservoir of background and
experience. And when he and
the other experts began
carnestly praying with the
woman afterward, I was



moved by his heartfelt
compassion toward her —
prompted, no doubt, by
memories of his own epic
struggles when he first started
questioning Islam.

That evening only
deepened my already
profound respect and
admiration for Nabeel, whom
I had met through mutual
friends several years earlier.
I’m thrilled you’ll now be



able to meet him in the
following pages as he
describes how his sincere
desire for truth took him on a

circuitous — and even
supernatural — quest for
answers.

You’ll experience what
it’s like for someone
immersed in Islamic culture
to risk everything in order to
determine the true identity of
God. This 1s a very personal



story of family, friends, and
faith, intertwined with
insights into Islam that will
help you understand the
Muslim world in new ways.

If you’re a Christian,
you’ll emerge with a fresh
appreciation of how better to
love and reach out to
Muslims.

If you're a Muslim, be
forewarned: you will find
your core beliefs challenged



through incisive historical
reasoning and unflinching
analysis. But if you read with
an open mind, I’'m confident
you’ll quickly come to see
Nabeel as a friend who cares
enough to share what he has
learned and to coax you
forward 1n your spiritual
journey.

I’m convinced that God
took Nabeel on his quest not
for some abstract reason but



because of His great love for
Nabeel and those who will be
exposed to his story. It’s a
saga that needs to be read, far
and wide, by all people who
value truth and ache to know
God personally.

Read on and see how
God uses Nabeel’s story to
shape your own.

— Lee Strobel,
author, The
Case for Christ



and The Case
for Faith
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INTRONDIICT]

GREETINGS, dear friend!

The pages that follow
contain my personal thoughts
and most powerful memories,
my very heart poured out on
ink and paper. By reading this
book, you will enter into the
circle of my family and
friends, take part in the bliss



of my Islamic youth, and
struggle with me through the
culture clash of being an
American born Muslim. By
looking over my shoulder,
you will be privy to the
offensiveness of Christianity
to Muslim eyes, Dbegin
struggling with the historical
facts of the gospel, and feel
the ground that shook beneath
me as I slowly learned the
hidden truths about Islam. By



reading my personal journal
entries, you will see how our
Father finally called me to
Jesus through visions and
dreams, and the ensuing
metamorphosis of my very
self, induced by the Holy
Spirit.

By reading this
testimony, you will travel
with me through life and
know me intimately,
becoming a dear friend



indeed.

THE PURPOSE OF
THIS BOOK

But this book 1s more than
just my testimony. It 1s
designed with three purposes
in mind:

1. To tear down walls
by giving non-
Muslim readers an



insider’s
perspective into a
Muslim’s heart and
mind. The mystical
beauty of Islam that
enchants billions
cannot be grasped
by merely sharing
facts. But it i1s my
prayer that by
entering my world,
you will come to
understand your



Muslim neighbor,
so you can love him
as yourself. The
first two sections of
the book are
especially designed
for this purpose,
and if they seem
pro-Islamic, they
are serving their
purpose of
conveying a past
love for my former



faith.

To equip you with
facts and
knowledge,
showing the
strength of the case
for the gospel in
contrast with the
case for Islam.
History powerfully
testifies to the
foundational pillars
of the gospel:



Jesus’ death on the
cross, His
resurrection from
the dead, and His
claim to be God. By
doing so, history
challenged my
Islamic theology,
which was
grounded in the
foundational pillars
of Islam: the divine
origin of the Quran



and the
prophethood of
Muhammad. As |
studied Islam more
carefully, what I
learned shook my
world: there is no
good reason to
believe that either
Muhammad or the
Quran teaches the
truth about God.
Although this book



1s far too short to
share all the facts
and arguments |
learned over the
years, parts three
through eight
provide the
contours of what I
came to grasp and
how they led me
away from Islam
toward Jesus.

3. To portray the



Immense inner
struggle of Muslims
grappling with the
gospel, including
sacrifices and
doubts. As you will
see in parts nine
and ten, it 1S in the
midst of this
struggle that God 1s
known to reach
people directly
through visions and



dreams.

HOW TO READ
THIS BOOK

Prologue. Be sure to read this
before starting!

Glossary. There are many
Islamic terms that you will
come to know as you read
through the book. I have
defined them for you upon
their first instance in the text,



and you will find all these
terms defined once again in
the glossary.

Expert Contributions.
These are truly the hidden
treasure of this book. After
each section, there 1s a link to
an  expert  contribution.
Ranging from prolific
evangelists to a distinguished
Quran scholar, learned men
who are  compassionate
toward Muslims and



passionate for the gospel have
graciously added their voices
to this work, lending their
academic  credibility and
experienced insights. In fact,
three of these scholars played
personal roles in my journey
to Jesus. I recommend that
you read each contribution
immediately after its related
section. Here 1s the list of
contributors:



e Abdu Murray, a lawyer,
apologist, and former
Shia Muslim

» Mark Mittelberg, a
bestselling author, and
world-renowned
evangelist

* Dr. Daniel B. Wallace, a
foremost professor of
New Testament studies

* Dr. Michael Licona, an
associate professor of



theology and historian

 J. Ed Komoszewski, a
professor of biblical and
theological studies

* Robert M. Bowman Jr.,
a researcher and an
author

* Dr. David Wood,
philosopher and director
of Acts 17 Apologetics

* Dr. Keith Small, a
Quranic manuscript



scholar and consultant to
Oxford University

* Dr. Gary Habermas,
chair of the department
of philosophy and
theology at Liberty
University and historian

» Josh McDowell, an
internationally
recognized evangelist
and apologist

A Note on Narrative



Biography. Since we have
entered the digital age, it is
unfortunately and
increasingly true that people
exact inappropriately
stringent standards on
narrative biographies. By its
very nature, a narrative
biography must take certain
liberties with the story it
shares. Please do not expect
cameralike accuracy! That is
not the intent of this book,



and to meet such standards, it
would have to be a twenty-
two-year-long video, most of
which would bore even my
mother to tears.

The words I have 1n

quotations are rough
approximations. A few of the
conversations actually

represent multiple meetings
condensed into one. In some
1nstances, stories are
displaced in the timeline to fit



the topical categorization. In
other instances, people who
were  present in  the
conversation were left out of
the narrative for the sake of
clarity. All these devices are

normal for narrative
biographies; they are in fact
normal for human

mnemonics. Please read this
book, and the narrative
biographies it references,
accordingly.



BENEDICTION

I pray the Lord’s blessing be
upon you, not just as you read
through this book but also as
you 1implement what you
learn and pursue Him and His
people. May God, our Lord
and Savior, who 1s able to do
immeasurably more than all
we ask or 1imagine, work
through you for His glory by
spreading His joyous truth,



which is salvation and eternal
life for all who believe and
follow Jesus. May He impact
the world through you, my
dear friend, reaching those
who are lost and desperately
need Him, even my family
and friends. May He do this
by continually reforming us
into His image, one of grace
and truth, and by a
miraculous outpouring of His
Holy Spirit. I pray this in



Jesus’ name. Amen.



PROT NGTJE

SEEKING ALLAH

I LAY PROSTRATE in a
large Muslim prayer hall,
broken before God. The
edifice of my worldview, all |
had ever known, had slowly
been dismantled over the past



few years. On this day, my
world came crashing down. I
lay in ruin, seeking Allah.
Fading footsteps echoed
through the halls of the
mosque as the humid summer
evening drew to a close. The
other =~ worshipers were
heading back to their homes
and families for the night, but
my thoughts were still racing.
Every fiber of my being
wrestled with itself. With my



forehead pressed into the
ground and heart pounding in
my  chestt my  mind
scrutinized each word my lips
whispered into the musty
carpet.

These were not new
words. I had been taught to
recite this Arabic phrase 132
times, every single day, from
a time before I even knew my
name. It was the sajda, the
portion of the ritual prayers in



which Muslims lower
themselves before Allah,
glorifying His loftiness. The
words had always flowed
with ease, but this day was
different. As my lips
exercised their rote rituals,
my mind questioned
everything [ thought I knew
about God.

Subhana rabbi al-ala.
Glorified is my Lord, the



Highest.

“Glorified 1s my Lord . . .
Who 1s my Lord? Who are
You, Lord? Are You Allah,
the God of my father and
forefathers? Are You the God
I have always worshiped?
The God my family has
always worshiped? Surely
You are the one who sent

Muhammad 5! as the final
messenger for mankind and



the Quran as our guide? You
are Allah, the God of Islam,
aren’t You? Or are You...” |
hesitated, fighting the
blasphemy I was about to
propose. But what if the
blasphemy was the truth?

“Or are You Jesus?”

My heart froze, as if
indignant at my mind for
risking hell. “Allah, I would
never say that a man became
equal to You! Please forgive



me and have mercy on me if
that’s what I said, because
that’s not what I mean. No
man is equal to You. You are
infinitely greater than all of
creation. Everything bows
down before You, Allah

subhanahu wa’tala.?

“No, what I mean to say
1s that You, O Allah, are all
powerful. Surely You can
enter 1nto creation i1f You
choose. Did You enter into



this world? Did You become
a man? And was that man
Jesus?

“O Allah, the Bible
couldn’t be right, could it?”

As 1if on parallel
timelines, my lips continued
to pray in sajda while my
mind relentlessly fought with
itself. The Arabic phrase was
to be recited twice more
before the sajda would be
complete.



Subhana Rabbi al-ala.

Glorified 1s my Lord, the
Highest.

“But how 1S it
conceivable that Allah, the
highest being of all, would
enter into this world? This
world 1s filthy and sinful, no
place for the One who
deserves all glory and all
praise. And how could I even
begin to suggest that God, the



magnificent and splendid
Creator, would enter into this
world through the birth canal

of a girl? Audhu billah>
that’s disgusting! To have to
eat, to grow fatigued, and to
sweat and spill blood, and to
be finally nailed to a cross. I
cannot believe this. God
deserves infinitely more. His
majesty 1s far greater than
this.

“But what 1f His majesty



1S not as important to Him as
His children are?”

Subhana Rabbi al-ala.

Glorified 1s my Lord, the
Highest.

“Of course we are
important to Him, but Allah
does not need to die in order
to forgive us. Allah 1s all
powerful, and He can easily
forgive us if He chooses. He



is al-Ghaffar and ar-Rahim!*
His forgiveness flows from
His very being. What does
coming into this world to die
on a cross have to do with my
sins? It doesn’t even make
sense for Allah to die on the
cross. If He died, who was
ruling the universe?
Subhanallah,” He cannot die!
That is part of His glory.
There is no need for these
charades. He can simply



forgive from His throne.

“But how can Allah be
just if He ‘simply forgives’
arbitrarily? God i1s not
arbitrary. He 1s absolutely
just. How would He be just if
He forgave arbitrarily? No,
He cannot ‘just forgive us if
He chooses.” The penalty for
my sins must be paid.”

Rising from the ground
and sitting on my heels, I
recited the takbir.



Allah-hu-akbar.
God 1s great.

“God, I know that You
are great in reality, but some
of what the Holy Quran
teaches 1s far from great. [ am
having a very difficult time
understanding  1t,  Allah.
Please, have mercy on me. I
don’t mean to doubt You, and

I ask for Your mercy on my
lack of knowledge and



understanding. Please, Allah,
may all this doubt not anger
You. | must have
misunderstood something, but
there’s no way You, being
good and loving, would have
given some of the commands
found in the Quran. I have
found so much violence and
contempt 1in 1its pages, the
pages of a book I have read
and loved every day because
1t 1s Your word.



“But maybe You are
showing me that the Quran is
not Your word after all? So
much of what I’ve been
taught about i1t has turned out
to be false. I was taught that it
has never been changed, but
hadith and history show that
it has. I was taught that 1t has
supernatural knowledge of
science and the future, but
when I asked You to help me
see it with my own eyes, |



could find none. So much that
I thought I knew about the
Quran simply is not true. Is it

really Your book? O Allah,
have mercy on me.

“Who are You?”

At-tahiyyatu lillahi, was-
salawatu wat-tayyibatu.

As  salamu ‘alayka
ayyuha n-nabiyyu wa
rahmatullahi wa

barakatuh. As salamu



‘alayna wa-"ala ‘ibadi

llahi salihin.

All compliments, prayers,
and good things are due
to Allah. Allah’s peace
be upon you, O Prophet,
and His mercy and
blessings. Peace be on us
and on all righteous
servants of Allah.

“I praise You, Allah. All
homage is certainly due to



You. But there is so much I
do not understand. Why am I
speaking to Muhammad =¥ in
my prayer? He cannot hear
me. He 1s dead! I should not
be praying to any man, even
if it is the Prophet. And why
am [ wishing peace upon
him? I am not his intercessor.
I know these words were first
recited when he was alive,
but why does Your greatest
prophet need anyone to pray



peace over him? Could You
not have given him assurance
and peace? If he cannot have
peace and assurance as the
Prophet, what hope is there
for me?”

Following the traditions
of the Prophet and the
guidance of my parents, I
pointed my forefinger
skyward while reciting the
proclamation:



Ashhadu alla ilaha illa
llahu wa ashhadu anna
Muhammadan  ‘abduhu
wa-rasuluh.

I bear witness that there
1S none worthy of
worship except Allah,
and I bear witness that
Muhammad 1S His
servant and messenger.

“O Allah, have mercy on
me. How can I bear witness



that Muhammad * is Your
messenger? It used to be so
easy! Ammi taught me to

love Muhammad *5 because
he was the greatest man who
ever lived, and there was no
close second. She taught me
that his generosity was
abundant, his mercy was
incomparable, and his love
for mankind was beyond
measure. I was taught that he
would never wage war unless



he was defending the

ummah,® and that he fought to
elevate the status of women
and the downtrodden. He was
the perfect military leader, he
was the ultimate statesman,
and he was the exemplary
follower of Allah. He was al-
Insan al-Kamil, the perfect
man. He was Rahmatu-lil
alameen,  God’s  mercy
personified for all the world.
It was easy to bear witness



that such a man 1s Rasul
Allah, the messenger of God.

“But now I know the
truth about him, and there’s
too much to sweep under the
rug. I know about his first
revelation, his raids on
caravans, his child bride, his
marriage to Zainab, the black
magic cast upon him, his
poisoning, his assassinations,
his tortures, and . . .”

My thoughts slowed as



they arrived at the one issue
that I simply could not
overlook. “And how could
Muhammad **, my beloved
Prophet, have allowed . . .
that?”

Awash 1n empathy, my
mind drifted from the prayers.
I was still grappling with
what I had come across while
investigating the Quran. How
could he? I envisioned the
horror from the vantage point



of the victims. What if that
had been my family? Where
was the Prophet’s famed
mercy?

[ imagined that I was
there, under the red sky of the
desert, at that very moment.
Anger quickly swelled within
me as I surveyed the ruins of
my people. Blood and death.
A few young soldiers
hungrily made their way
through the corpses and



approached Muhammad.
They made their barbarous
desires known and asked
Muhammad for his guidance.
Muhammad’s face flushed
and began perspiring. He was
receiving revelation from
Allah.” When he announced it
to his soldiers, an evil glee
spread across their faces.
They disappeared into their
tents, eager to proceed. Allah
had sanctioned their



activities. For a moment, all
lay calm.

Suddenly, an unbearable
noise pierced the desert sky
and my soul.

[t was my mother,
screaming.

My eyes shot open as I
snapped back to reality. I was
still 1 the mosque, still
praying the salaat. My
overwhelming revulsion



toward Muhammad suddenly
met with immediate
contrition. I had been
impudent  before  Allah.

Muhammad % was still my
Prophet. I still swore
allegiance to him. I had gone
too far.

How could I continue
like this? Astaghfirullah.®

Quickly, I finished the
rest of the ritual prayers,



ending by turning my head to
the right and the left:

Assalaamo alatkum wa
rahmutallah.

The peace and mercy of
Allah be upon you.

After a pause, I let my
face fall into my hands. Tears
blurred my sight. The ritual
prayers had ended, and now it
was time for my heart’s



prayer.

“God, I want Your peace.
Please have mercy on me and
give me the peace of knowing
You. I don’t know who You
are anymore, but I know that
You are all that matters. You
created this world, You give
it meaning, and either You
define its purpose or it has
none.

“Please, God Almighty,
tell me who You are! I



beseech You and only You.
Only You can rescue me. At
Your feet, I lay down
everything I have learned,
and I give my entire life to
You. Take away what You
will, be it my joy, my friends,
my family, or even my life.
But let me have You, O God.

“Light the path that I
must walk. I don’t care how
many hurdles are in the way,
how many pits I must jump



over or climb out of, or how
many thorns I must step
through. Guide me on the
right path. If it is Islam, show
me how it 1s true! If it is
Christianity, give me eyes to
see! Just show me which path
1S Yours, dear God, so I can
walk it.”

Although I did not know
it, that peace and mercy of

God which 1 desperately
asked for would soon fall



upon me. He was about to
give me supernatural
guidance through dreams and
visions, forever changing my

heart and the course of my
life.



Part |

CALLED
TO
PRAYER




The edifice of

my worldview, all I
had ever known . . .



Chapter One

PRAYERS
OF
MY
FATHERS



AT DAWN ACROSS THE
ISLAMIC WORLD,
sonorous voices usher the sun
over the horizon. The core
beliefs of Muslims are
repeatedly proclaimed from
rooftops and  minarets,
beginning with the takbir:

Allah-hu-akbar!

Ashado an-la illaha il-
Allah!

Ashado an-na



Muhammad-ur-Rasool
Allah!

Allah 1s Great!

I bear witness that there
1s no god but Allah!

I bear witness that
Muhammad 1S the
messenger of Allah!

It 1s the start of the
adhan, the call to prayer. The
call reminds Muslims to



dedicate their lives to Allah
the very moment they
awaken. From memorized
occasional prayers to
claborate daily rituals, devout
Muslims are steeped in
remembrance of Allah and
performance  of  Islamic
traditions. The adhan calls the
Muslims, resonates within
them, rallies them, and brings
them together 1n unified
prostration before Allah.



Adhan:
The
Muslim
call to
prayer

To the alien observer, it
might seem that the adhan is
the very thing that rends the
night sky, separating dark
from day, infusing life into



the Muslim lands and people.

It 1s no surprise, then,
that Muslims use the adhan
not just to awaken one
another for the day but also to
awaken one another into life.
It i1s a hadith, a tradition of
the prophet Muhammad, that
every Muslim child should
hear the adhan at birth. When
I was born, my father softly
spoke the adhan into my ear,
echoing the words that his



father had whispered to him
twenty-eight years earlier.
They were the first words
ever spoken to me, in
accordance with tradition.

My family has always
paid particular attention to
following the hadith. We are
Qureshi, after all, and the
Qureshi are the tribe of
Muhammad. When I was old
enough to realize the prestige
of our name, I asked my



father if we inherited it from
the Prophet.

“Abba, are we the real

Qureshi, like Muhammad =
?,,

He said, “Jee mera
beyta,” Urdu for “Yes, my

son.” “Muhammad ** had no
sons who survived childhood,
but we are descendants of
Hazrat Umar.” Umar was one
of the four khalifas, the men



that Sunnis consider the
divinely guided successors of
Muhammad. Our lineage was
noble indeed; 1t’s no wonder
my family was proud of our
heritage.

Hadith:
Muhammad’s
words
or
actions



recorded
n
tradition

Urdu:
The
language
of
Pakistan

Khalifa:
The
position
of
supreme



leader
over
Muslims;
usually
the

title 1s
used

to

refer

to one

of
Muhammad’s
four



SUCCCSSOIS

When my father left
Pakistan in the 1970s, love
for his family and heritage
was his motivation. He was
driven to provide a better life
for his parents and siblings.
When he came to the United
States, he joined the navy at
the instruction of his older
brother. As a seaman, he sent



money from every paycheck
back home, even when it was
all he had. It would be a few
years before he briefly
returned to Pakistan, once his
marriage to my mother had
been arranged.

Ammi, my mother, had
also lived a life devoted to
her family and her religion.
She was the daughter of a
Muslim  missionary.  Her
father, whom 1 called Nana



Abu, had moved to Indonesia
with her mother, Nani Ammi,
shortly after their marriage to
invite people to Islam. It was
there that my mother was
born, followed by her three
sisters. With Nani Ammi
working to help support the
family and Nana Abu often
absent on mission, my mother
had a large role in raising her
younger siblings and teaching
them the way of Islam.



At the age of ten, Ammi
returned to Pakistan with her
siblings and Nani Ammi. The
community received  her
family with great respect for
dutifully performing the call
of missionaries. Since Nana
Abu was still an active
missionary 1n Indonesia and
returned to Pakistan only on
furlough, Ammi’s caretaking
role in the home intensified.
Ultimately she had five



siblings to manage and care
for, so although she graduated
at the top of her
undergraduate class and was
offered a scholarship for
medical school, she declined
the offer. Nani Ammi needed
the help at home, since she
invested much of her day
volunteering as a secretary at
the local jamaat offices.



Jamaat.
The
Arabic
word
for
assembly,
usually
used
to
mean
“group”
or



“denomination’

Nani Ammi herself had
spent virtually all her life
sacrificing 1n the way of
Islam. Not only was she the
wife of a missionary but, like
Ammi, she had also been the
child of a missionary. She
was born in Uganda, where
her father served as a
physician ~ while  calling



people to Islam. Raised as a
missionary child,
transitioning into the role of
missionary wife, and living
her last able years serving the
jamaat, she had garnered
great respect and prestige
from the community.
Through 1t all, Nant Ammi
was perhaps Ammi’s greatest
role model, and Ammi
wanted nothing more than to
carry on the legacy through a



family of her own.

And so, though I did not
know 1t at the time, the man
who whispered the adhan into
my ears was a self-sacrificial,
loving man who bore the
noble name of Qureshi. The
woman who looked on was a
daughter of missionaries, an
experienced caretaker with an
ardent desire to serve Islam. I
was their second child, their
firstborn son. They were



calling me to prayer.



Chapter Two

A
MOTHER’
FAITH

I LIVED A VERY
PROTECTED



CHILDHOOD, physically,
emotionally, socially, and
otherwise ineffably. I was
sheltered in ways I am still
trying to comprehend. The
few scars I have from those
days are all physical, results
of minor mishaps, and they
come with vivid memories.
The largest scar — no more
than two inches, mind you —
was from an open window
that fell on my hand when I



was three. That day 1is
emblazoned on my mind
because of what I learned
about my mother’s faith.

At the time, Abba was
stationed n Norfolk,
Virginia. He was 1n his
eleventh year with the navy,
having spent the past few
working by day and studying
by night for a master’s
degree. After officer
commissioning school, he



was promoted from petty
officer first class to lieutenant
junior grade, and he was
deployed shortly afterward.
Of course, I didn’t know
much of that at the time. All I
knew was that Abba worked
hard for us, and though I
never felt a lack of love, I
didn’t get to see him as much
as | wanted.

Ammi, on the other hand,
was an ever-present ballast



and encouraging influence in
our lives. She always seemed
able to do everything. From
making our food to preparing
our clothes to teaching us the
aqeedah, she never seemed to
fatigue or complain. She had
only two hard and fast rules
for her sanity: no whining
after nine o’clock at night and
no interrupting her while she
was drinking chai, which she
did quite often.



Aqeedah:
Deeply
held
Islamic

beliefs

When we had visitors,
she exemplified the highest
caliber of hospitality,
considering it an honor to
receive and serve our guests.



More food would be prepared
than the visitors could hope to
eat, the house would be
cleaner than the day it was
built, our clothes would be
crisply pressed, and our
calendar would be cleared for
the day of the visit and the
next, in case the guests chose
to stay. It was normal for us
when she deeply apologized
for the lack of food and our
unkempt appearances



anyway. It was part of the
protocol. The guests knew to
assure Ammi that they had
not had such wonderful food
in years, that homes in
heaven couldn’t be much
cleaner, and that her children
were role models for theirs.
At this, everyone would be
quite content: the guests for
being so honored, Ammi for
being so praised, and we kids,
just for being mentioned in



grown-up conversation.

Sometimes the guests
would stay with us for
months at a time, Ammi’s
hospitality and diplomacy
never waning. When I
consider the array of people
who stayed at our home, two
of the most prominent are
Nani Ammi and her older
sister, whom we called
Mama. Mama was a
delightful woman, a big heart



with a big laugh in a tiny
body. She was always ready
to play board games with me,
unending in her patience for
three-year-olds and always
willing to look the other way
when I cheated.

On the day of the mishap,
Mama was at our home. She
and Ammi were upstairs, and
I was playing with my Hot
Wheels, little toy cars that
Ammi would buy me so I



would stop annoying her in
grocery stores. Baji, my older
sister, and I had a mutual
understanding. She would
play with me and my Hot
Wheels if T played with her
and her My Little Pony
collection. She’d choose the
cars she wanted, and I’d pick
the ponies I wanted. I chose
my ponies brazenly, spending
the rest of my time
convincing Baji that I had



picked the best one. She’d
always pick the Lamborghini,
and I’d spend the rest of my
time convincing her that the
Pontiac 1 was left with was
better.

Baji had just finished
playing with my Hot Wheels
and had gone to get the
ponies while I continued
playing with my Pontiac,
racing it along the floor and
in between the couches. I



looked up and saw the
window, the kind that slides
up to open. On a whim, I
decided 1t was time for the
Pontiac to crash. I raced the
car along the window-sill
with a gust of finality and
slammed it against the pane.

To this day, I cannot
recall the window actually
coming down. I  just
remember the piercing pain,
the 1mmense amount of



blood, and my scream for
Ammi amid gasping sobs.
And I recall what happened
next.

When  Ammi  came
downstairs and saw the
accident, she almost began to
cry herself, but in the very
next instant she stayed her
emotions. Being a navy wife,
she had learned to play the
roles of both mother and
father, and now was not the



time for tears. She chose

instead to act swiftly and give
her fear to Allah.

She raised the window,
wrapped my hand in a towel,
and deftly donned her burga.
Leaving Baji under Mama’s
care, Ammi lifted me into the
car to take me to the clinic.
The whole way there, Ammi
recited du’aa. She offered
du’aa from portions of the
Quran, from sections of



hadith she had memorized,
and by impromptu prayers of
her own. Her dependence on
the sovereign care of Allah
gave her strength, firmed her
resolve, and allayed her fears.

Du’aa:
Muslim
prayers
recited
at



specific
occasions,
as
opposed
to the
ritual
prayer
called
salaat;
these

may

be
memorized



or
improvised

When we arrived at the
clinicc I had a rude
introduction to the concept of
stitches. The doctor tried to
dismiss Ammi so she would
not have to watch, but I
refused to be separated from
her. As they stitched my
hand, Ammi continued to



pray audibly, indifferent to
the questioning looks of the
doctors and nurses. American
Muslims were not common in
those days, much less a naval
officer’s Muslim wife who
was wearing a full burqa and

murmuring aloud in Arabic
and Urdu.

Her resolute du’aas and
her steadfast reliance upon
Allah, even in the face of a
screaming child and judging



eyes, was a testimony of her
faith that I have never
forgotten. Throughout the rest
of my childhood, she taught
me many du’aas from the
Quran and hadith, and I
guarded them close to my
heart because I knew their
power. I had seen them
strengthen her in a time of
fear and need, and that left a
mark on me far deeper than
any physical scar.



Chapter Three

A
COMMUN
OF
FOUR



AS T GREW, I felt like my
family and I never really fit in
with the people around us. I
have always felt disheartened
thinking about it. Aside from
the Islamic traditionalism, my
life was a mix of 1980s
cartoons, plastic toys, and
temper tantrums. I should
have fit in with the other boys
just  fine.  Unfortunately,
people are afraid of what they
do not know, and my Muslim



heritage was a deterrent for
many would-be friends and
their families. I was very
lonely.

What made i1t even worse
was that the navy moved my
family fairly regularly. We
never had time to develop any
roots. Most of my early
memories are snapshots of
either moving out of a house,
traveling to a new one, or
settling in and learning to call



a new place “home.” But
these memories are still dear
to me, and I wvividly
remember, for instance, our
move when it was time to
leave Virginia.

As strangers took our
furniture, I stood by the
screen door on the front porch
crying. I cried inconsolably,
not understanding who these
men were or what I had done
to deserve this fate, but



Ammi was there to comfort
me. True, she chuckled at
times, and I do remember
some teasing when my
favorite chair was taken away
by a stranger. But I also
remember her consoling
caress and her comforting
voice.

“Kya baat hai?” she
asked, as she took my face
into her hands and drew it
close in embrace. “Kya baat



hai, mera beyta?” “What’s
the matter, my son?”

“They took the chair! The
one with strawberries!”

“And 1s the chair more
important to you than your
Ammi? [’m still here. And so
are Abba and Baji. Allah has
given you everything! What
more do you need, Billoo?”
Billoo was the nickname that
only my parents used for me,
and they used it specifically



when they wanted to express
their love. They rarely said “I
love you” directly; that is too
crass for traditional Pakistani
ears. Love 1s implicit and
understood, expressed
through provision by the
parents and obeisance by
children.

That implicitness is one
reason why a  child’s
obedience is paramount in
Muslim culture. In my teen



years, Ammi would often
reprimand my obstinacy by
saying, “What good i1s it to
tell me you love me when
you don’t do what I say?”
Later stil, when I was
considering following Jesus, I
knew I was contemplating the
one choice that would be far
and away the greatest
disobedience. Not only would
my parents feel betrayed, they
would be utterly heartbroken.



But at the sheltered age
of four, heartbreak and family
strife were the farthest things
from my mind. I just wanted
my strawberry chair back.

When everything was
packed and we were ready for
our journey, Abba gathered
the family and said, “Let’s
pray.” 1 raised my cupped
hands to waist level, copying
Ammi and Abba. We all

prayed silently, asking Allah



for a safe and swift journey.

When we finally arrived
at Abba’s new duty station,
we were 1n  Dunoon,
Scotland. Looking back, I
still feel like Dunoon was my
first real home. It wasn’t that
[ built any friendships at
school or that I knew many
boys in the neighborhood —
even the strawberry chair
went missing in the move —
it was that [ grew closer with



my family and deeper in my
faith during those years. I had
my Ammi, Abba, and Baji. |
did not need anything besides
them.



Chanpter Four

THE
PERFECT
BOOK

BY THE TIME I ARRIVED
IN SCOTLAND, I had not



yet learned English well. We
always spoke Urdu at home,
and 1f we were going to learn
any script, 1t would be
Arabic. The reason for this
was simple: the Quran was
written in Arabic, and it was
imperative that Baji and I
learn to recite it.

Muslims believe that
every single word of the

Quran was dictated verbatim
by  Allah, through the



Archangel Gabriel, to
Muhammad. The Quran is
therefore not only inspired at
the level of meaning but at
the deeper level of the words
themselves. For this reason,
Muslims do not consider the
Quran translatable. If it is
rendered 1n any language
other than Arabic, it is not
Quran  but rather an
interpretation of the Quran. A
book can be a true Quran



only if written in Arabic.

This 1s why 1t is such an
important belief for Muslims
that the Quran has always
been exactly the same —
word for word, dot for dot.
Imams and teachers regularly
declare that the Quran was
perfectly preserved,
unchanged from the moment
Muhammad heard 1t from
Gabriel and dictated it to his
scribes. Of course,



Muhammad had nothing to
do with composing the
Quran; he was simply the
conduit of its revelation to
mankind, and he dutifully
preserved its exact form. Had
he not, and had the words
been even slightly altered, the
Quran would be 1rretrievably
lost. But such a tainting of the
words was unfathomable. No
one doubted the perfect
transmission of the Quran.



The words must be perfect.

In fact, the emphasis on
the words themselves leads
many Muslims to neglect the
meaning of those words.
Muslims who recite the
Quran regularly are regarded
as pious, whereas Muslims
who only contemplate the
meaning of the Quran are
regarded as learned. Piety is
the greater honor, and most
Muslims I knew growing up



could recite many chapters of
the Quran from memory, but
rarely could they explain the
meaning or context of those
Verses.

Ammi had it in mind to
teach us both the recitation of
the Quran and the
translations, but recitation
was first. Every day as far
back as I can remember,
Ammi would put a traditional
Muslim skullcap on my head,



sit me down beside her, and
teach me to read Arabic. We
began with a book called al-
Qaeda, “the Guide.” It taught
us Arabic letters in their
various forms with their
respective sounds. Right after
moving to Scotland, I
“graduated” from the Qaeda
to the Quran.

I remember that moment
vividly because my
momentary  elation  was



curtailed by horror. After
finishing the last page of the
Qaeda, Ammi reached next to
her, picked up a Quran, and
presented it to me. It was my
Quran, the very first book I
was ever given.

Thrilled, I ran to Baji to
show 1t to her. Baji was
playing on the floor near
Ammi and Abba’s room, so |
got down next to her and
placed the Quran on the



ground to show it to her.

All of a sudden, I heard
Ammi emit a heart-stopping
scream while running in my
direction. “Nabeel!” I was too
shocked to respond. I had
never heard her scream like
that, nor had I ever seen her
run. In a flash she picked up
the Quran. “Never put the
Quran on the ground!”

CCOkay.97



“Always raise it high. Put
it in the most honored place,
wash your hands before
touching it, and only touch it
with your right hand. This is
not just any book, it is the
word of Allah. Treat it with
the respect He deserves!”

CCOkay.')?

“Jao, go.” She was
deeply disturbed, and I did
not hesitate to leave.



From then on, whenever 1
carried the Quran, I raised it
high. Baji also learned from
my mistake, so the next time
Ammi called us to read the
Quran together, we came
holding our Qurans as high
above our heads as we could,
arms  fully  outstretched.
Ammi was smiling. This was
not exactly what she meant,
but she was pleased.

Baj1 was the elder, so she



went first. Ammi pointed to
ecach word Baji was to read,
slowly moving her finger
across the page from right to
left. Baji was not so much
reading the words as singing
them. We were taught to read
the  Quran  melodically,
making the sound of the
recitation as beautiful as
possible. Some men dedicate
their lives to this practice,
perfecting their pitch, tempo,



pronunciation, and melody.

But Baji and I were no
experts. She had a few years’
head start on me, and she had
only just learned to recite the
Quran acceptably. When she
finished, 1t was my turn. I had
never read the Quran before,
and I was terribly excited.

“Billoo, what do we
recite  before we  start
anything?”



“Bismillah-ir-Rahman
ar-Raheem.”

“And what does that
mean?”’

“In the name of God, the

Most Gracious, Most
Merciful.”

“Why do we recite this
prayer?”
“So that we remember

everything belongs to Allah,
and so that we do only good



things.”
“Shabash, good job. Do

you know where this prayer
comes from?”’

“NO 29

“It 1s found at the
beginning of every surah in
the Quran.”

“Every surah?”

“Every surah except

29

one.
“Why did Allah leave it



out of one surah, Ammi?”

Surah:
A
chapter
of the
Quran

“Allah was very upset
with people in that surah,
beyta, so He didn’t give us



the blessing of the bismillah
there. But He loves us very
much, so He put an extra one
into another surah. And how
many surahs are there?”

“Shabash. And you will
read them all soon, inshallah.
Baji finished the Quran when
she turned seven, and I want
you to do it by the time you
are six. Let’s go.”

As the days progressed, I
became increasingly familiar



with the Quran. I learned that
there were two ways the
Quran was divided: one was
into 114 chapters, and the
other was into thirty parts.
The latter is a system that
Muslims devised long after
the Quran was compiled,
mainly so that the entire
Quran could be easily recited
during the thirty days of
Ramadhan. But the thirty
parts were important to me



for another reason: whenever
I finished one, Ammi bought
me a congratulatory gift. The
Mario Bros. trash can was my
favorite.

Ramadhan:
The
Muslim
holy
month



By the time I reached an
acceptable pace, Ammi and I
had developed a rhythm. We
would sit down with my
Quran, open it to the last page
we had read, and Ammi
would point to my ending
spot for that day. For some
reason I preferred to recite
exactly eighteen verses. If
Ammi picked more for the
day, I would complain, and if
she picked less, I would



consider reading a few extra
to make her happy.

And so the days went on.
[ ultimately finished the
Quran just before I turned six,
much to Ammi’s delight.
Concurrently, Ammi had
helped me memorize the last
seven surahs to recite during
the daily prayers. My favorite
was Surat al-Ikhlas, number
112, because it was short,
melodic, and memorable.



Plus 1t was the first surah I
memorized, and I repeated it
many times a day during
salaat. It was one of Ammi’s
favorite chapters as well but
for a different reason: in a
hadith, Muhammad told his
companions that Surat al-
Ikhlas 1s so weighty and
consequential that reciting it
i1s like reciting one third of
the whole Quran in one
sitting.



What was the message
that Muhammad considered
so important? Essentially this:
God i1s not a father, and He
has no son.



Chapter Five

STORIES
OF
THE
PROPHET



“WE’RE LATE, LET’S GO!”

It was a Saturday
morning, and Abba was
standing by the door waiting
for us. Every Saturday, our
family would travel from
Dunoon into Glasgow to the
jamaat masjid. It was our
favorite time of the week,
when we would get to spend
time with other Muslims,
almost all of them of
Pakistani heritage. They were



all just as out of place as we
were, so we fit together
perfectly. Ammi seemed to
live for that day of the week
since it was the only place
she really let her hair down
outside of the home —
figuratively, of course, but
also literally. Muslim women
take off their burqas in each
others’ company, and they are
usually quite fashion
conscious at such times.



Masjid.
A
Muslim
place
of
worship,
often
called
a
mosque



As much as Ammi
looked forward to it, she was
always running late. Always.
In Pakistani culture,
punctuality is not nearly as
important as it 1S to
Westerners. Social
considerations take priority.
It’s often seen as uptight to be
punctual, and to show up to
someone’s home at the
mvited time 1s actually
considered somewhat rude.



What if they are making last
minute preparations for your
arrival? It would impugn their
hospitality to arrive before
they are ready. Fifteen or
thirty minutes late 1s a safe
bet.

Abba, on the other hand,
had left this aspect of our
culture at boot camp. He was
now a military man, and our
tardiness perturbed him. Try
as he might, he was never



able to change Ammi’s ways.
She always did whatever she
wanted, and Abba always
reminded her that he was the
man of the house. She would
listen for a few minutes and
then slowly charm her way
into his heart, bringing him
back into a good mood. That
lovers’ tiff might as well have
been on the calendar every
Saturday morning.

But this particular



Saturday came only once a
year. It was the day our
jamaat celebrated Sirat-an-
Nabi, the life of the Prophet.
It wasn’t Muhammad’s
birthday, just a day that the
community chose to gather
and tell stories about
Muhammad’s life.

Muslims consider
Muhammad’s life exemplary,
and devout Muslims emulate
him as much as possible. To



do so, Muslims learn stories
about his life from books of
sirah and hadith. They almost
never read the stories
themselves; rather they hear
them in sermons at the
mosque. It is prestigious to be
well-learned in the hadith,
able to quote and recite them
in their appropriate contexts.
Thus, going to the mosque
was 1mportant for both
religious and social reasons.



Sirah:
Biographies
of
Muhammad’s

life

But we were late.
“Challo! Come on!”

The  mornings  were
virtually scripted for Ammi,



Baji, and me: after waking up
and reciting the morning
prayers, Ammi dressed me
and Baji, fed us, and then put
on her makeup. She would
shout, “I’m ready!” right after
the foundation and right
before the lipstick. This
Saturday, she brought the
lipstick with her into the car.
Soon, we were on our way to
Glasgow.

To get to Glasgow from



Dunoon, we had to cross
Holy Loch. The loch was a
berth for American nuclear
submarines during the Cold
War. Abba was the safety and
environmental officer for the
submarine repair ship. Of
course, I did not know that at
the time. All I knew was there
were two ferries that took us
across the loch, a small red
one and a big black one, and
the black one had a lounge



where we could get cheese
sandwiches. Usually Ammi
and Abba had stopped
squabbling by the time we got
on the ferry, and on this day,
they decided to stay in the car
and prepare us for Sirat-an-
Nabi day.

Ammi quizzed us, and
either Baji or I responded,
depending on who knew the
answer. “Batao, tell me, when

was Muhammad %% born, and



where?”
“AD 570, in Mecca.”

“Shabash, good job! Ub
batao, now tell me, who was
his father?”

“His name was Abdullah,
but he died before

Muhammad =F was born.”
“And his mother?”

“Her name was Amina,
and she died when he was

29
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“So who took care of
Muhammad ** when she
died?”

“His grandfather, Abdul

Muttalib, but only for two
years. Then he died.”

“And after that?”
“His uncle, Abu Talib.

He lived until Muhammad =
was much older.”

These  were  routine
questions, all part of a proper



Islamic education for young
Muslims. Parents often pride
themselves in their children’s
rote knowledge of Islamic
facts and recitations, and
Ammi and Abba were no
exception.

“Okay, this one 1is
difficult. Tell me one thing
that happened to Muhammad

% before his mother died.”
Baji answered. “One day,



when Muhammad ¥ was
playing with some of the
other kids, two angels came
to him and opened up his
chest. The other kids were
scared and thought the angels
might be jinn. They ran
away. The angels took out
Muhammad *+’s heart and
cleaned 1t until i1t shined.
Then they put 1t back into his
chest and left.””



Jinn:
Spiritual
beings
often
considered
analogous
to
demons

“Shabash, guriya!” That
was Ammi’s nickname for



Baji, which means “doll.”
“Since you answered that,
Nabeel, batao: who was

Muhammad =’s first wife,
and how did they get
married?”

This one was easy.
“Muhammad +’s first wife
was Khadija. She was a rich
widow, and Muhammad =~
worked for her as a merchant.
When she saw how good he



was at business and how
honest he was with money,
she offered to marry him.”

“And how old were
they?”

“Muhammad ¥ was
twenty-five, and Khadija was
forty.”

“Good, but maybe that
wasn’t difficult enough. Ub
batao, Billoo, how did

Muhammad *F find out he



was a prophet?”’
“He was praying in a
cave one day . ..”

Abba interjected, “What
was the name of the cave?”

“The Cave of Hira. He
was praying, and an angel
came to him and asked him to
recite. But Muhammad =+ did
not know how to recite, so the
angel had to ask him three
times. Then the angel gave



Muhammad ¥ the first
verses of the Quran.”

“Shabash,” Ammi
continued. “And what surah
was that?”

Neither Baji nor I knew
the answer to this question. It
was harder than 1t might
appear, since the Quran 1s not
in chronological order. It
wasn’t a separate question in
the books we had read, so we



hadn’t paid specific attention
to it.

“No  problem, don’t
worry. In case anyone asks
you today, remember that it 1s
Surat al-Alaq.”

“Jaani, no one 1s going to
ask them what surah 1t was.
Ask them the important
questions.” Jaan or jaani 1s
an Urdu term of endearment
that means “my life.” It is
used for loved ones, and the



way Abba used it here, it
roughly meant “my darling.”

But Ammi wasn’t having
any of it. “So the name of a
surah isn’t important, but the
name of a cave 1s? Okay,
fine. Let the man of the house
ask questions!”

“Okay, I will. Challo,
batao: Who was the first
person to accept Muhammad

*7 as a prophet?”



“His wife Khadija.”
“And among men?”’

“His best friend, Abu
Bakr.”

“And what 1s special
about Abu Bakr?”

“He became the first
khalifa when Muhammad =5
died.” This was an important
issue about which Shia
disagree, but Baji and I did
not know that yet.



Shia:
Followers
of
Shi’ism,
one
of the
two
major
branches
of
Islam



“Good. Who accepted
Islam first among children?”

“Muhammad *+’s cousin
Al

“And what 1s special
about Ali?”

“He became the fourth
khalifa.”

“How did most of the
other Meccans receive
Islam?”

“They persecuted the



Muslims, insulting them and
attacking them for years.”

“So what happened?”
“Muhammad #¥ had to
flee to Medina.”

Abba grew silent. Waves
lapped softly at the ferry’s
hull as 1t began to dock.
Juxtaposed with the rapid-fire
questions, the brief pause
served to magnify the mood.
What was Abba thinking



about?

When he finally spoke,
his voice was contemplative,
almost remorseful. “Billoo,
batao, what was the first

battle Muhammad =+ had to
fight? Give me details.”

“It was the Battle of
Badr. The Meccans came to
Medina to attack the Muslims
and destroy them. They
brought one thousand soldiers



and many horses. The
Muslims had only 313 men,
very little armor, and only a
few horses.”

“Who won?”

“We did, of course!”

CCWhy(?Q’

“Because we were
better.”

“No, beyta. They had the
upper hand in every way. We
won because Allah helped us.



If this battle had gone
naturally, we would have lost,

and Muhammad =¥ would
have been killed, audhu
billah. God will always help
the Muslims, because we are
His people. Okay, beytee,
now you tell me, what were
the other battles that were
fought at Medina?”

“The Battle of Uhud and
the Battle of the Trench,” Baji
responded,  perhaps  too



cheerfully for the subject
matter.

“Why did the Muslims
fight these battles? Were we
attacking anyone?”

“No, Abba. Muslims only
fight to defend themselves.
The Meccans were attacking
the Muslims.”

“So  what did the

Muslims have to do to stop
the Meccans?”



“They conquered
Mecca.”

“And where was this
prophesied?”

[ interjected, “In the
Bible! Deuteronomy!”!?
There was a whole field of
Islamic  polemics  called
“Muhammad in the Bible,”
and our books of Islamic
knowledge were full of
references to biblical

prophecies about



Muhammad. I was fascinated
with them. Plus, I Iloved
saying “Deuteronomy,”
though I had no idea what it
was.

“Okay, last question.

When Muhammad =
conquered Mecca, what did
he do?”

“He forgave all the
Meccans!”

“Yes . . .” Abba trailed



off again, and this time I
could tell he was preparing to
make an impassioned point.
Sometimes his love for Islam
overwhelmed him, and he
would even pontificate to the
wind if no one was there to
listen. It did not happen often,
but when 1t did, I loved it. I
soaked it 1n.

“Yes, he forgave
everyone. These are the same
people who killed



Muhammad **’s uncle, who
are responsible for the death
of Khadija, who persecuted
Muslims for years and then
launched many wars against
the defenseless community.

When Muhammad =+ finally
had a chance to strike them
down, no less than they
deserved, he gave mercy to
them all. Is it any wonder

Muhammad ¥ 1s called



rehmatullah, the Mercy of
Allah?”

Abba’s eyes were fixed
on the horizon. We hung on
his every word, brimming
with respect and pride for our
prophet.

“Many of the Meccans
saw Muhammad *’s mercy
that day and couldn’t help but

proclaim the beauty of Islam.
The whole of Arabia was so



in awe of Muhammad 7 that
they all became Muslim. The
Messenger and message were
irresistible, and soon, the
Muslim empire expanded
from Spain to India. It was
the greatest civilization the
world had ever seen. While
the West was in its Dark
Ages, Islam was 1n its Golden
Era.”

“Western society owes
much to Islam. Science,



medicine, mathematics,
philosophy . .. Muslims had a
huge 1mpact 1n all these
fields. That’s why we still
find Arabic words in all of
them, like ‘algebra’ and
‘alchemy.’ Unfortunately,
when the Western
civilizations conquered, they
destroyed everything. Muslim
scholars were  murdered,
libraries were burned, cities
were razed. The Spanish



Inquisition 1s  just one
example of how Christians
treated Muslims.”

“But why would the
Christians treat Muslims that
way?” 1 wondered aloud.
“Didn’t they follow Hazrat
Isa’?”

Hazrat:
An
honorific



title
meaning
“respected”

Isa: The
Arabic
name
for
Jesus

“Beyta, they weren’t
following Hazrat Isa. They
stopped following him a long



time before. They turned
Jesus into a god, and so they
dishonored Hazrat Isa and
blasphemed Allah! That 1s
why Allah sent Muhammad

=¥ and Islam as the final
message for all of mankind. It
embodies all the messages
that Allah sent through the
prophets:  Adam,  Noah,
Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac,
Moses, David, Elijah . . . all
of them brought messages



from Allah to their people,
and although the people
accepted their messages at
first, later generations
corrupted them all. Light gets
dimmer the farther i1t gets
from its source! That is why
we cannot trust the Bible
today; it 1s corrupted. Only
the Quran 1s perfect. Only
Islam 1s incorruptible. Allah
will guard 1t until the message
spreads and the world



becomes Muslim. That 1s
when the day of judgment
will come. That is the day
Islam will be victorious.”

We were all entranced by
Abba’s love for the faith,
embracing his vision for a
global Islamic future. There
was nothing violent about its
victory. It was a romantic
notion of vindication and
destiny.

After processing for a



few moments, Ammi brought
us back to earth. “Challo,
that’s enough. We are going
to arrive at the masjid in a
few minutes. Let’s get
ready.” And she was right.
We were nearing the mosque.
Time had felt suspended, and
I hadn’t even noticed getting
off the ferry. I loved
discussing matters of religion.
The Quran, Allah,
Muhammad, dates, names,



places . . . they all enthralled
me. Even talking about Jesus
and the Bible was fascinating.
To me, it was all a part of
Allah’s plan for mankind, a
plan that was finally enacted
through the greatest man who
ever lived, Muhammad =-.
He had our hearts, and he had
our allegiance.



Chapter Six

RIGHTEO!
THROUGE
RITUAL
PRAYER



THE GLASGOW MOSQUE
was one of my favorite places
in childhood. It sat at an
oddly angled intersection near
the River Clyde, just off the
main road. Made of red stone
and capped with a green
dome, it had many floors with
irregularly placed staircases,
doors, and hallways. It was
the perfect place to play hide-
and-seek with the other
Muslim boys.



Apart from children’s
games, there were many
congregational activities at
the mosque. We came
together for holy days,
celebrations, funerals,
weddings, picnics, parties,
and pretty much anything we
wanted to do as a community.
The mosque i1s a very dear
place to Muslims, especially
expatriated Muslims  who
long for fellowship. But none



of those are the primary
purpose of a mosque.

The primary purpose is
congregational prayer, salaat.
These are the obligatory
prayer rituals, offered five
times daily by all Muslims.
First standing, then bowing,
then briefly prostrating with
their foreheads to the ground
before rising and sitting on
their heels, Muslims recite
prescribed Arabic



supplications to Allah.

Salaat:
The
Muslim
ritual
prayers

Each of the five daily
prayers has its own name:
fajr, zuhr, asr, maghrib, and



isha. Although the words and
postures are the same for all,
the number of repetitions
differs. Each repetition 1is
called a rakaat. A Muslim is
required to pray seventeen
rakaat daily, and optional
prayers can be offered
alongside these. In our
jamaat, all told, we were
taught to pray thirty-one
rakaat per day whenever
possible.



The prayer times often
become a schedule of sorts
for Muslims, waking up with
the adhan for fajr, taking a
late morning break from work
for zuhr, going home after
asr, having dinner after
maghrib, and preparing for
sleep after isha. For each of
these prayers, after hearing
the adhan, Muslims perform
an ablution called wudhu, a
ceremonial washing of the



arms, face, and feet. Often
they recite memorized du’aas
while performing the wudhu.
Then they hurry to the
congregation to pray.

Rakaat:
Units
of
repetition
In
salaat,



composed
of
standing,
bowing,
prostrating,
and
sitting
postures
Wudhu.
Ceremonial
washing
before
salaat



Imam: A

leader
of
Muslims,
usually
referring
to one
who
leads
prayer
at a
mosque



Muslims all around the
world pray roughly the same
way. In fact, they all face the
same point, toward the
Ka’ba, the Muslim holy
shrine in Mecca, which looks
like a black cube. It is Islamic
lore that Abraham built the
Ka’ba with his son Ishmael,
and when Muhammad took
refuge 1n  Medina, he
commanded Muslims to start
facing the Ka’ba during



salaat. They have done so
ever since, whether standing
in a circle in the Grand
Mosque, which houses the
Ka’ba, or in a line halfway
around the world. In the
West, you might see a
zealous Muslim pull out a
compass at prayer time to
find the exact direction. I
have even seen prayer rugs
with compasses built into
them.



The prayer 1s led by one
man, called the imam. Men
and women pray separately
but in sufficient proximity so
that the women can hear the
imam’s voice as he leads the
prayer. While the imam leads,
some portions of the prayer
are recited silently and
individually, and  other
portions he prays aloud.
Sections of each prayer
involve the recitation of the



Quran, and the imam always
recites these aloud from
memory.

The process of reciting
the Quran during prayer was
an ingenious method to
propagate the Quran in the
mostly illiterate society of
seventh-century Arabia, and
it still works today. That is
why the only criterion for an
imam 1s that he knows the
Quran well and 1s able to



adeptly recite large portions
of it. Every once in a while,
an 1mam might make a
mistake 1n recitation, and it is
the duty of the Muslims in the
front row to correct him.
Thus, a hierarchy of piety is
often found in the rows of
salaat, with elder, respected
Muslims toward the front.

With that minor
exception, Muslims take
pride in the equality found in



salaat. From rich men to poor
men, statesmen to workmen,
all men line up side by side
and pray as one. It is a
solemn event, where no one
speaks, no one crosses in
front of those praying, and no
one interrupts.

No one except, of course,
a five-year-old brat from
America. A few times, while
running around the
worshipers during salaat,



someone would give me a
swift spank to jar me out of
my mischief. My parents
were fine with this; it took a
mosque to raise a Muslim
child, and the members of our
jamaat trusted one another
deeply.

On one occasion during
the salaat, I was restless and
fidgety. Out of nowhere, I felt
a swift spank on my behind. I
turned around to see who it



was, but there was no one
behind me. I surmised it was
my uncle, who was standing
next to me, so after finishing
the salaat, I tearfully accused
him of the spanking. Without
flinching, he pointed up to the
sky and said, “No, it was
Allah.” My eyes went wide,
and I thought, “If only I had
turned around faster, I would
have seen the hand of Allah!”
Twenty years later, he



confessed it was him, but in
the meantime, I was honored
to have been spanked by God
Himself. I always stood with
due solemnity in salaat after
that.

Since the postures and

words are memorized,!! there
1s nothing extemporaneous —
indeed, nothing personal —
about salaat. For the wvast
majority of Muslims, 1t is
simply an act of duty, not



personal or heartfelt
expression.

True, one can dwell on
the meaning of the words that
he 1s reciting and by doing so
make it more personal, but
rare 1s the worshiper who can
do that for each of the
seventeen required rakaat
every single day. Even then,
the words are exogenous to
the worshiper, not the least
because they are in a foreign



language. This 1s true even
for Arabic speakers. Arabs
speak colloquial forms of
Arabic that vary by region. If
they want to learn a form of
Arabic that approximates
classical Arabic, they have to
learn 1t at school. The
language of the daily prayers
1s not personal to anyone.



Jumaa:
The name
for the
Muslim

Sabbath
day



This may lead one to
wonder why Muslims
continue to pray five times a
day. What is the point in
reciting the same words five
times a day, every day, when
they don’t mean anything
personally? I wondered that
myself when [ was young,
and when I asked Abba, he
saild “Nabeel, before Allah,
we are all dirty, and we need
His cleansing. Now imagine



you bathed five times a day.
How clean you would be!
The salaat is the spiritual bath
that Allah has given Muslims
to keep us pure and clean.
That is why we pray five
times a day.”

There 1s some variation
in the prayers. On Fridays,
the Islamic Sabbath day, the
imam gives a sermon and
Muslims pray a modified
form of the zuhr prayer,



called jumaa prayer. The
word Jjumaa means
“congregated,” and it can be
prayed only with three people
or more. So important is
jumaa prayer that the word
Friday in Arabic and Urdu is
named after it. Ammi and
Abba told us that 1f we
missed three jumaa prayers in
a row, we would have a black
scar on our heart that could
never be cleansed.



Unfortunately, we could
not go to the mosque on
Fridays because of its
distance from our home and
because of Abba’s schedule.
Of course, we could also not
go to the mosque for the five
daily prayers either. So we
usually prayed the daily
salaat and jumaa as a family
at home. If ever Abba was
deployed and there was no
male relative staying at our



home, I would lead Ammi
and Baji 1n prayer. That
started at a young age, when
Ammi felt I was mature
enough.

Although I  enjoyed
leading prayer, and although
some of the imams in our
jamaat had melodious voices
or commanding presences,
Abba was always my favorite
imam. His tempo, his voice,
his melody, and his position



in front of the rest of our
family just seemed right to
me. Even now, I can hear his
voice reciting long portions
of the Quran 1f I just close my
eyes. That is why I know
those portions, because I
heard Abba repeat them so
often. Salaat solidified my
father as my spiritual leader
and 1ndelibly chiseled the
Quran into my heart. That 1s
the power of salaat.



Chapter Seven

DIVERSIT
IN
ISLAM

THE YEAR 1989 WAS
IMPORTANT for our jamaat.



It was the one hundredth
anniversary of the
Ahmadiyya sect of Islam, our
sect, and people from all over
the world were gathering in
England to celebrate the
centenary. Our family
considered it Allah’s special
blessing that this momentous
event occurred while we were
stationed 1n the United
Kingdom. We would be
among tens of thousands of



people in attendance.

The celebration was held
in the English countryside at
Tilford, where  massive
marquees served as meeting
halls and trodden grass as
paths. There were tents for

praying, serving food,
broadcasting by satellite, and
selling memorabilia.

Diplomats and other honored
guests had been invited from
all across the world to attend



the sessions, and many came
bearing messages of tolerance
and multiculturalism.

The female diplomats
were the only women allowed
in the men’s area. The
women’s area  duplicated
almost all of the men’s
venues, but the two were
separated. I was still young
enough that I could get into
the women’s section without
raising any eyebrows, and I



often did. It was far livelier
than the men’s area. The
women wore colorful
clothing, laughed loudly, and
talked incessantly, completely
ignoring the speeches being
televised from the men’s
section. There, the
atmosphere ~ was  always
solemn, and as a six-year-old,
solemn meant boring.

During one of the main
sessions, [ intended to go



from the women’s meeting
hall to the men’s bazaar,
where they were selling
specially designed centenary
badges. On my way over, an
elderly man firmly grabbed
my shoulder as I tried to pass
by him. That was never a
good sign. He physically
turned me around, placed his
hand between my shoulder
blades, and guided me to the
men’s main hall. He sat me



down, very close to the front
and too close to himself. He
did all this without saying a
word, but he gave me a very
stern look that said all he
needed to say: “Sit down and
listen to the speech.” To this
day, I have no idea who he
was, but I knew better than to
disobey an elder at a jamaat
gathering, so I turned my
attention to the speaker. The
badge had to wait.



The speaker was a
missionary from Pakistan
whose accent made him
exceedingly  difficult to
understand. His native tongue
was Punjabi, a language
related to Urdu and spoken in
rural Pakistani villages. He
was 1mporting his Punjabi
accent and inflections,
unabated, into the English
language. The result was not
pleasant.  Fortunately, his



message was a staple of high-
profile gatherings 1n our
jamaat that I had heard many
times before.

He was defending the
fact that we were Muslims.

“The other Muslims say
we are not Muslim, but who
are they to cast us out of
Islam? According to Anas ibn
Malik, Muhammad *¥ said,
‘Anyone who proclaims the



shahada 1s Muslim.” And the
shahada 1s clear: ‘There 1s no
god but  Allah, and

Muhammad ¥ is His
messenger.” Even today, all
you have to do is recite the
shahada and you will be
accepted into the fold of
Islam.”

Shahada:
The



central
proclamation
of

Islam:
“There

1S no

god

but

Allah,

and
Muhammad
1s His
messenger’”



He seemed to say this
directly to the diplomats, who
shifted in their seats.

“Every person  must
recite the shahada to become
a Muslim, and that i1s all he
must do to be Muslim,
according to this beautiful
hadith of our beloved prophet

Muhammad =+.”
The  missionary  was



becoming more and more
animated by the moment.
Years later, I found out that
he had seen his loved ones
suffer terrible persecution at
the hands of other Muslims.
Some members of  his
congregation had even been
killed. His rhetoric was
cathartic, fire expelled
directly from his heart.

“Neglecting the shahada
makes you non-Muslim;



reciting the shahada makes
you Muslim; and we recite
the shahada. That’s it. We are
Muslim! But why do I bother
to clarify this, as if we are
teetering on the border of
Islam? Do we reject any of
our Islamic obligations? No!”

In rapid-fire fashion, the
missionary enumerated the
fundamental practices
required of all Muslims, the
Five Pillars of Islam.



“We recite the shahada;
we pray the salaat; we pay
zakat to the poor; we fast
during Ramadhan; and we
make pilgrimage to the Ka’ba
to perform Hajj! These are
the things we are commanded
to do by Allah in the Quran,
and we do all of them. Who
can deny we are Muslim?

Five



Pillars

of

Islam:

The
fundamental
practices
required

of all
Muslims

Zakat:
Obligatory
alms

Hajj.



The
annual
pilgrimage
to
Mecca

Six
Articles
of
Faith:
The
fundamental
Muslim

beliefs



“And we explain this to
them with clear proofs from
the Quran and hadith, but
they want to find a way
against us, so they change
their objections! They say to
us, ‘You pretend to be
Muslims with your actions,
but you do not believe what
Muhammad 5 taught!” Tell
me, what did he teach that we



do not believe?”

The missionary
transitioned from the
fundamental practices to the
fundamental beliefs, called
the Six Articles of Faith.

“We believe in the one
God Allah; we believe 1n the
unseen spiritual beings; we
believe that Allah sent
prophets into this world; we
believe that He gave sacred
scriptures to His prophets; we



believe that there will be a
day of judgment; and we
believe that Allah’s decree is
sovereign over the universe!
What don’t we believe?

“What we don’t believe
1s falsehood! We don’t
believe, like the Shia do, that
Allah made a mistake by
allowing Abu Bakr to become
khalifa! We don’t believe,
like the Sunnis do, that we
can murder people in the



name of Allah, let alone
murder other Muslims! These
are egregious beliefs, and
were we to believe them, our
ejection from Islam would be
justified!”

Ahmadi missionaries
were not known for cautious
treatment of sensitive matters
in moments of passion. His
word choice was provocative,
but there was some truth in it.
He was referring to the main



division among Muslims, the
division between Shia and
Sunni. There are three major
branches of Shia Islam, and
together the Shia make up
approximately 10 — 15
percent of the world’s
Muslims. They believe that
authority 1n early Islam
passed through Muhammad’s
bloodline, so that when
Muhammad died, his male
next of kin ought to have



borne the mantle of Islamic
leadership. That would have
been Ali. However, when
Muhammad died, there was
no appointed successor. The
Muslims elected Abu Bakr as
the first khalifa. For the most
part, those that recognize Abu
Bakr’s caliphate follow one
of the four schools of Sunni
Islam, and they make up
about 80 percent of the
world’s Muslims.



The remaining 5 — 10
percent are those who fit
comfortably n neither
category. That’s where we
stood.

“Muhammad o
proclaimed that if we recite
the shahada, we are Muslim.
We do that. The Quran tells
us we must perform the Five
Pillars. We do that. Islam
teaches us that we must
believe the Six Articles of



Faith. We do that! So why do
they call us kafir?”

“They have the audacity
to call us kafir because we do
not interpret two words in the
Quran the way they do. Two
words! ‘Khatam an-nabiyeen,
the seal of the prophets.” In
the minds of these violent and
uneducated Muslims,
disagreement  over  these
words justifies murdering
their brothers 1n Islam,



astaghfirullah!”

Kafir:
Infidel,
non-
Muslim

The imam was referring
to the controversial claim

made by the founder of our
sect, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad,



that he was a subordinate
prophet under Muhammad.
Most Muslims argue that
33:40 precludes any
prophethood after
Muhammad, thereby making
Mirza Ghulam Ahmad a false
prophet and his followers
non-Muslim. Because of this,
hundreds, if not thousands, of
Ahmadi Muslims have been
murdered in countries like
Pakistan and Indonesia at the



hands of orthodox Muslims.

“They have taken the
religion of peace and turned it
into a religion of bloodshed
and violence. But inshallah,
Allah will restore Islam
through Ahmadiyyat. He has
already sent the imam of our
time, the Promised Messiah,
and his successors are
divinely appointed khalifas!”



Inshallah:
A
very
common
Muslim
formula
meaning
“1f
Allah
wills
1t”



Here was even more
offense in Ahmad’s claims.
After claiming to be a prophet
and running into the khatam
an-nabiyeen argument,
Ahmad partially defended
himself by saying he was no
new prophet at all. He argued
that people of many faiths are
waiting for their prophets to
come back. Jews are waiting
for Elijah, Hindus are waiting
for Krishna, Buddhists are



waiting for Buddha, and
Christians are waiting for
Jesus. Ahmad claimed to be
all these figures wrapped up
in one. To top it off, his
successors claimed to have
established a new caliphate, a
claim that is very offensive to
the Muslims around the world
who are still waiting for a
final caliphate.

“Who can outwit Allah?
He 1s the best of planners, and



He will revitalize the world
through Islam and
Ahmadiyyat! This
inevitability not even Satan
can alter!”

When the missionary said
this, sporadic yells were
emitted from the
congregation, all calling the
same proclamation: “Takbir!”
The thousands of men
gathered in the tent responded
in one accord “Allah-hu-



akbar!” The strongest voice
won out and boomed again
“Takbir!” With emboldened
passion, the entire host of
men  erupted  “Allah-hu-
akbar!” Ahmadis tend not to
clap in agreement, instead
marshaling one another to
praise Allah and invoke His
blessings.

The man who had yelled
“Takbir!” continued to rally
the gathered Muslims,



bellowing “Islam!” which
was received by “Zindabad,”
long may it live. “Islam!”
“Zindabad!” “Ahmadiyyat!”
“Zindabad!” Time seemed to
hang in the air as the
unknown voice thundered call
after call, leading an army of
Muslims 1n praising Allah.
That the army was made up
of pacifist Muslims would do
nothing to allay the
trepidation of an uninitiated



observer. The roar of
thousands was heart-stopping.

With nothing further to
add, the missionary thanked
the assembly and concluded
the speech. Considering it
today, I realize that the issue
of orthodoxy and heresy is
multifaceted and complicated.
It is true that many Muslims
call each other non-Muslim at
the slightest provocation. The
label of infidel 1s all too



readily doled out over minor
disagreements. I  doubt
whether any of the dozens of
sects in Islam have ever
escaped the accusation of
heresy.

That said, the founder of
Ahmadiyyat made some very
bold claims, offensive to
many parties. Claiming to be
the second coming of Jesus
offends both Christians and
Muslims. Demanding the



veneration due to a prophet is
no small claim for Muslims,
and 1t i1s not difficult to see
why some of the orthodox
consider Ahmadiyyat a cult.

But to me, many things
weigh in favor of Ahmadis
being Muslims. As the
missionary said, Ahmadis
adhere to the central doctrines
and practices of Islam. Based
on their daily lives and
applied beliefs, Ahmadis are



virtually indistinguishable
from Sunnis. Along a similar
vein, when I was an Ahmadi,
I saw myself tied to Islam far
more than Ahmadiyyat. But
perhaps most important,
Muhammad himself would
consider Ahmadis Muslim:
“Do not excommunicate
anyone who declares that

there is no God but Allah.”!?

The lesson to be learned
1s that there 1s much division



n Islam. The best
determination of whether a
man 1S Muslim i1s if he
exclusively declares that
Allah is God and Muhammad
is Allah’s messenger. Beyond
this point, there 1s great
diversity in Islam.



Chapter Fight

THE
PATH
OF
SHARIA



WHEN IT COMES to sharia,
the diversity in Islam can lead
to widely disparate views.
Sharia 1s not a field that the
average Muslim knows well.
When 1 first heard the term, I
was at an [jfema, a
tournament that our jamaat
held once a year.

Sharia:
Islamic



law

The tournament events
were both religious and
physical in nature. The

religious competitions
included Quran
memorization, Quran
recitation, adhan  poetry
recitation, speech
competitions, hadith

performance, Islamic poetry



recitation, speech
competitions, hadith
memorization, and general
religious knowledge tests.
I’m not too sure what the
physical competitions
included because Ammi had
me tied up with the religious
ones, especially the speech
competition.

Ammi was very thorough
iIn preparing me for my
speech. Not only did she



write the whole script, she
trained me to deliver it.
During the nights before the
competition, after isha salaat,
Ammi would have me stand
up and do practice runs. She
stood behind me while I was
speaking and moved my arms
and hands at the appropriate
times to make emphatic
gestures, as if I were her
marionette. She directed me
where to pause for dramatic



effect, when to turn my head,
and how to raise my tempo
and volume for maximum
impact. I found out later that
she had been the captain of
her debate team in Pakistan,
which explained the course of
her conversations with Abba.

On the day of the ijtema,
I competed in the six-to eight-
year-old bracket. The topic of
my speech was, “always tell
the truth, no matter what the



consequences may be.” I won
an award for my speech,
along with a few other
awards. Ammi and Abba also
competed, but the adult
competitions always seemed
much more lighthearted than
the youth sessions. The
tournament as a whole
seemed centered on
propagating Islam to the
younger generation. To this
end, the adult events were



staggered and finished after
the youth competitions so that
the young participants could
be in attendance.

I decided to sit in on the
men’s extemporaneous
speech  competition. The
prompts in this competition
tested a wide array of topics,
such as, “Outline the history
of Ahmadi jamaat,” “What
must we do to raise our
children 1n the Islamic way?”



and, “How do we know Jesus
1s not the Son of God?”

A man that I called Uncle
Faizan, a fluent English
speaker in his early forties,
drew the prompt, “Explain
sharia, including its sources
and application.” He stood up
and began his speech by
greeting the audience with a
formal salutation.

“Respected imam,
revered  elders,  honored



guests, and dear brothers,
Assalaamo  alaikum  wa
rahmutallah wa
barakaathu.”

The room responded in
unison, “wa alaikum salaam.”

Assalaamo
alaikum
wa
rahmutallah
wa



barakaathu:
An
extended
Muslim
greeting
meaning,
“The
peace

of

Allah
and

His
mercy



and
blessings
be

upon

29

you
Fiqgh:

Islamic

jurisprudence

Glancing down at his
prompt, Uncle Faizan began.
“The topic I have been given



today 1s sharia. Sharia 1s
Islamic law. The word sharia
means ‘the path,” as in the
correct path we must walk
according to Allah’s will.”

The elders who were
judging the event looked
impressed. For non-Arab
Muslims, being able to
accurately define  Arabic
terms was always worth
bonus points, tournament or
not.



Emboldened by their
reaction, he continued.
“There 1s no book of sharia.
We must derive the law from
a hierarchy of sources using a
process of jurisprudence
called figh. The first and
greatest source is the Quran.
Nothing can supersede the
Quran because it 1s the word
of Allah. But the Quran 1s not
comprehensive. As Muslims,
there 1s much we must do and



believe that i1s not found in
the Quran. For this, we go to
the second source, hadith.”

Some of us in the crowd
were taken aback by the blunt
comment that the Quran was
insufficient. Though
technically true, it ought not
to have been stated so
crudely. It sounded almost
shameful, as if the Quran
were somehow less than it
should be. But Uncle Faizan’s



eyes were set on the elders,
who did not display any
reaction, so he proceeded.

“The hadith elaborate and
clarify what 1s found in the
Quran, but they never
contradict. There 1s no
contradiction in Islam. If a
hadith is found in any way to
contradict the Quran, then it
is inauthentic and must be
disregarded. If no hadith can
be found to clarify an issue,



then we must turn to the third
source of sharia: the ulema,
Muslim scholars who are
wise and experienced in
Islam.” Uncle Faizan smiled
courteously at the imam, on
whom the flattery was not
lost.

Ulema:
Muslim
religious



scholars
Mufti: A
Muslim
legal
expert

“That 1s where sharia
comes from, but where can
we see 1t?7 We see i1t
everywhere in a devout
Muslim’s life. It 1s how we
pray, when to fast, whom to



marry, what foods to avoid.
All these basic matters are
issues of sharia. There are
also far more detailed
matters, like whether we must
pay zakat on appreciated
home wvalues.” The elders
chuckled and gave Uncle
Faizan the signal to wrap up.

“That i1s a  brief
explanation of sharia, its

sources, and its application.
Shukria, thank you.” With



that, he sat back down on the
ground as the elders nodded
their approval.

As I would come to know
later, 1t was a solid answer to
the question, at least from an
Ahmadi perspective.
Ahmadis have very little
choice in their authority
structure, and so the jamaat
leaders have full say in
interpreting sharia for them.
What the leaders say goes.



This 1s not the case for most
Muslims.

Other Muslims have
options. For example, 1f a
Sunni woman wants to obtain
a divorce from her husband,
she has to receive approval
from an authority. This must
be from a mufti, someone
trained in at least the basics
of sharia. If she were to
present her case before a
mufti, he would provide her



with his decision, called a
fatwa. Fatwas are
nonbinding, though, and if
she were to dislike it, she
could decide to go to another
mufti and see if he provides a
more favorable fatwa.

Fatwa:
A
decision
or



ruling
by a
Muslim
authority

Muftis from different
schools of thought have
different  precedents and
therefore provide different
fatwas. For example, some
schools of Sunni thought
insist on a woman’s consent



before she 1s given in
marriage. Other schools do
not, requiring that the woman
abide by her family’s wishes.
Since no one 1s bound to any
specific school, some women
choose schools of thought
based on the fatwas they
prefer. Even though this
practice of “fatwa shopping”
1s discouraged by Sunni
scholars, it serves as a perfect
example of the kind of thing



Ahmadis cannot do because
of their very strict authority
structure.

There 1S another
dimension to the complexity:
cach denomination differs on
what hadith they consider
accurate. Since the hadith are
the second rung of sharia,
these differences of opinion
have real consequences.
Many of the differences
between the ways Sunnis and



Shias practice Islam are over
this very matter. Their books
of hadith are disparate. This
difference, combined with the
Shia position regarding the
authority of imams, results in
a significantly different view
of sharia.

Differences aside, it 1is
worth noting that a great deal
of overlap exists between the
majorities of Muslims. For
example, all four major



schools of Sunni thought and
all three major schools of
Shia thought teach that
people who leave Islam must
be killed for their apostasy,
disagreeing only on the
details of qualifying

circumstances and
implementation. Only
outlying groups, such as
liberal Muslims and

Ahmadis, disagree with this
time-honored practice.



I did not learn all of these
details at the 1jtema, nor did I
need to. In fact, most
Muslims do not know these
things. They know Islam to
the extent that they practice it,
and these are matters for the
learned. More than anything
else, the 1tema and other
gatherings like 1t caused us to
grow deeper in love with
[slam and deeper in
community with one another.



They reassured us that we had
religious leaders who had
answers that we might not
have. By meeting together
regularly and  discussing
matters of our faith, we
became a strong community.



Chapter Nine

DREAMS
OF
THE
FAITHFUI



IT WAS AFTER A
SIMILAR GATHERING one
night when we were driving
back from Glasgow to
Dunoon that Ammi and Abba
were obviously worried about
something. Our family had
lost track of time, and the
ferries over Holy Loch had
stopped running for the night.
To make 1t back home, we
had to drive around the loch,
which took no less than two



and a half hours.

But that had happened a
few times 1n the past, and
Ammi and Abba had never
been worried before. The next
day was a Sunday, so Abba
wasn’t  concerned  about
missing work. They were
sitting in the front seats, not
speaking loudly enough for
us to hear in the back, but
Baji and I could tell that their
speech was pressured, and a



shadow of concern was
growing  between  them.
Something was amiss.

Baji spoke first. “Abba,
what’s wrong?”’

“Nothing, beytee. Check
your seat belt, make sure the
door is locked, and go back to
sleep. It’s past your bedtime.
We’ll be home  soon,
inshallah.” Ammi turned a

distraught glance toward
Abba. They said nothing.



After a moment, I
prodded them again. “What’s
going on, Ammi?”

“Did you hear Abba? Do
what he says.” Whatever it
was, Ammi and Abba were
not about to share it with us,
and there was no way we
could fall asleep now. But we
didn’t want to get in trouble,
either, so Baji and I pretended
to be asleep.

After a few more tense



minutes, Ammi had made up
her mind about something.
She turned to Abba and said,
“Does it still look the same to
you?”

“Yes, 1t looks the same.
Actually, 1t looks even more
like 1it.”

“Then let’s turn around!
Let’s go back! Challo, this is
enough!”

This seemed to be all the



prodding Abba needed. He
turned the car around and
started heading back toward
Glasgow. Still, Baji and I
knew not to ask any
questions. The tension was
fading, but the mood hadn’t
improved.

“Should I find a hotel?”
Abba asked.

“No, we can stay at the
Maliks’ home. They will
understand.”



If Ammi could have said
one thing to instantly
transform my fear into joy,
that was it. The Maliks were
the one family from the
masjid that we  were
especially close to. I called
Mr. and Mrs. Malik “Uncle”
and “Aunty,” not just because
that 1s standard terminology
in Pakistani culture for elders
but also because they were
like a second set of parents to



me. Whether I was carrying
myself with the utmost
propriety or plumbing the
depths of my mischief, they
received me with warmth and
love.

Uncle and Aunty had five
children who were our good
friends. The oldest son in
their family was thirteen, and
he was my childhood role
model. I was thrilled at the
prospect of spending time



with him. For the time being,
the unnatural ride home was
forgotten.

What made this turn of
events even more exciting
was that this would be my
first time spending the night
at a friend’s house. Unless we
were traveling or visiting
family, we rarely spent the
night anywhere but our own
home.  Sleepovers  were
unheard of, not only because



you need friends for that but
because Ammi was
uncomfortable with the idea
of leaving us beyond her
supervision overnight.

We spent the night utterly
clated, playing board games
and watching movies. When
our parents went to sleep, my
friends decided to pop a new
scary movie into the VCR:
Predator.

When I said I lLived a



sheltered childhood, I meant
it. A few moments into the
film, I was utterly terrified.
Even my friends’ teasing
would not coax me back to
the television. I went to my
bed and tried to fall asleep.
My dreams that night were
fitful, full of manhunts, red
dots, and unbearable Austrian
accents. I woke up more tired
than when I had gone to bed.

The next morning, after a



Pakistani-Scottish  breakfast
fit for kings, Ammi thanked
Aunty as she stood by the
door. They waited until Abba
and Uncle were out of
earshot, speaking furtively.
Ammi didn’t mind me being
nearby because she knew I
hadn’t had much sleep, and I
always clung to her when I
was out of sorts.

Aunty  spoke  while
looking toward the street, her



tone very matter of fact. “It’s
daytime now. You can tell me
what he saw.”

“Some dreams you don’t
share even in the daytime.”

So this was the answer to
the riddle. Abba had seen a
dream. In our culture, dreams
are  carefully considered
because, as a well-known
hadith teaches, “The dreams
of the faithful are

prophetic.”! In fact, dreams



are the only means I know of
by which the average Muslim
expects to hear directly from
God.

There 1s good reason for
this expectation: dreams often
did come true. Abba had
many prophetic dreams. One
example was when he was
enlisted, he had to take a test
for purposes of promotion to
petty officer first class. The
day of his test, he had a



dream that he and five of his
friends were 1n a battlefield
under heavy fire. There was a
fence 1n the distance, and
they had to make it over the
fence to be safe. All six of
them took off running. Abba
made it over the fence first,
and another friend made 1t
over after him. The other four
didn’t make it.

A few weeks later, when
he got his successful test



scores back, he found out that
the same five friends had all
taken the test, and the only
other one who passed was the
one who made it over the
fence in the dream.

Nani Ammi once had a
recurrent dream about her
father shortly after he passed
away and was buried. He was
knocking on her door and
asking her for help, totally
soaked by the rain. After



having the dream on three
successive nights, she
decided to wvisit his grave.
When she arrived, she found
that an animal had burrowed
a hole into his grave, and the
monsoon rains had flooded it.

In my family alone,
people have had clairvoyant
dreams of sicknesses,
miscarriages, births, deaths,
and a host of other events. A
dream was no matter to take



lightly, especially one that
might portend an avoidable
calamity.

Aunty could tell Ammi
needed to share Abba’s
dream with someone, so she
asked again. “I want to give
sadga and pray for you. Tell
me what he saw.”

Ammi relented. “Okay,
I’1l tell you, but I’'m not sure
what it means, and don’t tell
anyone else. Two nights ago,



he had a dream. We were all
in the car, driving down a
dark road. The road was very
narrow, and there was fire on
both sides. It was a dark fire,
one that emitted no light. He
couldn’t see anything at all.
When he turned around to
check on Wajtha and Nabeel
in the back seat, they were
gone.”



Sadqa:
A
voluntary
offering,
often
to
prevent
misfortune

Alhamdolillah:
A
Muslim
formula



meaning,
“All
praise
be to
Allah”;
it 18
the
Islamic

analogue
of
hallelujah



Ammi fell silent and
watched Abba and Uncle as
they stood by the car. Still
matter of fact, Aunty asked,
“What do you think it
means?”’

Ammi responded
“Astaghfirullah, I don’t want
to think about it!”

“Then what happened on
the road last night?”

Ammi hesitated before



sharing. “The long road to
Dunoon 1s a treacherous
drive, even in the daytime.
We didn’t think anything of
it, though, until we were
halfway home, when the
streetlights went out. It was
dark and too much like the
dream. That’s when we
turned around. Whatever the
dream meant, I think Allah
saved us from 1t.”

Finally, Aunty turned to



Ammi with a  smile.
“Alhamdolillah. Let us thank
Allah, do du’aa before you
leave, offer sadga, and think
no more of this. Call me
when you arrive home so that
I know everyone is safe.”
Ammi smiled in return and
hugged her. Aunty was a true
friend.

As we gathered around
the car, both families offered
du’aa  together,  silently



praying for our safe and swift
return home. Although this
was standard procedure, it
took on added meaning that
morning.

When we were in the car
and out of the city, I asked
Abba if he’d had a bad
dream. He glanced at Ammi,
but she didn’t say anything.
“Yes, beyta.”

“l had a bad dream last
night too, Abba jaan. It’ll be



okay.”

Abba chuckled. “There
are different types of dreams,
Billoo.”

“What makes them
different?”

“When you have one that
1s from God, you will know.”

“Does Allah give you
dreams a lot?”

“Yes, beyta. Too many.”
That was the last we spoke of



it. A few days later, Abba
decided to pray to Allah and
request that he stop seeing
prophetic dreams.

It has been over twenty
years since then, and Abba
hasn’t received many dreams.
I, on the other hand, would
reach a point in my life when
I spent many prostrate hours
begging Allah for guidance
through dreams. And as it
turned out, Abba was right.



When I got one, I knew it was
from Him.



Chapter Ten

THE
MONTH
OF
BLESSINC



MY YEARS IN SCOTLAND
were enchanted. My heart
was captivated with the land
and the people. Our home
was situated on a hillside that
often resounded with distant
bagpipes on cold mornings.
The mountains around
Dunoon seemed to be carved
for that very purpose.
Blackberry  bushes  grew
around our yard, just out of
the reach of sheep grazing



beyond barbed wire fence. I
started my formal education
at Sandbank Primary, the
only school in our part of
town, and I developed a few
close friendships at the
mosque. On more than one
occasion, we were 1nvited to
dinner by strangers while
stopped at a red light. I loved
Scotland, and my
affirmations of fondness for
the country came with a thick



Scottish accent.

The Cold War was
ending, however, which
meant the nuclear submarine
base was no longer needed. It
was time for us to move
again, and there was only one
positive aspect to leaving
Scotland that I could think of:
Ramadhan would be a lot
casier.

Ramadhan 1s the Muslim
holy month. For thirty days,



Muslims fast from sunrise to
sunset, not allowing any food
or water to pass through their
lips.  This  practice is
obligatory for all able-bodied
Muslims, which i1s why it is
the fourth pillar of Islam. At
the end of the thirty days,
Muslims celebrate one of
their two main holidays, Eid
al-Fitr.



Eid al-
Fitr:
One
of
two
major
Muslim
holidays;
1t
marks
the
end



of
Ramadhan

Ramadhan was awfully
difficult in Scotland because
of the length of the days.
Scotland 1s so far north that it
1s just south of Iceland.
During Scottish summers, the
sun rose as early as four thirty
in the morning, and it set as
late as ten o’clock at night. If



Ramadhan happened to fall
during the summer months, as
1t did while we lived there,
then Muslims had to fast for
about eighteen hours a day.
Not being able to eat for that
long is bad enough, but the
prohibition from drinking
water 1s the most difficult
injunction. To endure that for
thirty days in a row is a test
of fortitude and faith.

But Islam 1s often not as



rigid as some perceive it. For
instance, there are exceptions
to the fasting requirements. If
a Muslim is sick, traveling, or
otherwise  incapable  of
fasting, he has options. One
of them is to provide a meal
for a poor person to meet his
obligation, and then when he
1s able, he can make up the
missed fasts.

As i1mportant as fasting
1s, 1t would be an unfortunate



misunderstanding to think
only about fasting when
considering Ramadhan. To
Muslims, the holy month
means much more. It is a time
to build community, restore
broken relationships, strive
for purity, and above all,
strengthen one’s faith.
Relatives are invited, gifts are
purchased, parties are
prepared. Like a monthlong
Christmas, it 1s an extended



time of celebration in Muslim
lands around the world.

The Islamic calendar is
lunar, and 1t 1s difficult to
predict exactly when
Ramadhan will start. There is
usually a night of uncertainty.
Every year I stood outside the
house with Abba, staring at
the sky with anticipation and
excitement, hoping for the
clouds to clear so that we
could catch a glimpse of the



moon. If there was a new
moon, we bowed our heads
and recited a memorized
du’aa. Abba would then go to
the kitchen and tell Ammi the
verdict. I cannot recall a time
when she waited outside with
us, because she’d always be
preparing the next morning’s
food. There was a lot to
prepare.

We usually woke up an
hour before sunrise. After



wudhu, we prayed up to eight
rakaats of optional prayer
before sitting down to eat.
The meal before sunrise was
called sehri, and 1t served the
dual purposes of giving us
energy for the day and
starting our day in fellowship.
Ammi would be singing in
the kitchen while preparing
our food, usually praise songs
for Allah or Muhammad. She
would have the table set with



our food: yogurt and eggs
were a sehri staple, but we
could also expect chickpeas,
lentils, chicken kebab, cereal,
milk, juices, and whatever
else Ammi felt would
complement the morning
meal.

Sehri:
The
meal



Muslims
cat
before
fasting

When we came into the
kitchen, she would start
making roti or parattha,
Pakistan1  flatbreads.  She
would 1nsist that we eat our
flatbreads fresh and warm.
Ammi always loved serving



food, but never was she
happier than when she was
serving her own family the
sehri. She wouldn’t sit down
to eat until we were almost
done, and she was sure there
was enough fresh bread for
everyone.

Throughout the sehri, we
had our eyes on the clock. We
placed on the refrigerator a
Ramadhan calendar that had
the exact times for sunrise, so



we knew when to stop eating.
Just before 1t was time for the
sun to rise, I would go to the
prayer rugs and call out the
adhan. Our family would
continue eating and drinking
until the adhan was finished.

One morning, when it
was time to give the adhan,
Ammi half-jokingly said,
“Billoo, call the adhan slowly
today, I need more time to
eat!” Even though the adhan



1s supposed to be solemn, I
started it off as fast as I could,
taking delight in Ammi’s
amused yelp from the dining
table. “Nabeel! You should
be ashamed of yourself, doing
this to your mother!”

During the course of the
day, Baji and I would be in
school, and if Ammi had even
the slightest concern that the
fast would interfere with our
schooling, she didn’t allow us



to keep 1it. When we pointed
out that our Muslim friends
were fasting at their schools,
she’d answer, “Am 1 their
mother? You don’t have to
fast until you’re old enough,
and you’re not old enough.
You’re just practicing. Maybe
their mothers think they are
old enough, but never
compare yourself with other
children.” Even 1if she
pretended she was angry, we



knew Ammi was never
actually upset with our desire
to fast.

This was especially true
because, like most Muslims,
she made an exerted effort to
be happy during Ramadhan,
and 1t worked. Ammi spent
her days during Ramadhan
reciting the Quran and
praying, and that always
seemed to revitalize her. She
often read through the entire



Quran twice during
Ramadhan, reading two of the
thirty parts during the course
of a day.

In the evening, our
family would often go to iftar
dinners at the homes of
people from our mosque. Iftar
is the breaking of the fast, and
this is the time when the
whole community gathers and
celebrates. In books of hadith,
it says that Muhammad used



to open his fasts by first
cating a date, so Muslims all
around the world do the same
thing. Of course, we usually
ate our dates in the car on the
way to the iftar, because we
were running late.

Iftar:
The
meal
Muslims



eat

after

fasting,

often

n

large

gatherings
Taraweeh:

Voluntary

prayers

offered

at

night



during

Ramadhan
Hafiz: A

man

who

has

memorized

the

entire

Quran

After opening the fast



with just a date, the
community prays the maghrib
prayer before eating the full
meal in communion together.
After some time  for
socializing, the adhan is then
called again for isha prayer,
and after isha, there is often a
series of optional prayers that
people pray during Ramadhan
called taraweeh. Iftars at the
local mosque usually have as
the imam a hafiz, a man who



has the entire Quran
memorized. It is the goal of
the imam to recite the entire
Quran over the course of
Ramadhan  during these
taraweeh prayers, and so
these prayer sessions can
sometimes last an hour or two
per night. During the majority
of the session, the worshipers
stand silent, hands folded,
listening to the recitation.
When taraweeh 1s over,



everyone goes home,
planning to wake again in just
a few hours.

In many places, Muslims
go to a different home for
iftar  every  night  of
Ramadhan. It is generally the
host’s job to provide the
meal, and that means that
there will be more food than
everyone can eat. The irony
of Ramadhan 1is that, after
binging on buffets every



morning and every evening,
people usually gain weight
during the month of fasting.

It wasn’t until after we
moved away from Scotland
that 1 was allowed to start
fasting  regularly  during
Ramadhan. We left Scotland
in 1990 for a submarine base
in Groton, Connecticut. There
was no community mosque in
Groton, and it never felt like
home for me. I didn’t make



any good friends, and the
most noteworthy occurrence
was the tragedy of losing my
Scottish accent. Scotland was
where 1 learned all about
being Muslim and where I
had fallen in love with my
Islamic faith.

We moved again three
years later, this time back to
Virginia. Abba was about to
become Lieutenant
Commander Qureshi, and he



was never to be moved by the
military  again.  Virginia
Beach is where I made lasting
friendships, where I came of
age, and where I decided the
direction of my future. It is
where 1 first felt the sting of
my Islamic culture clashing
with my American
environment. It was where I
ultimately decided to leave
Islam and everything I knew.



To read an expert
contribution on growing
up Muslim in America by
Abdu Murray, a lawyer,

apologist, former Shia
Muslim, and author of
two published books on
Islam and other major
worldviews, visit
contributions.NabeelQures}/



Part 2

AN
AMBASSA
FOR
ISLAM




Surely You are
the one who sent
Muhammad as the
final messenger for
mankind and the
Quran as our guide



Chapter Eleven

THIRD
CULTURE

IN SEVENTH GRADE, I
finally made lasting friends.
David, Ben, and Rick were
like brothers to me, and we



did everything together.
Ammi reluctantly realized
that I was getting older, and
she gradually let me spend
more and more time outside
of our home. Usually, I was
out for some kind of
extracurricular activity, and
sometimes she’d let me go to
a friend’s house for a few
hours.

But before I launched
into my teenage years, Ammi



had a serious talk with me.
Late one evening, just after
our family finished praying
the isha salaat, Ammi stopped
me before I left the prayer
rugs. “Nabeel, stay here for a
moment.”

Immediately, 1 sensed
that this was not going to be a
normal conversation. “What
1s 1t, Ammi?”

“Beyta, I wish there were
some Muslim boys in your



school so you wouldn’t be
alone 1n representing Islam
and so you would have true
companionship. But that was
not Allah’s will. Always
remember this: no matter
where you are or what you
are doing, you are an
ambassador for Islam. You
will always be an ambassador
for Islam.”

I listened with care,
drawn 1n by her sincerity and



intensity. “When people see
your face, they will think, ‘He
1s a Muslim boy!” It doesn’t
matter what you do. You
could be the wvaledictorian,
and they will think, ‘Look at
the Muslim valedictorian!’
You could be the president of
the United States, and they
will think, ‘Look at the
Muslim president!” In the
West, Islam 1s foreign to
people, and many of them are



opposed to 1it. They will
always see you first and
foremost as a Muslim. That is
your identity, and you must
embrace it.”

Ammi did not often
speak like this. Her words
imbued me with a sense of
responsibility. I concentrated
hard on her words, wrinkling
my brows.

She embraced me and
held me close. “Billoo, don’t



worry! This 1s a good thing. It
1S a blessing and an
opportunity for you to
represent Islam and to help
people understand its beauty.
Become the valedictorian, so
people will think, ‘Wow,
Islam produces good
students!’ Become the
president, so people will
think, ‘Islam makes good
leaders!” But even 1if you
become a janitor, be the very



best.”

I nodded 1n affirmation,
despite my doubts that she
would be okay with a
janitorial career.

“Shabash, beyta.
Whatever you do, be the most
respectful, honest, and

dignified one doing it, so that
people will praise Islam.
Treat your teachers with the
utmost respect! Treat them
like you would treat me.



When I visit them, I want to
hear them tell me that you are
the most respectful student in
the class. Drinking 1s not
allowed 1n Islam, but you
must also never curse and
never spend time alone with
girls. Be such a virtuous
person that no one can even
point a finger of blame at
you. In their hearts, they will
praise you because they will
know you are honorable, or



they will dislike you because
they  dislike themselves.
Either way, they will know
that Islam has made you the
good person you are.”

And that is what I did. At
school, I shared my Islamic
beliefs with people who
would listen; I stood up for
the things that mattered to
me; and I worked hard to
uphold my morals and
reputation. I knew people in



my grade who were drinking,
doing drugs, and having sex,
even though we were only
seventh graders. Thankfully,
none of my friends were
engaged in these activities,
and 1t was not too hard for me
to continue representing
Islam the way I always had.

But things were
changing.

Adolescent years are
difficult for everyone. Teens



develop their own identities
and gradually break away
from the one that their parents
built for them. Each
circumstance presents its own
set of challenges. The
challenge in our family, both
for Baji and me, was that the
direction of pull was not just
toward a different personality
but toward an entirely
different paradigm. We were
left straddling a chasm, with



our feet firmly planted in
neither culture.

The first change I noticed
was at family gatherings.
Almost all of Ammi’s
siblings  lived in  the
Northeast, and we met many
times a year. As I came into
my teenage years, my
parents, aunts, and uncles
expected me to act like a
good Pakistani teenager, and I
wanted to be a good Pakistani



teenager for them. The
problem was that I had never
been intimately acquainted
with a good Pakistani
teenager, so I didn’t know
what one acted like. That
wasn’t  something  Ammi
could teach.

I ended up trying to
emulate my older male
cousins and my younger
uncle in their manner of
speech, but apparently, I



lacked some of the finesse
required to walk the line
between witty and rude in
Pakistani culture. That was
something I could do in
American culture just fine, in
fact charmingly so. I began
getting in trouble with my
parents fairly frequently on
our way back from family
trips for being disrespectful.

I also realized that I
asked far too many questions



for my relatives’ tastes. In our
culture, elders are simply to
be obeyed. Obedience is what
shows them that you respect
them and, in certain contexts,
love them. Questions are
often seen as a challenge to
authority. In school though,
our teachers taught us critical
thinking and that 1t was good
to question everything.

My mind was being
shaped to think critically, but



that shape did not fit into our
culture.

This 1s not to say I didn’t
have unsavory character traits
of my own; I certainly did. I
was a prideful and self-
serving youth, and that got
me into plenty of trouble too.
Good parents help shape and
guide their children beyond
these flaws, as mine tried to
do. But some of what my
parents saw as impertinence



was actually a culture clash; I
was cut out of different
cultural cloth than they were.
They thought I was fine
Pakistani linen, but I was
more of an Asian-American
cotton blend.

The same was
unfortunately true at school. I
was far too Pakistani to fit in
well with my American
friends. There was always a
barrier, no matter how much



we did together or how close
we became. I will never
forget the last week of middle
school, when there was an

end-of-the-year school
celebration. We were
receiving our “senior

superlatives,” and I was given
the superlative, “most likely
to invent the pocket computer
and then leave it in his pants
on wash day.” The evening
was good fun, until 1t was



time to take pictures. When
my friend Ben wanted a
picture with his best friends,
he asked to take it with just
David and Rick. It was like
an 1icy knife through my
heart. It actually still hurts to
think about that incident, but
it wasn’t his fault. I just
couldn’t fit 1n perfectly
anywhere.

No one understood that,
not even I. I was no longer of



traditional Pakistani culture,
and I was no longer of
American culture. I had a
third culture, and no one met
me there.



Chapter Twelve

MUSLIMS
IN
THE
WEST



LYING FLAT ON MY
STOMACH, I peered
between railings at a secret
meeting on the floor below.
Our family had gathered
carlier that day for my
grandfather’s funeral
services. Emotions ran high,
but an additional, unstated
tension had been present
throughout the day. Though
the adults had sent me and
my cousins to bed, I had



snuck out. I needed answers.

An older cousin sat at the
end of my uncle’s living
room, her face in her palms,
the elders positioned around
her in a semicircle. The
atmosphere was thick with
concern and melancholy. No
one spoke.

Finally, my grandmother
softly broke the silence. “Are
you still pure?”



Like  lightning, my
cousin’s mother interjected,
“Of course she 1s!” But all
eyes were trained on my
cousin.  Slowly,  without
lifting her face from her

hands, she nodded.

Ammi began to berate
my cousin in a tone that I had
heard her use only on Baji,
though in matters far less
severe. “If you are pure, then
forget him! Move on, and get



married to a good Ahmadi
Muslim before our reputation
1s tarnished any further. Or at
least a non-Ahmadi Muslim.
But a Hindu?
Astaghfirullah!”

Through tears and fingers
crossed over her face, my
cousin whimpered, “But I
love him.”

One aunt snickered and
spoke under her breath, “I
can’t believe her mind could



be so dysfunctional.” Turning
to my cousin, she chided,
“You don’t know what love
18! Don’t become
Americanized. Listen to your
elders!”

There was another break
in the conversation, and the
silence intensified the
emotions. The men in the
room did not speak. Their
presence served simply to
validate the gravity of the



discussion and to anchor the
women’s emotions.

After a few moments, my
cousin’s mother added, “Your
grandfather was a missionary.
Can you 1imagine how he
must have felt when he found
out his own offspring
dishonored our heritage?
Dishonored Islam?”

“We don’t have to
imagine,” my grandmother
suggested, looking directly at



my cousin. “It is because of
what you’ve done that he
isn’t here anymore.”

This was the only
personal accusation I ever
heard my grandmother make.
It was spoken out of an
Eastern sense of tough love,
but to this day, it haunts my

cousin.'* She was not the
only one, though, who
collided over these matters
with the extended family. The



culture clash of immigrant
parents with their Western-
born children 1s especially
common during the
emotionally stormy teenage
years, and it serves to
illustrate a vital fact: Muslim
immigrants from the East are
starkly different from their
Muslim children born in the
West.

People from Eastern
Islamic cultures generally



assess truth through lines of
authority, not individual

reasoning.!>  Of  course,
individuals do engage in
critical reasoning in the East,
but on average, it is relatively
less valued and less prevalent
than in the West. Leaders
have done the critical
reasoning, and leaders know
best. Receiving input from
multiple sources and then
critically examining the data



to distill a truth 1s an exercise
for specialists, not the
common man.

This phenomenon creates
stark dichotomies 1in the
minds of Muslims raised in
these cultures. An entity is
either a source of authority or
it isn’t. It is either trustworthy
or suspect. It is either good or
it 1s bad. Shades of grey are
far less common among
authority-based cultures.



For the most part, Eastern
teachers have taught the
Muslims that the West 1is
Christian, that its culture 1is
promiscuous, and that the
people oppose Islam. So the
average Muslim immigrant
expects people in the West to
be promiscuous Christians
and enemies of Islam.

When they come to
America, their cultural
differences and



preconceptions often cause
them to remain 1solated from
Westerners. Like Ammi,
many develop relationships
only with other expatriates
from their country, so their
perspectives are never
corrected. What is worse,
some Muslims do receive
poor treatment from
Westerners and Christians,
and this only serves to bolster
their  notions  that all



Westerners and Christians are
the same way.

On the rare occasion that
someone does invite a
Muslim to his or her home,
differences 1in culture and
hospitality may make the
Muslim feel uncomfortable,
and the host must be willing
to ask, learn, and adapt to
overcome this. There are
simply too many barriers for
Muslim immigrants to



understand Christians and the
West by sheer circumstance.
Only the exceptional blend of
love, humility, hospitality,
and persistence can overcome
these barriers, and not enough
people make the effort.

That explains why our
families fight hard to keep us
from becoming
“Americanized.” The term
had nothing to do with
nationality; it had everything



to do with their perception of
the culture. To be
Americanized was to be
disobedient to your elders, to
dress less conservatively, and
to spend more time with your
friends than your family.
Cursing, drinking, and dating
were simply unfathomable.

One of the greatest
travesties of all 1s that
Muslim immigrants often
associate Western



immoralities with
Christianity, and correlation
becomes causation 1n the
minds of the uncritical. The
West is Christian, the West 1s
Americanized; ergo, it 1is
Americanized because it is
Christian. Christianity, in the
minds of many Muslims, has
produced this promiscuous,
domineering Western culture.
Christianity, therefore, must
be ungodly.



I remember pointing out
to Ammi and Abba that the
people dressed provocatively
on television might not be
Christian, and their response
was, 21“What do you mean?
Don’t they call themselves
‘Christian’? Don’t you see
them wearing crosses?” If I
argued that some of them
may be Christian in name
only and might not even
believe 1n God, they



responded that this simply
meant they were Christians
who don’t believe in God.
They did not -categorize
religion with belief but with
cultural identity. The tragedy
here is that no one has given
them a reason to think
otherwise. If they were to
intimately know even one
Christian who lived
differently, their
misconceptions  might be



corrected, and they might see
Christianity in a virtuous
light.

All of this 1s different for
their children, for second-
generation Muslims in the
West. The second generation
1s as varied and disparate as
their peers. If anything can be
said of them, it 1s this: almost
universally, they see the
world as Westerners and yet
still align themselves with



Islam.

Some may be, as I was,
raised to think critically and
yet still love Islam. I have
many highly educated female
cousins who wear the burqa
and are willing to defend that
choice  with  thoughtful
reasons. Others, like a few of
my male cousins, have
rejected everything about
Islam and their culture, with
the exception of the title



“Muslim.”

Whether a young Muslim
stays connected with his
culture or becomes nominal
often has to do with pressures
in the culture clash. If the
parents are extremely devout,
as mine were, then there 1s far
more of a chance that the
child will try to live a
traditional lifestyle. If the
parents are nominal, there is
little chance the child will



care more than nominally for
Islam.

Who the child’s friends
are and what they believe is
also highly influential, as well
as what they learn in school.
Baji grew to see things
differently from me. She still
wears a burqa and loves
Islam, but she has blended
Islam with Western
pluralism. She believes that
Allah can lead people to



Christianity, Hinduism,
Judaism, or any other
religion, and they can still
attain salvation because all
paths lead to Allah. She
believes this even though we
were raised in the same
house. =~ Her  experiences
outside the home shaped her
quite differently from me.

As for my cousin, though
she eventually “came around”
and did not marry the Hindu



boy, it is unlikely that she
will ever fully recover from
that episode. One of my male
cousins was reprimanded
when he tried to marry a
Filipina, but he ‘“came
around” and fully recovered,
ultimately marrying a
Pakistani girl. Another of my
male cousins wanted to marry
an American girl, was
reprimanded, and then went
ahead and married her



anyway.

All of these second-
generation American
Muslims are my relatives.
They all trace their lineage
back to the same town in
Pakistan, they were raised in
the same jamaat, and they are
roughly the same age. Yet
they all see the world and
process it extremely
differently.

Perhaps most significant



of all, none of them see the
world as their parents do, not
even close. Yet they all call
themselves  Muslim  and
identify themselves with their
parents’ faith.

What, then, does it mean
to be Muslim in the West? It
can mean anything. If you
really want to know what
someone is like and what they
believe, you have to get to
know them and ask them



personally. But the best we
can do before getting to know
someone 1s to determine
whether he i1s an immigrant or
a second-generation Muslim.
This one factor often makes a
huge difference.



Chapter Thirteen

SWOONS
AND
SUBSTITLU

MY PARTICULAR BLEND
of East meets West was



shaped by Islamic
apologetics. I did not have to
wrestle long with some of the
postmodern relativism that
captures my generation. To
me, it was self-evident that
truth exists. What’s the
alternative? If truth doesn’t
exist, then i1t would be true
that truth doesn’t exist, and
once again we arrive at truth.
There 1s no alternative; truth
must exist.



Traditionally, = Muslims
and Christians have shared
this  understanding.  Each
believes 1n truth, not the least
because they believe their
faith 1s true. But their
common perspective extends
much farther. They have
roughly analogous beliefs 1n
monotheism, spiritual and
physical realms, angels and
demons, good and evil, a final
judgment, heaven and hell,



the inspiration of scriptures,

and many more peripheral
beliefs.

These commonalities are
a double-edged sword. They
build a common platform for
dialogue such that the two
can often understand each
other and see the world from
a similar perspective. But the
commonalities perhaps also
serve to sharpen
disagreements on the most



sensitive difference between
the two faiths: their views of
Jesus and Muhammad.
Christians believe Jesus 1s
God incarnate, and this 1s a
necessary belief for orthodox
Christianity.'® Muslims
believe that Jesus 1s no more
than a prophet, and to
consider him God incarnate
would be blasphemy and
would cause one to be
condemned to hell eternally,



according to the Quran.!”

Muslims believe
Muhammad 1s the messenger
of Allah, and this belief is so
important that it makes up
half the shahada, the primary
proclamation  of  Islam.
Christians believe that those
who teach contrarily to the

gospel of salvation through

Jesus are false teachers.!®

This difference in beliefs



1s why dialogue between
Muslims and Christians has
mostly focused on Jesus and
Muhammad. As a young
teenage Muslim, to be an
effective  ambassador  for
Islam, I thought it was my
duty not only to have an
unimpeachable reputation but
also to have a command over
these points of contention.

Regarding Muhammad,
Westerners  rarely  knew



anything. I could say
whatever I wanted about him
and others would believe me.
Of course, I did not try to
deceive anyone, but it was
not hard to make a case for
Muhammad to the average
Christian, simply because of
their ignorance. I shared with
them all the things I learned
in my early childhood about
Muhammad, especially his
mercy upon returning to



Mecca, and 1 was able to
leave people with a much
more positive impression
about Muhammad and Islam
than they had before.

Regarding Jesus, there
are two 1ssues on which
Muslims particularly disagree
with Christians: that Jesus
died on the cross and that
Jesus claimed to be God. The
Quran specifically denies

both of these beliefs.!® To be



a good ambassador, I just had
to master these two 1ssues and
persuasively argue that Jesus
never claimed to be God, nor
did he die on the cross. For
the latter, the founder of our
sect had written a small book
to equip the jamaat. It was

called Jesus in India, and 1

had read it many times.?"

My first opportunity to
argue what [ had learned was
on a school bus in front of our



middle school while we were
waiting to go home. It was
shortly before Easter, and I
was discussing my plans for
the upcoming school break
with my friend Kristen. Our
class had let out early, so we
got on the bus before it was
crowded. We were some of
the oldest kids, so that

secured us seats toward the
back.

We sat down across the



aisle from one another as she
told me her plans for Good
Friday.

“Good Friday?” I had no
1dea what that meant.

“Good Friday 1s the day
Jesus died on the cross.”

“What’s good about
that?”

“That’s how he took our
sins, by dying on the cross.”
Her answer was



straightforward, but I was
amused. I had been told this
1s what Christians believed,
but no one had ever said it to
me before.

“How does his death on a
cross take away your sins?”’

“That’s what they told us
at church. I don’t know. We
don’t go to church a lot. I
never asked.” Kristen wasn’t
being defensive; she was
being honest. That was one of



the reasons I enjoyed talking
with her. She was brutally
honest and intimidatingly
intelligent. I later developed a
little crush on her, but I
wouldn’t admit it to myself.
To do that, I would have had
to compromise my culture,
and that was not an option. I
was an ambassador. But I did
allow myself to be mean to
her boyfriend.

I decided to redirect the



conversation. “Well, I don’t
think he died on the cross
anyway.”

“Why’s that?” She was
intrigued, so I started with my
trump card.

“Because of the Bible.”
“What do you mean?”

“Well, first, we know that
Jesus didn’t want to die on
the cross. When he was in the
garden of Gethsemane, he



prayed that God would take
the bitter cup away from him.
Obviously, the bitter cup was
his impending death on the
cross, and Jesus prayed all
night that God save him, to
the point where he was
sweating drops of blood.” 1
paused and waited for her
affirmation. She nodded.

“I don’t know about you,
but I think God loved Jesus.
There 1s no way that God



would let Jesus’ prayers go
unheard. In fact, I think the
book of Hebrews says that.
Anyway, when Jesus was put
on the cross, if you do the
calculations, you can see that
he was on the cross for only
three hours. Hanging on a
cross for three hours doesn’t
kill you. People lasted on the
cross for days at a time. He

was taken down too quickly.”
She looked Ilike she was



processing everything, and I
paused a moment to see if she
would ask the obvious
question. She did.

“So why was he taken
down?”

“Exactly why the Bible
says! Pilate commanded that
he be taken down. Pilate’s
wife had seen a dream and
begged her husband that he
not allow Jesus to be killed.
She must have been able to



persuade her husband to save
him after the Jews were
convinced that he was
crucified. So Pilate gave the
order to take Jesus down from
the cross. That’s when Jesus
was placed in the tomb.” I
stopped, because it was clear
Kristen had an objection.

“But his disciples saw
him afterward, and they
thought he had risen from the
dead. How could they have



thought that if they took him
down?”

“I didn’t say the disciples
took him down. It was Joseph
of Arimathea and Nicodemus.
Pilate couldn’t be seen
working with the disciples,
because that would make it
obvious he was helping Jesus.
So he worked with Joseph of
Arimathea and Nicodemus.
Joseph took Jesus’ body and
put 1t in the tomb, and



Nicodemus  brought one
hundred pounds of aloe and
other medicines, along with
linen bandages, to heal Jesus.
God used the medicines to
heal Jesus while he was in the
tomb for those three days.”

Kristen interjected with a
question that I hadn’t thought
of. “But why would God do
all this to save Jesus?
Couldn’t He have just taken
Jesus up to heaven a few days



earlier if He didn’t want Jesus
to die on the cross?” That was
pretty sharp. I hadn’t seen it
from that angle. But our
jamaat had given me an
answer for the reason why
Allah wanted Jesus to live.

“Jesus himself says he
was sent for the lost sheep of
Israel. The lost sheep were
the tribes of Jews who were
scattered over Asia during the
Jewish Diaspora. Allah saved



Jesus from death on the cross
so he could go to the lost
sheep and reform Judaism
there, as he did in Israel.”

We had been so
engrossed 1n conversation
that we hadn’t noticed the
students filing into the bus. In
the seat in front of me, a boy
who was one grade behind us
had been listening attentively,
apparently  reaching  his
threshold. He caught our



attention with a noisy grunt of
contempt and, after looking at
me, turned around angrily
toward the front and said,
“Disgusting.”

[ thought to myself, “If
he had an argument, he’d
share it. Truth silences

falsehood.”

Kristen had seen him too
and looked at me to make
sure I wasn’t offended. 1
wasn’t, but she went ahead



and said loudly, “I think it’s a
very interesting perspective.
Thanks for sharing.”

The argument I shared
with Kristen, often called “the
swoon theory,” is shared by
Ahmadi Muslims and non-
Ahmadi Muslims alike. It is a
favorite =~ among  Muslim
debaters, like Ahmad Deedat
and Shabir Ally. It originated
at the end of the eighteenth
century when the age of



enlightenment began

generating naturalistic
theories to account for Jesus’
apparent resurrection.

Muslims like Mirza Ghulam
Ahmad had added a theistic
twist to it, making it more
plausible that Jesus could
survive  crucifixion.  The
argument goes: “If God can
do the large miracle of raising
Jesus from the dead, why can
He not do the much smaller



miracle of keeping him alive
on the cross?”

The swoon theory is not
the original Muslim
explanation for Jesus’
apparent death, though, nor is
it the majority view. Most
Muslims believe “the
substitution theory.” Early in
Islamic history, it was argued
that Jesus was substituted
before being placed on the
cross. Allah put Jesus’ face



on someone else, and that
person was crucified in Jesus’
place. This 1s how they
interpreted the Quranic verse,
“Jesus was neither killed nor
crucified, but SO 1t

appeared.”?!

The question naturally
arises: Who was killed 1n
Jesus’ place? Different people
have been suggested. Some
say 1t was a devout young
volunteer who wanted the



honor of dying for Jesus.
Others say that when Simon
of Cyrene carried the cross
for Jesus, they crucified him
instead. Yet others say that
Allah put Jesus’ face on
Judas’s body for poetic
justice. The last view seems
to be the most popular today.

Another majority view
regards Jesus’ ascension. The
Quran teaches that “Allah
raised Jesus to Himself,”



leading Muslims to believe in
the ascension and eventual

return of Jesus.?? So, like
Christians, most Muslims are
waiting for the return of the
Messiah. Our jamaat
challenged this view, because
Ahmad claimed to be the
Messiah. Appealing to the
Bible, he argued that the Jews
were mistakenly waiting for
the return of Elijah from the
sky. Jesus said John the



Baptist was the return of
Elijah. In the same way, the
world was waiting for the
return of Jesus, but Ahmad
was he.

Of course, I vehemently
argued whatever my jamaat
had taught me, so I provided
the swoon theory and the
position that Jesus traveled to
India where he died at an old
age instead of ascending.’’
The more I shared my views,



the more I felt confirmed in
my faith, and the
conversations occurred with
increasing frequency when I
realized no one had anything
substantial to rebuff my
views. I felt I had mastered
half of the arguments I
needed to be a good
ambassador for Islam, and I
felt that the other half was
going to be even easier to
argue. And I was right, it was.



Chapter Fourteen

THE
FATHER
IS
GREATER



THAN
JESUS

BY THE TIME I WAS IN
TENTH GRADE, my
personal life was changing
significantly. I began to spend
far more time with friends,
both on the phone and at
school during activities. I was



much more concerned with
my clothing, which Ammi
was still picking out for me. |
started to ask Ammi if I could
wear contact lenses instead of
glasses in an effort to combat
the “nerd” reputation that I
had acquired. No success.

The tug of Western
culture was becoming
difficult to resist. I was still
not allowed to go to
sleepovers, nor was I allowed



to go to school dances. My
friends and I had grown
close, and that made my
absence from these events all
the more difficult.

But 1 still represented
Islam proudly, especially
when my beliefs were
directly addressed, as they
were one day while I was in
Latin class.

At Princess Anne High
School, Latin was taught by



two teachers, both of whom
were thrilled when their
students enjoyed the class.
The teacher who taught Latin
2, Mrs. Earles, was far more
kind and lax with me than she
ought to have been. I loved
Latin, and I loved her class.
But I was getting more
mischievous by the day,
goaded by a lack of
reprimand. I was the kind of
student who forgot to do his



homework quite often, and
upon remembering a few
hours before it was due, I
tried to squeeze in a way to
get it done. Mrs. Earles’ class
was right before Spanish, and
I often did my Spanish
homework while she was
lecturing. I would hide my
Spanish textbook under my
Latin textbook, working on it
whenever she turned her eyes
to the chalkboard, thinking



that she was oblivious.
Halfway through the year, I
realized she wasn’t oblivious
at all, just highly tolerant of
my shenanigans.

I was working on my
Spanish homework on one of
these occasions when the girl
in front of me turned around
and said, “Nabeel, can I ask
you something?” Her name
was Betsy, and she was the
outspoken Christian 1n our



grade. Everyone knew she
was an evangelical Christian,
and she often stood up for her
faith. Despite her kindness
and desire to help others, she
had a soft yet adamant
demeanor that made the rest
of us uneasy. We thought she
was a bit loony.

“Yeah, sure.” I had no
idea where this was going.
Had she wanted a pencil, she
wouldn’t have asked to ask



me something, she would
have just asked for the pencil.
Nor would I have been the
one she’d ask, for that matter.
I always forgot my pencils.

She paused for a
moment, steeling herself
before asking, “Do you know
about Jesus?”’

Now I knew she was
crazy. We were in the middle
of Latin class. All the same, |
immediately gained respect



for her. Why had other
Christians never asked me
this question? They did think
I needed Jesus to go to
heaven, right? Were they
content with letting me go to
hell, or did they not really
believe their faith?

I considered how to
approach my response in the
present context. I looked up
from my Spanish homework
to assess the situation. Mrs.



Earles had apparently stepped
out for an indefinite period,
and most of the students were
chatting around us. I didn’t
know how far I wanted to go,
because I knew 1 could
quickly get passionate and
carried away. I decided to
keep my answers short.

“Yes.”

Her eyes went wide. That
was clearly not the answer
she was expecting. “Really?



What do you think about
him?”

“Well, I'm  Muslim,
right? Muslims believe that
Jesus was sinless and born of
the Virgin Mary. He cleansed
the leprous, gave sight to the
blind, and raised people from
the dead. Jesus 1is the

Messiah, the Word of God.”?*
Betsy was stunned. I

must have gone off script,
because she did not know



where to go from there. So I
proceeded for her.

“But Jesus was not God.
He was just a man.” I had
drawn the battle lines for her
and waited to see how she
went to war.

“Wow, you know a lot
more about Jesus than I
thought. That’s great! I
believe a lot of the same
things, but I don’t agree
completely. Would you mind



if I shared my view?” She
responded softly yet
adamantly, employing the
very sneaky maneuver of
being herself.

“Sure, go ahead.” This
was getting interesting.

“Well, I don’t know 1if
you know, but I'm a
Christian.”

“Yeah, I thought so.” I
smiled, thinking to myself,



“the whole world knows
you’re Christian, Betsy.” She
beamed, genuinely happy that
I knew she was Christian.

“We believe that Jesus is
the Son of God, and that’s
very important to us. Because
he was the Son of God, he
had no sin and was able to
take our sins upon himself.”

I had many problems
with that statement, but I had
already drawn the battle lines,



so I stuck with the issue of
Jesus’ deity. I decided to take
a concessionary approach.

“Betsy, I don’t think the
Bible we have today is the
word of God. It’s been
changed too many times
throughout history. But for
now, let’s just say I did think
so. Where does Jesus say, ‘I
am God’?”

Betsy thought for a
moment. She didn’t seem too



troubled, but it was clear to
me she couldn’t remember
him saying 1it. After an
uncomfortable moment
passed, which she seemed
totally comfortable with, she
said, “In John’s gospel, Jesus
says, ‘The Father and I are

2 9

one.

That was the one I
expected her to go for, and I
was ready. “Yeah, but also in
John, Jesus prays for his



disciples to be one just as he
1s one with the Father. So he
clarifies exactly what he
means by ‘one.” He means
unified in spirit and will. If he
meant ‘one’ as in ‘one being,’
would he be praying for his
disciples to be ‘one’ in the
same way? He’s not praying
for his disciples to all become
one being, 1s he?”

“That’s a good point,”
she said thoughtfully. Good



point? I was in the process of
dismantling her worldview,
and she was being congenial?
Did this girl ever get
agitated?

“Well, I can’t think of it
right now, but I’'m sure it’s
there. I can look it up and get
back to you.”

“I'd love for you to,
Betsy, but you won’t find
anything. Jesus never said he
was God,” I argued. “He



made the opposite quite clear
to us. He felt the pangs of
hunger, thirst, loneliness, and
temptation. He cried, and he
bled. He didn’t call himself
‘the Son of God,” he called
himself ‘the Son of Man.” He
was very obviously human.”

Betsy was nodding along,
“Yes, I agree. Jesus is a man,
and he 1s God too.”

“How can someone be
man and God? Man is mortal,



God 1s 1mmortal. Man is
limited, God 1s infinite. Man
1s weak, God i1s omnipotent.
To be man is to not be God,
and to be God 1s to not be

29

man.

This seemed to give her
some pause. She was off
balance, so I decided to push
a bit harder.

“When Jesus went to
Galilee, Mark’s gospel tells
us he could do no miracles.



Not that he chose not to, but
that he couldn’t. Can God not
do miracles? When a woman
in a crowd touched him, he
had no 1dea who 1t was.
Would God not know
something that simple?” After
pausing to let her process, I
continued.

“When a man called him
‘good,” he said that he is not

good, only God is good.>> He
draws a distinction between



himself and God. He does it
again when he said he didn’t
know when the world will
end, and that only God
knows. He’s making it very
clear that he is not God.”

Betsy said nothing. She
had not thought of this
before. I decided it was time
for the coup de grace.

“Betsy, in case there is
any question, in the gospel of
John, Jesus said, ‘The Father



1s greater than I.” And I agree
with Jesus. God i1s greater
than he 1s. I think you ought
to agree with him too.”

Betsy didn’t know what
to say. I waited.

“Well, I don’t know what
to say.” She was sticking with
her signature maneuver. “I’ll
tell you what, I’'m going to
look into these things. In the
meantime, I’d like to invite
you to a play at our church



that I’m a part of. Would you
like to come?”

“Sure, sounds like fun.
But I don’t have a driver’s
license yet. Mind if my dad
comes along?”

“Of course not. Bring as
many people as you’d like.
Here’s the information. Let
me know what day you’re
coming when you get a
chance.” Betsy handed me a
flyer for the event and smiled.



[ saw something behind
the eyes of her smile that I
hadn’t seen in her before. She
was agitated. I smiled back.



Chapter Fifteen

HEAVEN’

GATES
AND

HELL’S



FLAMES

I WAS VERY EXCITED TO
BE INVITED to a church. I
had been to one before — a
Catholic church — and 1
remember that day as an
exciting, Latin-infused blur.
Honestly, it was so confusing
that I could not figure out
why I had been invited. I



recall that some of my friends
were there, including Ben and
his family, but they weren’t
Catholic either. At one point,
while our row was standing,
everyone started walking to
the front to get something
from the priest. I didn’t know
what to do, so I started going
with them. Ben’s mom
grabbed my arm and sat me
back down into my seat.
Startled, I looked over at her.



She was emphatically shaking
her head no. The priest, who
had been rather solemn until
then, was trying to hold back
a laugh.

No one had told me
Protestant churches were any
different, so I was expecting
something similar. To me, the
sanctuary of First Baptist
Norfolk looked like an
auditorium of sorts. I guessed
that all the church stuff



happened elsewhere, but I
couldn’t see where.

[ sat with Abba in the
balcony, toward the back.
Even though neither of us
knew what the play was
about, Abba was glad I had
accepted the invitation. He
said 1t would have been rude
not to and that it was a good
way to keep the door of
conversation  open  with
Betsy. He was proud of me



for sharing my beliefs, and he
was hoping to help me
process the play we were
about to see.

The play was called
“Heaven’s Gates and Hell’s
Flames,” and it turned out to
be a performance of the
Christian salvation message.
It was during the play that I
learned Christians called this
message “the gospel.” I had
thought that the word gospel



only referred to the four
books about Jesus.
Throughout the play, the
message came across loud
and clear: accept Jesus as
your Lord, and you will go to
heaven. Otherwise, you will
g0 to hell.

Different scenarios were
performed, each one ending
with someone’s death and his
reception into heaven or
damnation to hell based



solely on whether he had
accepted Jesus. The imagery
in the play was not subtle.
When someone was sent to
hell, red and yellow lights
flashed through the room, a
thunderous cacophony played
over the loudspeakers, and
Satan came = rampaging
through the set, dragging the
sinner off the stage.

On the other hand, if
someone had accepted Jesus,



he would be wushered by
radiant angels into a bright
door, ecstatic with joy. In the
final scenario, a man was
driving a <car and  his
passenger was talking to him
about Jesus. The man said he
had done many bad things
and 1gnored God his whole
life. The passenger was able
to convince the driver that he
was a sinner and needed
Jesus, so the driver prayed a



prayer. No sooner had he
prayed than a terrible accident
occurred. Both men died,
dramatically  depicted by
turning off the lights. When
the lights came back on,
beautiful music was playing,
and the driver was escorted
into heaven.

I’m not sure if it was
intentional, but it was
ingenious to end the play with
that scene right before we all



got in our cars to drive home.
We started our follow-up
discussion as soon as we put
on our seat belts. “Nabeel,
what did you think of the
play?”

“I think 1t was silly,
Abba. They were obviously
trying to play on people’s
fears and emotions.”

“Yes, I agree, beyta, but
sometimes that’s not bad. We
should be frightened of hell,



and we should be frightened
of Allah’s wrath.”

I was nonplussed. “So
you think the play was
good?”

Abba laughed. “I didn’t
say that! I think there was
something much worse than
their attempts to scare
people.”

“Well, the message 1s all
wrong,” [ started, collecting



my thoughts. “What they’re
teaching people is they can do
whatever they want their
whole lives, and all they have
to do is say a prayer and
they’ll go to heaven.”

Abba nodded. “Right.
And what’s wrong with that?
What’s the purpose of
religion?”

“The purpose of religion
1s to make good people and a
good society. If people can do



whatever they want, they will
indulge their sinful desires
and society will fall apart.
They have a blank check to
sin. Even Hitler could go to
heaven just by accepting
Jesus.”

Abba prompted me on.
“And that’s why . . .”

“And that’s why America
1s the way it is. Christians

teach that there 1s no
accountability  for  their



deeds.”

“Good. Very good, beyta.
So when your friend at school
asks you what you thought,
make sure you share that with
her. But don’t leave her with
just that. You need to sweep
away falsehood with the
truth. What is the truth about
judgment?”

“Allah judges us based
on our choices in this world.
Everything we do 1s recorded



by angels: one on our right
shoulder recording our good
deeds, and one on our left
shoulder recording our bad
deeds. When we stand before
Allah, our deeds will be read
aloud. No one will be able to
intercede for wus; not our
family, not Jesus, not even

Muhammad . Allah will
weigh our good deeds and our
bad, and if our good deeds are
greater than our bad deeds,



Allah will give us paradise.”

“What about Christians,
Billoo. Can Christians go to
heaven?”

“Yes. The Quran says
that if Christians and Jews
believe in one God and do
good deeds, they can go to

heaven.”?°
I was referring to a

Quranic verse that 1s a point
of  controversy among



Muslims. Some  Muslims
argue that this verse was
abrogated by a later Quranic
verse that says, “If someone
comes to Allah with a
religion other than Islam, it
will not be accepted from

him.”?” Other Muslims, our
jamaat among them, reconcile
the two verses by arguing that
“Islam” here does not refer to
the faith-system, but to the
broader meaning of the word,



peace.

The latter interpretation
1S obviously more tenuous,
but only if one believes in the
doctrine of abrogation.
Surah 2:116 and 16:101 of
the Quran both apparently
teach that Allah can cancel
older sections of the Quran
with newer ones.
Traditionally, Muslims
developed a field of Quranic
exegesis called “the abrogator



and the abrogated” in which
they strove to determine the
criteria and  history of
Quranic abrogation. Some
Muslim scholars taught that
up to five hundred verses of
the Quran no longer apply
because later Verses
abrogated  them. Other
Muslim scholars taught that
as few as five verses were
abrogated. Regardless of the
exact number, most orthodox



sects of Islam believe in the
doctrine of abrogation.

Doctrine
of
abrogation:
The
belief
that
teachings
and
Verses



of the
Quran
have

been
repealed,
usually

by

later
Quranic
revelations

A few Muslims dissent



on this view, and the Ahmadi
jamaat is among them. These
Muslims argue that if any part
of the Quran could be
canceled, then it would not be
the eternal word of God.
They resort instead to
harmonization of apparently
abrogated verses, like the
tenuous interpretation above.
The difficulty for this view,
though, 1s that the hadith are
full of accounts of abrogation.



But I didn’t know these
things at the time. All I knew
was what our jamaat taught
about salvation and that
anyone who believed in one
God could go to heaven, as at
least one verse of the Quran
clearly stated.

“And how many gods do
Christians believe 1n,
Billoo?”

“Some believe in one,
some believe 1n three.”



“Yes, and the Quran says
it would be better for them if
they stopped saying ‘three.’
»28 That is why I'm glad
you’re having these
conversations  with  your
friends. They at least need to
hear that there is only one
God. If you can bring them to
Islam and Ahmadiyyat, that
would be even better.”

Before wrapping up our
conversation on salvation, he



quickly added, “But don’t
spend too much time with this
girl! Girls are dangerous for
you, especially at this age.
You are like a fire, and they
are like oil. Even if you are
not attracted to each other,
after time, just being close to
cach other causes you to start
burning. That 1s how you
were made.”

“Okay, Abba, gosh! I got
it. Can we talk about



something else?”

Ammi and Abba were
only too willing to give me
the “fire and o1l” talk. It
served to remind me that,
when the time was right, we
would come together as a
family and discuss whom I
would like to marry. If I had a
girl in mind, my parents
would then talk to her and try
to arrange the marriage. If
not, my parents would find a



suitable wife. I would not
date anyone at all, let alone a
Western girl. To do so would
be to depart from tradition.



Chapter Sixteen

TREASUR
TRADITIC

TRADITION IS THE
OUTWARD STRUCTURE
of Islam, the body animated
by the soul of Islamic



teaching. It seeped into us
through 1mmersion 1in the
Muslim lifestyle; every single
day was imbued with
tradition. I strived to pray the
salaat five times a day, recited
many detailed du’aas,
followed intricate instructions
for ceremonial washings, and
regularly looked to
Muhammad’s example for
guidance. More than a billion
Muslims joined me 1n



adherence  to  traditions,
whether praying about whom
to marry, determining the
appropriate length of a beard,
or deciding whether to wear
gold.

But these traditions did
not come from the Quran.
They are found in hadith.
From marital rites to martial
restrictions, commercial laws
to civil suits, the wvast
majority of sharia and the



Islamic way of life 1s derived

from the hadith.
There 1S no
overestimating the

importance of hadith in the
Islamic world.

As Baji and I grew older,
Ammi and Abba considered it
very important that we learn
hadith and their precepts.
They often read from hadith
collections, urging us to
memorize the Arabic and



understand its meaning. The
first time they asked us to
memorize a hadith was
immediately after maghrib
prayer one evening, while our
family was still on the prayer
rugs.

“Beytee, beyta, we want
you to memorize this short
hadith. Hazrat Umar narrates

that Muhammad ¥ said
‘Deeds are judged by their



. . 29
intentions.’ ”’

After we recited the
Arabic a few times, Ammi
and Abba were satisfied that
we had memorized it. They
asked 1if we had any
questions.

I had a few. “Abba, what
book of hadith does this one
come from?”

“This one comes from
Sahih Bukhari. What can



you tell us about Sahih
Bukhari1?”

“It 1S the most
trustworthy book of hadith,
compiled by Imam Bukhari.
The hadith were not collected
into books until a long time

after Muhammad =’s death.
Many false hadiths had been
fabricated, and it was difficult
to determine which ones were
accurate. Imam  Bukhari
sifted through five hundred



thousand hadith and picked
out the five thousand most
accurate.”

Sahih
Bukhari:
A
classical
collection
of
hadith,
often



Ammi

considered
by

Sunnis

as the

most
trustworthy
accounts

of
Muhammad’s
life

followed up,



asking, “And how did he do
that?”’

“When Imam Bukhari
heard a hadith, he assessed
whether the person telling the
hadith was trustworthy or not.
If he had a bad reputation, if
he had ever gotten in trouble,
or even if he treated animals
poorly, Imam Bukhari
ignored that hadith. If he
found the person trustworthy,
he would ask him from whom



he heard the hadith, and who
that person heard it from, and
who that person heard it
from, all the way back to
Muhammad. Imam Bukhari
assessed the reputation of
each individual in the chain,
and if they were all

trustworthy, then  Imam
Bukhari recorded the hadith
in his book.”

The chain of transmission
was called the ismad, and it



was immeasurably important
to classical Muslim scholars.
Islam arose in an authority-
based society. When they
asked the question, “Is this
hadith  authentic?”  they
answered by deferring to the
authorities who transmitted it.
Without the isnad, the hadith
was considered worthless.
Muslims put less stock into
sirah literature than hadith
specifically because sirah



does not record isnad.

Ammi continued. “Very
good. Beytee, what is the next
most trustworthy book of
hadith?”

“l don’t know, Ammi.”
Baji was now eighteen years
old and in college. She did
not enjoy these detailed
questions like she once had,
but Ammi wouldn’t let her
off that easy.



“Yes you do. Challo, just
answer this one, and that will
be it. What is next after Sahih
Bukhar1?”

“Sahih Muslim?”

“Shabash. Nabeel, do you
know any others?”

“l know Sunan Abu
Daud, and I know that there
are six that we consider
authentic, and the rest are a
mix of reliable and unreliable



hadith. The six are called
Sahih Sittah, and the first
three are Sahih Bukhar,
Sahith Muslim, and Sunan

Abu Daud.”

Abba continued the list
for me, “And the other three
are Sunan Tirmidhi, Sunan
Ibn Majah, and Sunan
Nisai.?? These are the best six
books of hadith, but among
them, Sahih Bukhari and
Sahih Muslim are the most



trustworthy.”

Ammi quickly added,
“But even the most accurate
ones are the word of

Muhammad =%, not the word
of Allah. We must not equate
the hadith to the Quran.”

I pushed on this
clarification. “But if
Muhammad % said it, don’t
we have to obey him?”



Isnad:
The
chain
of
transmission
for a

particular
hadith

Sahih
Sittah:
The
S1X



books
of
hadith
that
Sunni
Muslims
consider
most
authentic

Abba interjected, “Of
course! But still, Muhammad



=% 1s not God. The Quran 1s
the only uncorrupted, perfect
book in the world. The books
of hadith are more like the
Bible because they are the
works of men. There is divine
truth there, but we have to be
careful of corruption. We
always have to check the
truths we get from other
sources against the Quran.
Challo, that’s enough for
tonight. Don’t forget the



hadith you learned today.
We’ll ask you to recite it
tomorrow!”

I was very interested in
the hadith, not so much in
their content as much as in
their history and the ways
Muslim scholars assessed
them. I wanted to become
adept at recognizing authentic
hadith from fabricated ones. I
started asking Ammi and
Abba more about the systems



of grading hadith, and 1
quickly came against the
boundaries of their
knowledge in these matters.
In order to learn more, 1
would have to wait until our
next jamaat gathering, when I
could ask the experts about
the right books to buy to find
out more.

It so happened that Ammi

and Abba decided to go back
to the United Kingdom



during the upcoming summer
to attend a jamaat gathering. I
decided to do some research
while there. What 1 didn’t
plan,  though, was to
experience God in a very
personal way. God was going
to perform a miracle that
changed my life forever.



Chapter Seventeen

SIGNS
IN
THE
SKY



IT WAS MY FIRST TIME
BACK in Britain since we
had moved to Connecticut
eight years prior. I could
hardly contain my
excitement. Abba did not
even have a chance to get us
out of Heathrow Airport
before I managed to get a
bottle of Irn-Bru and a bag of
Hula Hoops crisps.

We headed back to the
Tilford countryside, the same



site where we had attended
the centenary nine years
carlier. As we drove past
quaint English towns, I felt
like T was taking a tour
through my past. The narrow
roads, clustered buildings,
and smaller vehicles all
brought back memories of a
childhood I loved. Even the
thought of English food
didn’t bother me.

This jamaat gathering



was called jalsa. Our family
attended the United States
jalsa every year in
Washington, D.C., and we
usually attended the Canadian
jalsa as well. But the United
Kingdom jalsa was different.
This 1s where the leader of
our jamaat lived, and 1t
always felt special to be in his
presence. Because of him,
tens of thousands of Ahmadis
attended the United Kingdom



jalsa.

As much as I anticipated
seeing him, the people I most
longed for were my friends
from Scotland, the Maliks.
Apart from one letter that I
received from the youngest
brother while I was in seventh
grade, I had not heard from
any of them. Public email
was still in its nascent phase,
and international phone calls
were too expensive to justify.



But when I arrived at the
jalsa, I realized I did not
know 1f my friends would
even be there. As special as
the gathering was, there were
myriad circumstances that
could preclude their
attendance. It would be nearly
impossible to look for them
by walking through the jalsa
too. Apart from the sheer
number of people to search
through, we had all grown up



over the previous seven years,
and I was not sure I would
recognize them even if I saw
them. I sorely wanted to
reunite with them, but I did
not know where to start.

So I turned to God.

From a very early age,
Ammi had trained me to
respond in dire moments with
prayer, but I knew of no
du’aa for finding people. I
had memorized a prayer to



recite when looking for lost
items, but given that it was
the same prayer we recite
when we hear the news of
someone’s death, I decided it
would not be apt for the
occasion. Instead, I just
prayed from my heart,
bowing my head and closing
my eyes.

“God, can You please
help me find my friends?” 1
had nothing else to say, so I



said nothing else.

When I opened my eyes,
what I saw stunned me stock-
still. In the air before me were
two streaks of color, one gold
and one silver, as if
whimsically painted onto the
sky by an ethereal brush.
They trailed into the distance,
obviously leading me
somewhere.

I still remember the
words I spoke 1in shock:



“You’re kidding. I’'m
supposed to follow those,
right?”

Whether 1 was speaking
to God or myself, I am not
sure. What 1 intrinsically
knew was that no one could
see the stripes but me. They
were not so much in the sky
as they were in my perception
of the sky. They were neither
a mile away, nor a foot away,
nor anywhere 1n between.



They just were. And they
were waiting for me.

The jalsa was crowded,
and everyone was outside the
tents because there was no
speech currently in session. I
followed the streaks into
swarms of people, sifting my
way through the crowd as if
in a Pakistani bazaar.

And 1n fact, the streaks
swirled over the jalsa
marketplace, the same area



where I wanted to go for a
badge almost a decade prior.
This time, I was not
intercepted by a surly senior
citizen. Instead, the streaks
funneled downward,
dissipating over a space next
to a clothing tent. When I
weeded my way to the
clearing, I saw two men
standing there, chatting and
trying on skullcaps. It took a
moment, but I recognized



them: they were the older
Malik brothers.

I ran to them and grasped
their arms. When they
recognized me, we rejoiced
together. They were
incredulous at my height,
incessantly repeating, “You
were just a wee boy!” And so
they dragged me through the
jalsa, reintroducing me to
everyone from  Glasgow
whom I once knew. We were



overjoyed. For the time
being, the streaks in the sky
were forgotten.

Later that evening, as I
considered the day’s events
while lying in bed, I could not
get past the gold and silver
streaks. To me, there was
nothing else for it: they meant
God must exist.

Of course, [ already
believed that God existed. I
had seen answered prayers,



prophetic dreams, and
rational argumentation
pointing toward the existence
of God, but there was always
room for doubt. Perhaps the
answered  prayers  were
coincidences, or maybe the
prophetic ~ dreams  were
exaggerated over time to fit
reality, or it was possible
there were flaws in the logic
of the arguments. Sure, I was
99 percent certain that God



existed, but that shadow of
doubt was always there.

But now, there was no
remotely plausible
alternative. How else could I
explain what happened that
day? I had no idea where my
friends were, and when 1
prayed, I was supernaturally
led to them.

I began to consider
alternative explanations.
Maybe I had imagined the



streaks? No, that couldn’t
work, because I went straight
to my friends. Maybe I
subconsciously knew where
my friends were? No, that
was impossible. I did not
even know if they were at the
jalsa, let alone at that exact
spot in the marketplace.
Perhaps while 1 lived 1n
Scotland [ developed
extrasensory connections
with my friends that remained



dormant until I called on
them that afternoon,
whereupon our psychic bonds
were able to  manifest
themselves in my visual
sensorium? Honestly, that
was the best naturalistic
explanation I could come up
with, but not only did 1t skirt
the boundaries of naturalism,
it totally blew past the
boundaries of plausibility.

“No,” 1 told myself.



“There 1s no alternative. God
1s real, and He hears my
prayers, even the little ones
like wanting to know where
my friends are.” That day, I
no longer just believed that
God was real. I knew God
was real. And I knew God
cared for me.

The timing could not
have been better. When I
returned to Princess Anne for
my junior year, one of my



mandatory  classes  was
“Theory of Knowledge”
(TOK), and it served as an
introductory course to general
philosophy and epistemology.
Our textbook was called Man
is the Measure, and one of the
first discussions we had in
class was, “How can we
know whether God exists?”
The discussions were deep
and shook the faith of many
theists in the class.



Although our
conversations focused on
objective argumentation, as
they should have, I came to
realize that subjective
knowledge can be far more
powerful. I would never be
able to convince anyone that I
actually saw the streaks in the
sky or that they actually led
me to my friends. But I did
not need to. It was a sign for
me, and I went from being 99



percent sure that God exists
to 100 percent certain.

Four years later, when
my world started falling
apart, that 1 percent made all
the difference.



Chapter Fighteen

HONOR
AND
AUTHORI

TOK WAS ONE OF THE
MANY CLASSES that I had



with my best friend, David.
We had grown closer and
closer since seventh grade,
and by the time we were
upperclassmen, we  were
inseparable. We had six of
our seven classes together,
became co-captains of the
academic trivia team, and
entered 1nto the forensics
team as a duo. David and I
won fifth place in the state
competition our junior year,



surprising everyone because
we were both rookies. During
senior year, we won the state
championship.

David and I had a few
discussions about religion and
the existence of God. He and
I did not see eye to eye, and it
was clear that our upbringing
had a lot to do with it. He was
hesitant to move  past
agnosticism, and my starting
point was Islam.  The



discussions in TOK seemed
to bolster his hesitance, and
although 1t did not shake my
conviction n God’s
existence, it did bring some
critical differences between
Eastern and Western cultures
into sharp relief.

When my parents taught
me to examine my beliefs, I
was essentially expected to
build a defense for what they
had taught me. In TOK, we



were ostensibly doing the
same thing — examining our
beliefs — but in practice, it
was the exact opposite. We
were critically probing our
beliefs, challenging them,
testing them for weak points,
pliability, and boundaries.
Some students were even
replacing them.

This difference between
Eastern and Western
education can be traced to the



disparity that divides Muslim
immigrants from their
children: Islamic cultures
tend to establish people of
high status as authorities,
whereas the authority in
Western culture 1s reason
itself. These alternative seats
of authority permeate the
mind, determining the moral
outlook of whole societies.

When authority 1S
derived from position rather



than reason, the act of
questioning  leadership 1is
dangerous because it has the
potential to upset the system.
Dissension 1s reprimanded,
and obedience is rewarded.
Correct and incorrect courses
of action are assessed
socially, not individually. A
person’s virtue 1s  thus
determined by how well he
meets social expectations, not
by an individual



determination of right and
wrong.

Thus, positional authority
yields a  society  that
determines right and wrong
based on honor and shame.

On the other hand, when
authority 1s derived from
reason, questions are
welcome  because critical
examination sharpens the
very basis of authority. Each
person is  expected to



critically examine his own
course of action. Correct and
incorrect courses of action are
assessed  individually. A
person’s virtue is determined
by whether he does what he
knows to be right or wrong.

Rational authority creates
a society that determines right
and wrong based on
innocence and guilt.

Much of the West’s
inability to understand the



East stems  from  the
paradigmatic schism between
honor-shame cultures and
innocence-guilt cultures. Of
course, the matter is quite
complex, and elements of
both paradigms are present in
the East and the West, but the
honor-shame spectrum 1is the
operative  paradigm  that
drives the East, and it 1s hard
for Westerners to understand.

This reliance on



positional authority explains
some characteristics in parts
of the Muslim world that
confound many Westerners,
such as the continued
practices of honor killings,
child brides of six or younger,
and blood feuds. For one
reason or another, the
prevailing sources of social
authority 1n these regions
deem these customs
acceptable, perhaps even



preferable. No amount of
sheer reason 1s going to
change these practices, nor
will  externally  imposed
prohibitions. The change will
have to be social, internal,
and organic.

But honor killings and
blood feuds are generally not
struggles for children raised
as second-generation Western
Muslims. We wrestle with the
honor-shame principle that



tells us, “It’s okay as long as
you don’t get caught.” If
there is no dishonor, it 1s not
wrong.

I saw this principle play
out many times while I was
growing up, though I am
obliged to share only
innocuous accounts. The
most innocent one I can think
of has to do with free refills.
Many of my Muslim friends
thought 1t was perfectly



acceptable to order water
from fast-food restaurants and
then go to the dispenser and
fill up on soda. We rarely
blinked an eye at this, and I
myself did it regularly.

But at a Taco Bell in
Virginia Beach one day, one
of my friends was caught
getting Mountain Dew Code
Red instead of water. A
young employee had glanced
over the counter and seen my



friend filling up on soda.
Without much tact, he pushed
my friend’s hand away from
the fountain drinks and said
loudly, “You ordered water.
You can’t get soda!”

At this, many people
turned to see the commotion,
and my friend immediately
blushed. It was obvious that
the employee was correct,
since the cups for water were
transparent and the cups for



soda were opaque. The
employee caught him literally

red-handed. The soda was
clearly visible to all.

For my friend, this was
the moment that made his
actions a poor choice. He had
suffered dishonor in front of
many. Stealing the soda was
not an issue for him before
being caught. In fact, it was
still not the issue after being
caught. As strange as it might



sound to Westerners, it was
more dishonorable for him to
be called out by a minimum-
wage employee than to be
caught stealing soda. So he
denied it, asserting firmly, “I
am getting water!” He filled
the rest of the cup with water
and walked away from the
counter, as 1if it were perfectly
normal for water to be a deep,

bubbly pink.
On another occasion, one



of my cousins was receiving
some lighthearted ridicule
from the rest of my family for
having been caught
committing minor insurance
fraud. To help alleviate the
shame, my cousin turned it
into a funny story for us all.

He started by telling us
that, as he was getting quotes
for auto insurance, he found

he would save a lot of money
if he lied and told the



insurance companies he was
married. So he made up a
long back-story about
meeting his wife, what she
did for a living, and even the
mnemonic he used to
remember her birthday. He
planned to tell the agent that
he unfortunately did not have
any papers since she was still
in Pakistan. When he had
invented enough details, he
called a company, convinced



them he was married, and
secured the lower rate.

Only one other family
member and I chided him for
this, and we were both
American born. The elders
laughed and told us to lighten
up, asserting that the
insurance companies had
enough money as it was. My
cousin boisterously agreed.

As the story went, over a
year later, he had a fender



bender and needed to make a
roadside claim. While sharing
details of the accident on the
phone, the insurance agent
asked him i1f he was with his
wife. His mind on the
accident, he responded that he
did not have a wife. Unfazed,
the agent asked him 1f he had
ever been married, and my
cousin replied “no.” Shortly
thereafter, my cousin
received an adjusted



insurance rate well over twice
what he had been paying.

By the time the story was
through, the family was
roaring with laughter. For
having told such a good story,
he was able to transform the
shame of being caught lying
into the honor of being a
good storyteller. Actually
doing the right thing did not
even enter into the equation,
and neither did guilt.



These are relatively
harmless examples of how an
honor-shame culture might
see things differently from a
Western culture of guilt and
innocence. Of course, there is
a highly developed notion of
morality in Islam, so we must
take care not to oversimplify
the matter and assume that
Muslims do whatever they
wish 1f they believe they will
not be caught. All the same, it



1s safe to say that guilt 1s less
of a determining factor in the
East than i1s shame.

Coming back to second-
generation Muslim
Westerners, 1t might now be
easier to see just how difficult
it can be to straddle these two
cultures. When engaged in
something less than socially
acceptable, the young Muslim
will be tempted to hide it and
will begin to struggle with



internal guilt. The natural
Eastern tendency to hide
shameful truths exacerbates
the Western tendency to feel
guilty.

For me, this became a
major  problem as I
progressed  through  high
school. All my friends knew
that I was Muslim and that I
was not allowed to date. I had
done my best to be an
ambassador for my culture by



telling others I was happy
about the idea of an arranged
marriage. And it truly didn’t
bother me — until I started
developing a real interest in
girls.

In my senior year, I
developed a crush on a girl
who also confessed she was
interested in me. By anyone’s
standards in the West, it was
a very innocent relationship,
holding hands and speaking



romantic words. But still, I
kept it secret because it went
against my Eastern standards,
and I felt very guilty. I called
1t off after a matter of weeks,
even though I still had
feelings for her. Not long
after, she started dating my
best friend, David. My
feelings for her were
unabated, and after a while, I
felt very guilty for having a
crush on my best friend’s



girlfriend. I confessed to
David that I had had a secret
relationship with her before
they started dating and that I
still had feelings for her.

None of my friends
understood why I had hid this
from them, least of all David.
From his perspective, I had
utterly betrayed him by not
being open with him and for
harboring feelings for his
girlfriend. There was a falling



out between David and me
just days before graduation,
with everyone on one side
and me on the other.

Once again, I was
friendless, but this time I was
deeply hurt and utterly
confused. What had
happened? Why did I always
end up alone? I knew I had
done something wrong, but
was it so wrong that I
deserved to lose all my



friends? I went to no
graduation parties, I was no
longer invited to any of the
precollege trips we had
planned, I did not get to see
my friends off as they went to
college, and I was unable to
reunite with everyone when
they returned home for
breaks.

Had I understood the way
I was acting at the time, I
might have done things



differently. Had they
understood me, they might
have been less hurt by my
secrets. Had we only known,

I might still have my
childhood friends today.

Some believe that
cultural differences between
East and West do not exist,
that people all see the world
the same way. Others
consider the Eastern and
Western paradigms as a



curiosity to consider. But for
me, and for others like me,
the schism between East and
West shapes the very course
of our lives. Because of it, |
had no friends in my early
childhood, and because of it, I
was launched into adulthood
alone once more.

Thankfully, the worst of
the pain lasted only the
summer. I started college a
few months later, in August



of 2001, looking forward to
the prospect of reinventing
myself and finding new
friends. But just three weeks
into college, a new crisis hit,
and this one affected our
entire nation. The world
would never be the same
again.



Chapter Nineteen

THE
RELIGION
OF
PEACE



IT WAS THE BEGINNING
of my fourth week at Old
Dominion University. Baji
and I both attended ODU for
the same reason: it was the
best school close to home,
and Ammi and Abba would
not let us go any farther. We
often went to school together,
but on Tuesday mornings,
Baji would come after me to
avoid waiting in traffic. I had
to be at my anatomy lab by



eight o’clock.

That Tuesday morning
started like any other. I
finished in the anatomy lab at
ten thirty and headed toward
Webb Center, the student
union at ODU. I was free
until the afternoon, when the
forensics team met for
practice. I had joined the
team the first week of school
and was excited to see if I
could carry my high school



success into college.

As I strolled through the
entrance of the student union,
the captain of the forensics
team strode out hurriedly. I
had no idea anything was
amiss, so I asked, “What’s
going on?”’

Without stopping, she
said, “The second tower just
came down.” Confused, I saw
a crowd by the televisions in
the lounge behind her, so I



made my way there.

The news stations were
playing and replaying footage
of the north and south towers
of the World Trade Center
collapsing. Over and over,
they played the images of a
plane crashing into one of the
towers and each tower
successively crumbling. It felt
like a scene out of a movie,
but we were transfixed by a
very real horror.



No one moved, and no
one spoke. After a few
moments, my phone rang. It
was Abba, his voice
uncharacteristically
pressured. “Nabeel, where are
you? Why haven’t you been
picking up your phone?”

“I’'m at school, Abba. I
didn’t have reception in the
anatomy lab.”

“Come home now! Is
Baji with you?”



“No, 1s she okay?”

“She’s not picking up her
phone either. Find her, and
come home right away.”

Still reeling from the
previous few minutes, I tried
to fit the pieces together.
“Abba, what’s wrong? Why
do I have to come home?”

Surprised, Abba asked,
“Don’t you know? There has
been an attack.”



“Yes, but why does that
mean I have to come home?”

“Nabeel! They’re
blaming Muslims! People
will be emotional, and they
could take it out on you or
Baji. It’s your job to find her,
make sure she’s safe, and
come home.”

“But Abba, I...”

Abba wasted no more
time. “Nabeel! Do as I say! I



have to call Baji. Keep your
phone close.” With that, he
hung up.

[ looked around at the
people watching the
televisions.  Were  these
people my enemies? Could
they really want to hurt me?
Slowly, the danger shifted
from being on the television
to being all around me. I was
now a part of this macabre
movie, and I had a role to



play. I left quickly and called
Baji.

To my great relief, she
picked up.  “Assalaamo
alaikum?”’

“Baji, do you know
what’s going on? Where are
you?”

“Yes, I'm in my car. 'm
going home.”

“Why  weren’t  you
picking up your phone when



Abba called?”

“I was at 7-Eleven
watching the TV, and a
policeman pulled me aside.
He told me 1t might not be
safe to stay out because I am
wearing a burqa. He offered
to escort me back to my car,
and now I’m going home.”

“Really? That was nice of
him. Okay, drive safely. I’ll
see you at home soon.”



For the rest of the day,
we stayed glued to the
television. Abba  made
arrangements to take the
week off, and he told us to do
the same. We left the home
only to buy American flags,
which were quickly selling
out. We displayed flags
prominently on each car, in
our yard, and kept a few in
the garage, just in case.

We wanted people to



know that we weren’t the
enemy, no matter what they
were hearing on the news.

This was not paranoia on
my father’s part. During
Operation  Desert  Storm,
members of my family had
been targeted and victimized.
Nani Ammi was refused
service at a gas station in
New York because she wore
a burga. Nani Ammi, my
sweet little grandmother. A



distant aunt of ours had even
been assaulted in a parking
lot, punched in the stomach
while  getting  groceries.
Indeed, not long after the
September 11 attacks, the
mosque that sat at the
outskirts of ODU  was
vandalized, all of its windows
broken. I knew the people
who paid to repair the
mosque. They were good,
hardworking people.



As the days progressed, it
became clear that the
hijackers were indeed Muslim
and that this attack on our
nation had been carried out in
the name of Islam. But what
Islam was this? It was clearly
not the Islam I knew. True, 1
used to hear of Muslims in
distant lands committing
atrocities 1n the name of
Allah, but those accounts
were too remote to create any



cognitive dissonance. This hit
much closer to home. This hit
us in our hearts.

Over the  following
weeks, news stations
mercilessly looped footage of
the crumbling towers. Again
and again and again, I
witnessed  thousands  of
innocents massacred in the
name of my God. It finally
became too much. I had to
learn the truth about my faith



once and for all. T had to
figure out how to reconcile
my Islam, a religion of peace,
with the Islam on television, a
religion of terror.

In the twelve years since
that day, I have learned that
the question is far more
complex than it first appears.
The most important
consideration is the definition
of Islam. If by Islam we mean
the beliefs of Muslims, then



Islam can be a religion of
peace or a religion of terror,
depending on how 1t s
taught.

In the West, Muslims are
generally taught a very
pacific version of Islam. Just
like Baji and I, Western
Muslims are taught that
Muhammad  fought only
defensive battles and that
violent verses in the Quran
refer to specific, defensive



contexts. Jihad is here
defined as primarily a
peaceful endeavor, an internal
struggle against one’s baser
desires. When asked about
their  religion, Western
Muslims honestly report what
they believe: Islam i1s a
religion of peace.

In the East, though,
Muslims often have a less
docile view of Islam. They
are taught that Islam 1s



superior to all other religions
and ways of life and that
Allah  wishes to see it
established throughout the
world. They often define
jihad as a primarily physical
endeavor, a struggle against
the enemies of Islam. When
asked about their religion,
these Muslims will honestly
report what they believe:
Islam will dominate the
world.



So if we define Islam by
the beliefs of its adherents, it
may or may not be a religion
of peace. But if we define
Islam more traditionally, as
the system of beliefs and
practices taught by
Muhammad, then the answer
1s less ambiguous.

The earliest historical
records show that
Muhammad launched
offensive military



campaigns>! and used

violence at times to
accomplish his purposes.’?
He used the term jihad in
both spiritual and physical
contexts, but the physical
jihad 1s the one Muhammad

strongly emphasizes.>> The
peaceful practice of Islam
hinges on later, often
Western, interpretations of
Muhammad’s teachings,
whereas the more violent



variations of Islam are deeply
rooted 1n orthodoxy and
history.*

Of course, like all people,
Muslims in the East and West
generally just believe what
they are taught. Rarely is
there much critical
investigation 1nto historical
events, and the few that
invest the effort usually do
the same thing I had done in
my TOK class: attempt to



defend what 1s already
believed, potentially ignoring
or underestimating evidence
that points to the contrary.
This 1s only natural, since it 1s
extremely difficult to change
beliefs that are dear to the
heart.

Such was the case with
me. In my heart of hearts, I
wanted to know the truth
about Islam, but it would be
nearly impossible to



challenge my  childhood
beliefs just by investigating
them. I would keep finding
ways to 1gnore difficult
truths. What I needed was
something that would not let
me get away with my biases.
I needed something that
would mercilessly loop my
bad arguments before my
eyes, again and again and
again, until I could avoid
them no longer.



I needed a friend, an
intelligent, uncompromising,
non-Muslim  friend who
would be willing to challenge
me. Of course, not only
would he have to be bold and
stubborn enough to deal with
the likes of me, but I would
have to like and trust him
enough to dialogue with him
about the things that mattered
to me most.

Little did I know, God



had already introduced us,
and I was already on a path
that would change my life
forever.

To read an expert
contribution on East
meets West by Mark

Mittelberg, a bestselling
author and primary
creator of the
evangelism course
Becoming a Contagious



Christian, visit
contributions.NabeelQures}/



Part 3

TESTING
THE
NEW

TESTAME!




O Allah, the
Bible couldn’t be
right, could it?



Chapter Twenty

BECOMIN
BROTHER

THERE IS A SIMPLE
REASON 1 never listened to
street preachers: they didn’t
seem to care about me. It



wasn’t that they were
annoying. I found their
passion admirable, and I
appreciated people who stood
up for what they believed.
Rather, 1t was that they
treated me like an object of
their agenda. Did they have
any 1dea how their message
would 1mpact my life? Did
they even care?

Sure, there are street
preachers who share their



message while still greeting
people kindly, getting to
know others’ troubles, and
praying over personal pains,
but I never saw them. What I
saw were men who would
stand on street corners
accosting the public with
their beliefs. No doubt they
reached a few, but they
repelled many more.

Unfortunately, 1 have
found that many Christians



think of evangelism the same
way, foisting Christian beliefs
on strangers in chance
encounters. The problem with
this approach 1is that the
gospel requires a radical life
change, and not many people
are about to listen to strangers
telling them to change the
way they live. What do they
know about others’ lives?

On the other hand, if a
true friend shares the exact



same message with heartfelt
sincerity, speaking to specific
circumstances and struggles,
then the message i1s heard
loud and clear.

Effective evangelism
requires relationships. There
are very few exceptions.

In my case, I knew of no
Christian who truly cared
about me, no one who had
been a part of my life through
thick and thin. I had plenty of



Christian acquaintances, and
I’m sure they would have
been my friends if I had
become a Christian, but that
kind of friendship 1is
conditional. There were none
that I knew who cared about
me unconditionally. Since no
Christian cared about me, I
did not care about their
message.

But that was about to
change.



It took a few weeks after
9/11 for life to regain a
semblance of normalcy. Baji
and I started attending classes
again, Abba was back at
work, and Ammi felt safe
enough to run errands.
Although Islam was in the hot
seat on the news and a
general mistrust of Muslims
still hung in the air, the wave
of emotional attacks was not
as bad as we had expected.



True, our community mosque
was vandalized, and we
frequently heard of anti-
Muslim sentiments, but we
knew of no physical attacks
against Muslims. We felt safe
to return to our lives, and not
a moment too soon.

The first forensics
tournament of the year was
upon us. Unlike the
tournaments in high school,
collegiate forensics



tournaments were multiday
affairs, often in other states.
Our team’s first tournament
was slated for West Chester,
Pennsylvania.

On the day of our
departure, Ammi decided to
drive me to ODU so she
could see me off. When we
arrived at the Batten Arts and
Letters Building, one of the
other students on the
forensics team came out to



greet us. I had spoken with
him a few times at practice,
but we were still getting to
know each other. He rushed
over to us and starting
helping with my bags while
introducing himself to Ammi.

“Hi, Mrs. Qureshi. I’'m
David Wood.”

Ammi was glad to meet
someone from the team
before sending me off to
who-knows-where.  “Hello,



David, very nice to meet you.
Are you going with Nabeel
on this trip?”

“Yeah. He told me you
might be concerned, but we’ll
take good care of him. Don’t
worry.”

Nothing David could
have said would have made
Ammi happier. “Nabeel, I can
tell this 1s a good boy. Stay
close to him!”



“Acha, Ammi, [ will.”

“Keep your phone on
you, okay Nabeel? Call me
when you get to the hotel so I
know you’re safe and so you
can give me your hotel room
number.”

“Acha, Ammi, I will. I’ll
be okay. Don’t worry.”

Telling Ammi not to
worry was like telling her not
to breath, so she just ignored



me. “And don’t forget to call
Abba, too, so he knows
you’re okay.”

“Acha, Ammi!”

Ammi then looked to
David. “Remind Nabeel to
call us. He’s very forgetful.”

David couldn’t hide his
smile. “I’ll make sure of i1t!”

Ammi was finally
satisfied. “Thank you, David.
I’m so glad I got to meet one



of Nabeel’s friends. After the
trip, you should come over to
our house for a meal. I'll

cook you real Pakistani
food.”

There was no hesitation
in David’s voice. “You don’t

have to say that twice.
Thanks, Mrs. Qureshi!”

“Okay boys, have fun. Be
good! Nabeel, call me. And
don’t forget to pray the
salaat!”



Ammi took my face in
both her hands and kissed me
on the cheek, just as she used
to do when I was four years
old, except now I was the one
bending over. David was
almost beside himself with
repressed glee, expecting me
to be embarrassed by Ammi’s
show of affection. But this
was normal for our family,
and I rather enjoyed receiving
this much love from her.



As she started to get back
in the car, she called out a
traditional Pakistani
valediction. “Khuda hafiz,
beyta.” May God protect you.

“Khuda hafiz, Ammi.
Love you.”

As she drove out of the
parking lot, David just stared
at me, a comical smile
painted on his face.

“What?”



“Oh, nothing, nothing.
She does know you’ll only be
gone for three days, right?”

“Yeah, but I don’t leave
home very often.” I picked up
some bags and starting
walking into the building to
meet our team.

“Uh-huh.” David picked
up the rest of the bags and
followed, his silly smile
unrelenting. “Hey, you know
what? It’s been a while since



you talked to your mother.
You really should call her.”

I stopped and glared at
David, then turned around
and looked out at the main
road. Ammi was still there,
waiting at a red light to take a
left turn. She was watching us
walk into the building.

Out of playful spite, I
turned back to David and
said, “You know what? I will.
Thanks, David, for your



heartfelt concern about my
relationship with my mother.”
I pulled out my cell phone
and called Ammi. David
chuckled to himself.

And so our friendship
was off to a flying start,
skipping right past the
niceties and straight into
brotherly teasing. In the days
to come, many would
comment that David and I
were foils of one another. We



were both exactly the same
height — six feet, three
inches — but I had dark skin
and black hair, while David
had light skin and blond hair.
I was a slender 175 pounds,
while David easily had forty
pounds of muscle over me. I
was very meticulous with my
appearance and image, while
David preferred jeans and T-
shirts. I had a pampered
childhood, while David came



out of trailer parks and a
gritty past.

But what I did not know
about David was to be the
starkest contrast of all. David
was a Christian with strong
convictions who had spent
the previous five years of his
life studying the Bible and
learning to follow Jesus. Even
though the gospel was his
passion, he did not bombard
me  with  his  beliefs



straightaway. The discussions
arose much more naturally,
after we became friends, and
in the context of a life lived
together. In fact, I was the
one who brought it up.



Chapter Twenty-One

OPENING
MY
EYES

THE TRIP UP TO WEST
CHESTER was a blast. All



the teammates were getting to
know one another, practicing
their forensics pieces, sharing
life stories, and just laughing
together. It was a very eye-
opening experience for me,
since it was my first time
becoming intimately
acquainted with people who
had widely divergent
lifestyles and thoughts. One
girl on the team advocated
legalizing drugs, one of the



boys lived with his girlfriend,
and another boy lived with
his boyfriend.

“Welcome to college,” 1
thought.

We stopped for dinner at
an Itallan restaurant 1n
Maryland. After the staff
arranged a table large enough
for all of us, they sat us down
next to the kitchen where we
had a clear view of all the
cooks. David and I had spent



the past few hours getting to
know more about each other.
We decided to sit together
over dinner and split a pizza.

David can read people
pretty well, and he quickly
realized that I do not get
offended by playful
comments. Far from it, I
always  appreciate =~ when
people let down their guard
withh  me  and  speak
completely unfiltered.



Political correctness 1s for
acquaintances, not friends.

So as we read through the
menu, he turned to me with
mock concern and said,
“Nabeel, since you’re
probably feeling homesick, I
was looking for a pizza that
might cheer you up. But they
only have a Mediterranean
pizza, not Middle Eastern
pizza.”

Unfazed, I replied, “But



lucky for you, they do have a
white pizza. My guess is that
it’ll be bland and tasteless.
You’ll love it.”

David laughed. “You’re
on. I hope this place is
authentic. There’s a way to
test that, you know.”

“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah, watch this.” With

that, David turned to the
kitchen and vyelled, “Hey,
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Immediately, three of the
cooks looked over at us, and
we started laughing
hysterically. “David, next
time you pull a stunt like that,
wait until after they’ve made
our food!”

So the night continued in
lighthearted frivolity. When
we finally made it to the
hotel, our coach told us there
were two rooms to be shared



among the four guys on the
trip. It was a no-brainer for
us, and before long, David
and I were getting settled.

The rest of the team
wanted to go out and
celebrate. Most members left
to go drinking or dancing at a
nearby bar, while some of the
others went looking for a
suitable place to smoke
various things. I had never
engaged 1n any of these



activities, and I was not
looking to start. David also
decided against joining them,
which intrigued me. 1
wondered what made him
different from the rest of the
team and more like me.

I did not have to wait
long to find out.

While I was unpacking,
David sat down i1n an
armchair in the corner of the
room and kicked up his feet.



He pulled out his Bible and
started reading.

It’s difficult to express
just how flabbergasted I was
by this. Never in my life had |
seen anyone read a Bible in
his free time. In fact, I had
not even heard of this
happening. True, I knew
Christians revered the Bible,
but I figured they all knew in
their hearts that it had been
changed over time and that



there was no point in reading
it.

So 1n the same moment I
found out David was a
Christian, I also concluded
that he must be especially
deluded. Since there were no

barriers between us, I just
asked him.

“So, David,” I began, still
unpacking my clothes. “Are

you a . . . hard-core
Christian?”’



David looked amused.
“Yeah, I guess [ am.”

“You do realize that the
Bible has been corrupted,
right?”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. It’s been changed

over time. Everyone knows
that.”

David looked
unconvinced but genuinely
interested 1n what I had to



say. “How’s that?”

“Well, 1t’s obvious. For
one, just look at how many
Bibles there are. You’ve got
the King James Version, the
New International Version,
the Revised Standard
Version, the New American
Standard Bible, the English
Standard Version, and who
knows how many others. If I
want to know exactly what
God said, how am I supposed



to know which Bible to go
to? They are all different.”

“Okay. Is that the only
reason you think the Bible
isn’t trustworthy?” David’s
calm and controlled response
was surprising. People were
usually caught more off
guard.

“No, there are tons of
reasons.”

“Well, I’'m listening.”



Breaking away from my
suitcase, [ collected my
thoughts. “There have been
times when Christians take
out whole sections of the
Bible that they don’t want
anymore, and they add stuff
that they wish were there.”

“Like what?”

“lI don’t know the exact
references, but I know that
they added the Trinity into
the Bible. Later, when they



were called out, they removed
it.”

“Oh, I know what you’re
talking about. You’re talking
about first John five.”

I had no 1dea what “first
John five” meant, but I
practically jumped him for
admitting the flaw. “So
you’ve known all along!”

“I know what you’re
referring to, but I don’t think



you’re seeing it right.”

“How am I not seeing it
right?”

“It’s not that Christians
are just adding and removing
things, as if there 1s some
grand conspiracy with people
controlling the text of the
Bible. I mean, let’s just
imagine for a second that
someone did want to add
stuff. Do you think he could
just change all the Bibles in



the world?”

“Well, maybe not all,” 1
admitted, approaching my
bed and sitting across from
David, “but enough.”

“Enough to what?”

“Enough to effectively
change the text.”

He looked unimpressed.
“Nabeel, are you telling me
that Christians the world over
would just let someone



change their holy texts . . .
and that this massive change
would not be recorded
anywhere in history? Come

29

on.

“Not the world over, but |
can imagine someone getting
away with that in a specific
region.”

“So you agree, then, that
if there were an interpolation

in a specific region, we would
find copies of the Bible



without that interpolation
elsewhere in the world?”

“I guess so.”

“Well, there you have it,”
he said with an air of finality.
“That explains the multiple
versions of the Bible and the
1ssue with first John five.”

“Umm, what?” I felt as if

I had been playing a game of
chess with David, and he had
unexpectedly declared



“checkmate.”

“The fact that there are
manuscripts of the Bible all
over the world means we can
compare them and see where
changes have been
introduced. It’s a field of
biblical study called ‘textual
criticism.” If anything 1is
changed, like the verse about
the Trinity in first John five,
then we can easily find the
alteration by comparing it to



other = manuscripts.  That
explains the major differences
between various versions of
the Bible. But don’t get the
wrong idea; there are only a
handful of major differences
between them.”

Manuscript:
A
physical
copy



of a
text,
whether
In

part

or 1In
whole

“What about all the
minor differences?”

“Well those are just
stylistic differences n



translation, for the most part.
There are different
translations of the Quran,
aren’t there?”

“Yeah, but they’re all
using the Arabic text to
translate, not foreign
language transmissions.”

“Well, 1t’s the same with
the Bible. Most of the
differences between Bible
versions are just matters of
translation, not the underlying



Hebrew or Greek.”

I let all this new
information sink 1n, and 1
looked at David in a new
light. Where did he get all
this information? Why hadn’t
I heard it before? I found 1t all
hard to believe.

My incredulity won out.
“David, I don’t believe you.
I’ve got to see this for
myself.”



He laughed. “Good!
You’d be letting me down if
you didn’t look into this
further. But if you’re gonna
do this right, you better bring
it!”

I got up and started
walking back toward my
suitcase. “Oh, don’t worry.
It’s been brought.”

After I finished
unpacking, we focused on
final preparations for the



tournament. All the while, I
kept thinking about our
conversation. I was still fully
convinced that the Bible was
corrupt, but I had to deal with
more advanced arguments
than I had previously heard. I
was excited to return home
and dive more deeply into
these matters.



Chapter Twenty-Two

TEXTUAL
EVOLUTI(

BEFORE LONG, we were
back at school, catching up
on classes. David was a
double major in biology and



philosophy, and I was
premed. It turned out we were
in a few of the same classes:
chemistry and evolutionary
biology.

Sometimes, being in
classes together was a good
thing. David and I studied
chemistry together regularly
with the mutual
understanding that it was all
out war. We were trying to
outdo one another. After



every exam, our professor
posted the grades outside the
lecture hall, and David and I
would clamber over one
another to see them. Because
of our friendly competition,
David and I always had the
highest grades in the class.

Other times, being in
classes together was not a
good thing. In evolutionary
biology, David and I could
hardly pay attention. The



teacher made no attempt to
hide her atheism, and we
were often distracted by her
side comments. Being strong
theists, we found most atheist
arguments petty and
unconvincing. Whenever our
professor said something with
an atheist bent, we would turn
to one another and make
jokes about 1t . . . or about
her. We were college kids,
after all.



One particular day, after
a brief pro-atheism tirade, she
returned to teaching us about
taxonomy, the classification
of all living things into
kingdom, phylum, class,
order, family, genus, and
species. I leaned over to
David and whispered, “After
much  observation, I’ve
concluded that her hair has a
life of its own. I’m trying to
figure out what phylum I'd



put it in.”

David responded with a
serious tone, “That’s a tough
call, Nabeel. It appears to
have developed self-defense
mechanisms reminiscent to
those of scorpions. What do
you think?”

“Very astute, David. I
would have said it looks more
like moss or lichen, but now
that you mention it, it could
very well be a sentient



being.”

The next few moments
were spent stifling laughter,
and this kind of impertinent
banter ultimately led me to
drop the evolution course. We
just couldn’t focus when we
were there together.

As I went through
college, I learned that
evolutionary theory had crept
into many fields: biology,
sociology, anthropology,



communications, psychology,
and even religious theory.
Indeed, there were notes of
evolutionary theory in the
arguments I used against the
Bible. I asserted that the
Bible had changed over time,
altered 1in transmission by
those in power according to
their aims. Later, I would
come to argue an
evolutionary model for the
gospels, that the earliest



gospel, Mark, had a much
more human view of Jesus
than the later gospels, and
that Jesus’ divinity in the
gospels gradually evolved.

But for now, David and 1
were focused on the first
point, the textual integrity of
the Bible, specifically the
New Testament. Like most
Muslims, I was not concerned
with the OId Testament
nearly as much as I was with



the New Testament. The way
I saw it, the Old Testament
mostly agreed with the
Quran: it named many of the
same prophets, it showed
prophets going to war against
polytheists, and it did not say
anything about the Trinity.
The New Testament 1s what
really offends Muslim beliefs,
so this 1s what we discussed.

It was after chemistry
class one day that David and I



continued our discussion
about the New Testament.
“Alright, David, I’ve been
looking into textual criticism
some more, and I’ve found
problems.”

“What do you have?”

“Looks like I was right
about whole sections of the
Bible being interpolations.
Bible scholars are saying that
the end of Mark is not
original, and neither is the



story in John about the

woman caught in adultery.3?
You know, the story where
Jesus says, ‘Let he who 1s
without sin cast the first
stone?’ ”

“Yeah, I know that story.
You’re right, they’re not
original to the text. What’s
your point?”

I was surprised he so
readily conceded this point.
“You don’t see this as a



problem? I mean, whole
portions of the Bible are not
actually God’s word.”

“I know what you’re
getting at, but no, this isn’t a
problem. Don’t you see? The
very fact that we can identify
these additions means that we
can detect alterations.”

“True, but regardless of
whether you can detect it, it
means the Bible was altered.”



“Later manuscripts, yes.
But so what 1if a later
manuscript had alterations?
It’s not like anyone would
consider a later copy more
accurate over an earlier copy.
The early manuscripts are the
ones that matter, and we have
many early copies of the New
Testament  without those
interpolations.”

| considered his
suggestion carefully. “How



many, and how early?”

“Well, we have many
manuscripts from the second
century in the original Greek
and dozens more in the third
century. In our possession
today, we still have two full
New Testaments from the

early fourth century.’® If you
want to see how much the
Bible has changed from the
fourth to the twenty-first
century, all you have to do is



pull out manuscripts and
compare.”

This was an interesting
proposition. It took all of the
conjecture out of the debate. I
had to make sure I heard him
clearly. “So you’re telling me

that we actually have whole
Bibles from the early 300s?”

CCYup.,9
“And how different are
they from today’s Bibles?”



David looked me square
in the eyes. “Nabeel, modern
translations of the Bible are

based on those

manuscripts.”’

I considered his words,
but the very fact that there
were  multiple  versions
continued to bother me. It
meant that the words of the
Bible were not agreed upon.
“Aren’t the exact words
important, David? As a



Muslim, I believe that the
Quran 1s exactly the same as
it was dictated to
Muhammad. Not a single
word has ever  been

changed.’® From what you
are telling me, 1t seems like
you think the exact words of
the Bible do not matter.”

“The words do matter,
but they matter because they
constitute a message. The
message 1s paramount. That’s



why the Bible can be
translated. If the inspiration
were tied to words
themselves as opposed to
their message, then we could
never translate the Bible, and
if we could never translate it,
how could it be a book for all
people?”

I didn’t know if David
was challenging my view of
Quranic inspiration, but what
he said made sense.



As I silently
contemplated his perspective,
he continued. “Nabeel, I think
we should take a step back
for a moment and look at this
a little more broadly. You are
trying to argue that the Bible
has been irretrievably
changed. But first, you need
to be more specific. There are
sixty-six books in the Bible;
what part are you talking
about? When was it changed,



and how? Was it changed in
any significant way?”

I continued to sit in
silence. My teachers had
never taught me any
specifics. They just
repeatedly proclaimed that
the Bible had been changed. I
said nothing.

“If you think there has
been a significant change,
you should provide evidence
of that. Conjecture is not



enough. You need proof.”

Even though David was
making plain sense, I didn’t
like being in a corner. “I
already told you, the end of
Mark, a story in John, and the
interpolation in first John five
about the Trinity are all
examples of how the Bible
has been changed.”

“And I told you, virtually
no scholar considers those
segments as parts of the Bible



anymore. You need to show
me a major change in
something  we actually
consider a part of the Bible.”

I continued to fight.
“What if there are other parts
like those three that we just
haven’t found yet?”

“That’s conjecture again,
Nabeel. ‘What 1f” does not
constitute much of an
argument. What’s the claim?
Where’s the evidence? If



there are no specifics, there’s
no argument.”

[t was clear I was flailing.
David leaned back and made
his concluding point. “When
the books of the New
Testament were written, they
proliferated quickly. They
were copied many times, with
copies being sent far off to
other Christians so they could
read them as well. After
reading them, those



Christians often copied the
books before sending them
on. How exactly can this kind
of proliferation of texts,
without any central control,
be uniformly and
undetectably altered? How
can someone corrupt the
words? No one had control
over  Christendom  until
hundreds of years after
Christ. We have dozens of
manuscripts from before that



time, and they are the same as
today’s Bibles. There 1s just
no conceivable model for the
New Testament to have been
changed in any significant
sense, no model that’s
consistent with the facts of
history, anyway.”

I relented for the
moment. “Alright. Let me sit
on this for a while.” David
hadn’t changed my mind
because I knew in my very



core that the Bible had been
altered. Yet, for some reason,
I couldn’t figure out how. I
began researching the matter
in earnest.

In the meantime, |1
decided to try a different
approach: denying that the
Bible was ever trustworthy in
the first place.



Chapter Twenty-Three

REVISITIM
RELIABIL

IT WASN’T LONG before
David was over at our house,
taking Ammi up on her offer.
When I opened the front door



for him, he made a beeline for
the refrigerator, which
amused Ammi tremendously.
She found it endearing.

But had he used his nose
first, he would not have
bothered with the fridge.
Ammi loved cooking for
guests, and as was her
custom, she had a feast
waiting for us on the table.
She had prepared Ilamb
korma, goat biryani, chicken



makhani, beef nihari, and
much more. I’'m sure there
must have been vegetables on
the table, but I always
ignored those.

When we sat down to eat,
David looked happily
confused. We were starting
with the nihari, a rich beef
curry, but there was no
silverware on the table. I
showed David how to eat
with roti, using my fingers to



tear the flatbread and scoop
up chunks of food. David
gingerly followed suit. He
made 1t through the meal
without any mishaps, which
made me wonder if God was
with him after all.

Soon we were in the
living room, lazing on sofas
and basking in the afterglow
of our feast. David was lying
on his back, staring at the
ceiling. Though he had come



over to study chemistry, I
realized his guard was down
and this was the perfect time
to push him on the reliability
of the New Testament.

“For the sake of
argument,” I postulated from
my chaise, “let’s just say I
agree that the New Testament
hasn’t been changed.”

“Hallelujah,” he
mumbled, not moving a
muscle.



“Even 1f it hasn’t been
changed, that doesn’t
automatically make it
trustworthy. In other words,
how do I know that what it
says 1S accurate?”

David turned to me in
mock surprise. “But, Nabeel!
How can you ask such a
thing? Doesn’t the Quran say
the Injil 1s the word of
Allah?” It was clear that
David had been studying



Islam so he could understand
me better. And he was right.
My position was not common
among Muslims, who often
believe that the gospels of the
New Testament are the Injil.

Injil.
The
book
that
Muslims



believe
Allah
sent

to

Jesus,
often
considered
to be

the
gospels
of the
New
Testament



“Im not convinced the
Quran was talking about the
gospels in  the New
Testament. Maybe i1t was
referring to another book
given to Jesus, one that we
don’t have anymore.” I was
proposing a view that I had
heard espoused by Muslim
debaters.

David considered this.



“Well, TI'll address your
question, but I wonder if
you’re searching for ways to
doubt the New Testament.
The only gospels that even
come close to being from
Jesus’ time are the gospels of
the New Testament.”

“Wait,” 1 interjected.
David was making a bold
claim, and I wanted to make
sure we were clear. “Are you
saying that the gospels of the



New Testament are earlier
than all other accounts of
Jesus’ life?”

“Yes. All the other
accounts of Jesus’ life came
much later.”

“But I heard that there
were many other gospels, and
these were just the ones

Christians chose to put into
the Bible.”

“There were other



gospels, to be sure, but they
all came much later, in the
mid-second century or
afterward. The four gospels in
the New Testament are all
first century, right after Jesus.
That’s one reason why the
early Christians chose them.”

I tried advancing my
case. “But what if the Injil
was another gospel, one
revealed to Jesus, and it was
lost after his death?”



“There are at least two
critical problems with that,
Nabeel. First, 1it’s pure
conjecture. ‘What if” i1s not
much of an argument if there
is no evidence. Second, you
know the Quran tells
Christians to ‘judge by the
Injil.’3” That means they still
had it in Muhammad’s day.
The 1Injil is not a lost
scripture.”

I tried to respond, but I



could not immediately see
how to vindicate my position.
The more I thought about his
argument, the more it left a
sour taste in my mouth. Gone
was my afterglow.

David continued. “As
objective investigators, if we
are going to learn about
Jesus’ life, we must turn to
the gospels because they are
the most likely to be accurate.
Where else would we go?”



I sat up to consider this
point. “Well, even if they’re
the best, that doesn’t mean
they’re any good.”

“True, but these books
were written shortly after
Jesus’ crucifixion, i1n the
lifetime of the disciples.
That’s far better than most
other  biographies. For
example, the main
biographies about Alexander
the Great were written around



four hundred years after his

death.*” If we are confident
we know anything about
Alexander, we should be
exponentially more confident
in what we know about
Jesus.”

“Yeah, but being better
than other  biographies
doesn’t mean that the gospels
are trustworthy.”

“You’re not getting me.
It’s not just that the gospels



are temporally closer to Jesus
than other biographies are to
their subjects, but they are so
close that eyewitnesses were
still alive at the time. Given
that the gospels were
circulating within Christian
communities, the
eyewitnesses must have heard
them and contributed to
them.”

I smiled. “That sounds
like conjecture to me, David.



Where’s the evidence?”

“Well, early church
fathers record that this 1is
exactly  what  happened.
According to Papias, an
author writing around AD
100, the gospel of Mark is
based on Peter’s eyewitness
testimony.*!  Papias  also
refers to John and Matthew as
disciples.*? So it’s more than
conjecture that eyewitnesses
contributed to the gospels;



it’s recorded history that they
actually produced them.”

“What about Luke?”

“Luke was Paul’s
traveling companion, so he
wasn’t a disciple. But he says
at the beginning of his gospel
that he interviewed
eyewitnesses, and given that
most of what he says agrees
with Mark and Matthew, that
makes sense.”



That sounded weak. “I
don’t know. You’re admitting
Luke wasn’t an eyewitness,
which 1s problematic. Plus,
I’ve heard there are many
historical inaccuracies in his
gospel.”

David was ready with a
response. “Luke has given us
the most historical data,
which means he gives people
more opportunities to
question him. But the more



we find archaeologically, the
more he 1s proven accurate.
For example, some scholars
used to conclude that Luke
3:1 1inaccurately = named
Lysanias the tetrarch of
Abilene. They argued that
Lysanias existed fifty years
prior and that  Luke
mistakenly said he lived
during Jesus’ time. Christian
scholars argued that there
very well might have been a



second Lysanias, but the
skeptical scholars deemed
that to be  apologetic
speculation.

“It turns out that during
an excavation, archaeologists
found an inscription dating
from the time of Jesus that
mentioned a second Lysanias,
one who was the tetrarch of
Abila. This proved that
skeptics are sometimes too
quick to criticize Luke and



that Luke was a reliable
source of ancient
information.”

This was all news to me,
and it was fascinating. But I
did not want to admit, even to
myself, that the gospels were
trustworthy. My whole life, I
had been told I could not trust
them, and i1t would be
shameful for me to admit my
teachers were wrong. So I
continued to push. “Can we



be sure about all th