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"Dialogue is, above all, listening to both the silent and spoken 

voices when one person speaks to another; so that together they 

can remove the barrier between two human beings.” 
 

- Martin Buber 
 

 

 

For Further Assistance Contact: 

 

Peace Village 
http://homepages.uc.edu/~sundersc/pv_mission.htm 

(513) 919-2538 
 

Muslim Mothers Against Violence (MMAV) 
Islamic Center of Greater Cincinnati 

www.icgc.info 
(513) 755-3280 

 

Council on American Islamic Relations (CAIR) 
www.cair-ohio.com  

(513) 281-8200 
 

BRIDGES for a Just Community  
www.bridgescincinnati.org 

(513) 381-4660 
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5. CONCLUSION    

The accurate depiction of the Islamic faith depends 
on open discussions focused on accurate information, in-
creasing peace, trust, and friendship. We hope our Hand-
book provides the first steps in increasing knowledge about 
the overlapping religious affection for truth, justice, and 
compassion that are hallmarks of all major faiths. We urge 
follow-up experiences of visiting mosques, reading books 
and articles that offer diverse viewpoints, and in joining dis-
cussions of the meaning of being a Muslim in America and 
the world. And, finally, we are eager to hear of how our 
Handbook was used and its helpfulness. 
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Preface 
 

Welcome to a Handbook that we hope edu-
cates groups in the preliminary understanding of Islam 
and its relationship to important questions. We are 
very interested in expanding the knowledge about this 
faith and place in our contemporary world to educa-
tional, religious, and other organizations interested in 
dispelling mis-information about what a Muslim be-
lieves. Learning about another faith is an act of peace-
making and we hope that the chief result of doing 
workshops with adults, children and their related or-
ganizations is a spreading of accurate information that 
reduces fears and ignorance. We know that people of 
good will have open minds and hearts. We look for-
ward to meeting with you in  this process of learning. 
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             "I was a little frightened when she put on the 
scarf around her face. She looked completely differ-
ent with the scarf on. The transformation from 

"soccer mom" to Muslim: 
what a big difference. But 
inside she was really just 
the same person. I really 
enjoyed her coming and 
talking to us. I had never 
really known anyone that 
was Muslim, or from a Mus-
lim community. Everything 
from the scarf they wear, to 

their "rules" or even the religion itself, I had no con-
cept of what it was really like. It was very interesting 
to hear the point of view of a person who actually is 
the same religion, so they say, as the people from 9-
11."  

           "I am not familiar with the Muslim religion, and 
had fallen victim to the media's influence and por-
trayal of the Muslim faith. To my surprise, when she 
entered the room, I felt a sense of security. She 
looked much like my own mother. She was in a sense 
a typical American mother. I thought people of the 
Muslim faith, were like media version of Muslims. Too 
often are people of the Muslim faith, are referred to as 
a race.  I now have a better understanding of the Mus-
lim religion, and I am comfortable with them. Not that I 
wasn't comfortable before, but I now realize, they are 
just like my mom. I learned a great deal about myself 
and the Muslim religion on Tuesday. I came to realize 
that society cannot solely rely on the media alone, 
and what great influence it has on our lives. I now 
think about "news" on a more in-depth level. I also 
learned about another religion, and it has sparked my 
interest about furthering my knowledge on something 
I know so little about." 
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• The Council on American Islamic Relations (CAIR) at 
(513) 281-8200.   

 

Literature on the history of Islam, the life of the 
Prophet Mohammad, and current interpretations of Is-
lamic practices in this country and other parts of the 
world can be provided upon request. Also, there is a 
short video documentary for purchase called “A Visit to 
a Mosque in America” that was filmed at the Islamic 
Center of Greater Cincinnati in West Chester, Ohio and 
can be obtained by going to Astrolabe’s website at: 
http://www.astrolabe.com/product/739 A_Visit_ to_ a_ 
Mosque_ in_America%3A    

• Feedback from Previous Discussions: 

The following are a selection of written comments 
that were shared by some of those who had attended a 
presentation. Obtaining candid feedback is also a part of 
the learning process as it allows all of the participants to 
examine what has changed for them. It will also allow 
the facilitator and speaker to learn about the core issues 
on the participant's minds. 

            "I felt ... was a very beneficial speaker. She 
helped me understand that the Islamic faith is not 
really what we see every day on the news. I was 
never aware of all the connections between Islam 
and Catholic beliefs."    

            "I thought her discussion was very appropri-
ate in the middle of the unrest over the Danish car-
toon. She really opened my eyes up to the positive 
side of her religion. I have really only ever experi-
enced it through the news. Another part of her talk I 
enjoyed was the comparison that she shared with us 
between her and other religions. I go to a Church of 
Christ and I thought that her religion was an entirely 
different religion. I thought they worshipped an en-
tirely different God. I really enjoyed learning that our 
religions really weren't that all different." 
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1. INTRODUCTION:  

 

     QUESTIONS AND DIALOGUE 
 

 
 

These and other questions reveal a confusion, hurt 
and ignorance about the realities facing Americans who are 
Muslims and non-Muslims. They also point to an absence 
of education about the Islamic faith as well as a lack of in-
formation with which to replace prejudice. Americans of all 
faiths are living in a world changed by terrorism, war, and 
grief. We have heard these questions from students in high 
schools and colleges, as well as in churches and adult edu-
cation centers as a critical part of beginning a dialogue in 
Cincinnati. 

Inner Thoughts of 

Non-Muslim Americans 

Inner Thoughts of 

Muslim Americans 

Why do Muslims hate Ameri-

cans? 

Why do Americans fear us? 

Why did Muslims not object 

to the attacks on September 

11? 

Don't they realize that I am 

just an American who also 

mourned after 9-11? 

Why do Muslims use vio-

lence as a way of solving dif-

ferences? 

Why can’t they see that 

these terrorists are not fol-

lowing the teachings of Is-

lam? 

Why is Islam so violent? Why can’t they see that the 

real basis of Islam is peace? 

Why should I trust any Mus-

lims? 

Why do all Muslims get 

blamed for the evil actions 

of a few misguided people? 
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In 2005 two organizations, Peace Village and Muslim 
Mothers Against Violence, started conducting dialogues to 
convey accurate information about Islam and to respond to 
questions which stem from the ways in which Islam has 
been portrayed in the media.   

 
We have learned a lot about the ways in which basic 

knowledge about Islam has been minimized or distorted re-
sulting in a monolithic perspective. We have learned that 
most Americans have rarely met a Muslim face to face and 
had the chance to discuss the issues. We have also 
learned that dialogue can act as a powerful force to trans-
form attitudes of hate into compassion. The Muslim speak-
ers in our seminars have introduced their perspectives as 
Americans, as citizens with patriotic feelings and as devout 
followers of their faith. Some sessions have revealed Mus-
lim amazement at the depth of anger that non-Muslims hold 
toward Islam, at the deep fears very near the surface of al-
most each question, and that there is so little knowledge 
about the tenets of Islam. 

 
We have found that good discussions on these top-

ics can take place when the participants recognize that ac-
curate information should be the context for learning, 
thereby reducing fear. The willingness to ask and answer 
questions in an atmosphere of trust is necessary for a pro-
ductive conversation to take place. Discussion leaders can 
create successful dialogues between Muslims and non-
Muslims when they are aware of the sensitive psychological 
context for the discussion. Even so, some fears and stereo-
types may persist, some people come to participate with 
anger, bitterness and resentment based on what they have 
heard about Islam. They may know a soldier who has been 
in Iraq recently. Their pain may control their comments. 
Other people arrive curious about the history and theology 
of Islam and may have no conscious bias against the relig-
ion or the speaker. Yet, the psychological climate is to 
some extent, influenced by a post-9/11 and "war on terror-
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one god may be discussed. The head-scarf or “hijab” 
may be discussed as an important concept relating to 
Muslim women. Also, many people are very interested 
in and confused about the concept of "jihad" and Islam’s 
view on violence. These subjects and others are all le-
gitimate topics for discussion. 

Following the presentation, questions will be taken 
from the floor for about 40-45 minutes. There are no re-
strictions on questions as long as they are asked in a 
respectful manner. The goal is to clarify misinterpreta-
tions or misunderstandings about the "basic values" of 
the Islamic faith.  

We have used the above format in many discussions 
and have found it useful for many groups. We have also 
altered the process and gone directly to questions. A 
good discussion will leave time for reflections on what, if 
anything changed in the audience’s thoughts about Is-
lam.  

d. Respectful Exchange:  

The atmosphere during the question and answer pe-
riod must remain respectful. This reduces concerns 
about feelings getting out of hand. The point of this pres-
entation is to reduce fear, increase knowledge and cre-
ate peace based on truthful dialogue. In our experience 
there is increased understanding and feelings of com-
passion as questions are answered. 

 

4. WHO TO CONTACT: 

At the end of the meeting leave participants with re-
sources to help them find more information. If partici-
pants are interested in setting up discussion sessions 
call:  

• Peace Village at (513) 919-2538 

• Muslim Mother’s Against Violence (MMAV) at the Is-
lamic Center of Greater Cincinnati at (513) 755-3280 
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sions. One group advertised the meeting in the local 
newspaper. 

 

The day of the meeting requires some preparation. 
Light refreshments could be provided and appropriate 
reading materials can be made available for the atten-
dees. The facilitator after greeting the attendees can 
make all feel welcome and at ease.  

 

b. Starting the Meeting:  

The meeting should start on time. At the event, to 
insure a safe environment and a compassionate discus-
sion, the facilitator should prepare the audience with a 
brief introduction explaining the format for the discus-
sion. Here is one approach:  
 

"Welcome to our discussion of Islam.  We are 
honored by your presence and privileged to have 
as our guest ___Name____. Perhaps no area of 
religious interest can rival the concerns about Is-
lam today.  Since September 11 the United States 
and the world find it necessary to better under-
stand this religion and the people who practice it. 
Today’s conversation is aimed at taking a first 
step towards increasing understanding.  We are 
very pleased to help open the hearts and minds of 
everyone by seeking answers to our questions."  

c. Session Format:  

The format is simple -- Once an introduction has 
been made by the discussion facilita-
tor, the Muslim speaker will have 
about 15-20 minutes to cover the ba-
sics of Islam and their understanding 
of his/her religion within an American 
context.  

During the presentation, important 
practices such as prayer, charity, pil-
grimage to Mecca, and the belief in 
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ism" context. People who thought they were deeply commit-
ted to civil liberties and for "American fair play" may find 
their minds have changed when it comes to terrorists and 
due process. In sum, the news events of the day, the fearful 
pictures in people's minds, and the relationships to mem-
bers of the military, may add up to a stressful conversation, 
marked by some suspicion and hostility. Even with all of this 
our experiences in schools, churches, and college classes 
have been positive for many people in attendance. We 
have seen how trusting dialogue can transform both feel-
ings and understanding. 
 

The discussions have made it clear that Americans 
who understand the basic values of Islam are not anti-
Muslim. Americans in these discussions agree with the 
statements of President Bush about Islam and the war on 
terror when he said:  
 

"One of our dear values, one of the values we hold 
close to our heart is the respect and beliefs of all 
peace-loving people, no matter what their faith may 
be. Islam is a vibrant faith. Millions of our fellow citi-
zens are Muslim. We respect the faith. We honor its 
traditions. Our enemy does not. Our enemy doesn't 
follow the great traditions of Islam. They've hijacked 
a great religion." 

 
This handbook seeks to lower fear, raise trust and 

clear the air of the pollution of irrational thought. What fol-
lows in this Handbook are reflections on post 9-11 interfaith 
relations and suggestions for guidelines on how to conduct 
dialogues on these important issues of understanding. It is 
our hope that each discussion clarifies the basic, true princi-
ples of Islam, eliminates misunderstandings about Islamic 
practice and increases our ability to join together in respect 
and fearless compassion as we seek to live in peace. 
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2. POST 9/11 REFLECTIONS   

  
a. The Dust from September 11 Hangs as a Persis-

tent Layer Of Fear 
 

  Five years after the attack on the World Trade Cen-
ter and the Pentagon, America continues to grieve. Mourn-
ing the loss of innocent life on such a large scale is an un-
usual experience for many people. Having to cope with vio-
lent images of death and burning and collapsing buildings 
as tombs for the victims has deeply scared many people 
around the world. For Americans, the impossible has hap-
pened.  Before this tragedy, few believed that our defense 
systems and intelligence agencies would be so unprepared 
that violent acts could be so easily accomplished. While 
there clearly has been political fallout from the catastrophe, 
the long-term psychological and spiritual damage on indi-
viduals has yet to be calculated.  
 
           One major outcome has been the increase of preju-
dice against the Islamic religion and America’s Muslims. 
The capacity to separate illusions 
based on fear from the "facts" has 
been so eroded that the mere men-
tion of Islam creates fear in many 
people. People are more suspicious 
and this is fed increasingly by mis-
information about the Islamic relig-
ion. Some Americans blame both 
the principles and the followers of 
Islam, as if religious membership 
indicates complicity with the vio-
lence. So deep is the intolerance 
that Muslims, the followers of the 
religion of Islam, are now widely suspected as possible per-
petrators for another 9/11 type attack. 
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3. HOW TO ORGANIZE A PEACEFUL DISCUS-

SION ABOUT ISLAM?    

 

a. Planning the Event:  

It is essential to understand that overcoming fear of 
Islam and Muslims is rarely possible without the direct 
engagement of Muslims in the dialogue. The organizers 
should contact the local Islamic centers and Muslim or-
ganizations to seek a Muslim speaker. This is an essen-
tial component to the success of the discussion. 

The first step is for educational and religious leaders, 
teachers, and congregants to discuss their interest in 
inviting a Muslim speaker.   

Once the interest in a meeting is established, the 
kind of meeting needs to be determined.  

• Does the group have time for a one hour meeting, 
with a short presentation by the guest and then 
questions and answers?  

• Would it be possible for the group to read some ma-
terials about Islam prior to the meeting?  There are 
many short articles which can be recommended by 
Muslim organizations, which can help orient audi-
ences to both the myths and realities of Islam. The 
following link will provide some useful articles: http://
icgc.info/Lectures/beliefs_files/frame.htm .  The 
group can decide to hold the meeting during school 
or religious worship times, with the speaker being 
integrated into a course, an orientation and/or an 
adult education session held before or after services.  
All of these approaches have worked very well at 
Clifton United Methodist Church, Wilmington Col-
lege, University of Cincinnati, and Mt. Notre Dame 
High School. 

Advertising within the church, synagogue or school 
community will help to build awareness about the ses-
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tween people of different faiths can form a bulwark against 
prejudice, stereotyping and irrational fear. Knowing the 
common values of the various religions can answer ques-
tions that arise in time of crisis and confusion. Having a re-
lationship with people of different faiths permits uncertain-
ties to be addressed strengthens the social fabric of com-
munities and is the best defense against fear. Fear and 
suspicion can grow when there are simplistic and incorrect 
responses to complex events. 

 
Peacemaking at this time is most important due to 

the rising fear of Islam, and there are even some who fear 
that Muslims are dedicated to harming America. Peaceful 
discussions in temples, schools, universities, churches, and 
community centers reduce prejudice 
and show Islam's history of friendship 
with Judaism and Christianity. Peace 
discussions will show how the values 
of Islam reflect the same basic values 
of America. Citizens in these meetings 
will have a chance to be at peace 
when they have some knowledge of 
Islam as a context in which to place 
the acts of terrorism that are violations 
of Islamic values, laws and practices. 
The "war mentality" that is often con-
nected to religions will be replaced 
with an understanding of the peaceful intention and practice 
of Islam. Those who misuse, manipulate, and distort the 
teachings of Islam can only hold the central place in the 
minds of Americans as long as mis-education about the 
principles and practices of Islam continues. Being a fair-
minded American means facing this fear and replacing it 
with understanding.  
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Certain sectors of American society, needing to iden-
tify an “enemy” have made American Muslims the targets of 
hateful and hurtful counter-attacks. However, American 
Muslims also grieve. Their grief is two-fold: they grieve over 
the attack on America and over the abuse of their religion 
as propaganda for violence. It is a deep pain that seems 
sadly ignored, coupled with a growing fear of further retribu-
tion against their community should another terrorist attack 
take place on American soil.  

 
Conversely, the wounds of some American grievers 

has been kept open and can be 
said to be widening as a result of 
stories about the further war deaths 
of American soldiers in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan resulting from the Ameri-
can invasion of those countries. 
The President has also made it 
clear that a “war mentality” is what 
is necessary at this time as Amer-
ica fights “terrorism”. The President 
reflects an American political and 
religious dilemma: he cannot lower 
his guard against the “enemy” nor 
show public intolerance toward American Muslims.  Presi-
dent Bush has asked that we treat our Muslim community 
as equal citizens of our country. Even so governmental and 
religious leaders have stepped up the fear mongering 
against Muslims, furthering the idea that Muslims are “evil” 
and that Islam is a religion of “terror and war.” They play on 
the fears people have about Islam, knowing that most 
Americans are not very knowledgeable about Islam. The 
majority of American non-Muslims are unaware of the ideo-
logical and religious diversity within the Muslim community 
and thus remain deaf to American Muslim cries of protest 
that their religion is not one of violent fanaticism and that 
they too, as Americans and Muslims, are angered by the 
statements of terrorists  who use Islam as a religious front. 
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  Therefore, it seems critical that we begin to talk and 
try to heal. Knowledge can lead to a greater understanding 
of different cultures and religions and help to avoid further 
conflict. It can also help to restore the psychological and 
spiritual health and unity of our nation.  

 

b. Engendering Trust  

 
The conditions for a peaceful discussion can be es-

tablished before the meeting. People coming to a meeting 
to find out about Islam need to know the meeting will have a 
leader who will be fair and a speaker who is knowledgeable 
about Islam, preferably a practicing Muslim. It is critical that 
people expect that the meeting is an opportunity for ex-
changing ideas and building trust between people of differ-
ent faiths. Participants will need to know that their safety is 
assured and that their questions will be respected. The 
meeting's purpose is not religious proselytizing. Rather, the 
meeting is informational in nature. The questions that most 
concern the group need to be asked and answered. During 
the discussion some of the history and principles of Islam 
will be discussed as well as the ways that different cultures 
practice the faith. Sometimes it is very helpful to start with a 
brief history of Islam and its connection to Judaism and 
Christianity. This connection may be discussed along with 
the ways in which Islamic theology has developed around 
its holy book, the Qur’an.  

 
Also of great importance is the discussion of how 

someone of the Islamic faith can also 
be a "regular" American. Many people 
have no idea that an American teacher 
can be a Muslim and be a very good 
teacher. Some have never met a Mus-
lim business-person and are unaware 
of the successful American businesses 
that are owned by or employ Muslims. 
Other people have not met a physician, psychiatrist or other 
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medical professional who is a faithful Muslim and a devoted 
family member and citizen. At our meeting, seeing the simi-
larities between being a good Muslim and being a good 
Christian or Jew and an American has been an important 
bridge to understanding for non-Muslims.  

 

Understanding each other is the principal goal. 
Changing fear into understanding is our desire. Hearing all 
of the questions answered in an open, honest and empa-
thetic manner can replace ignorance with knowledge. There 
is no short cut to creating understanding and reducing fear. 
The discussion needs to respect and allow time for as many 
questions as can be asked. It takes some time for under-
standing to arise especially when misunderstanding has 
been so deeply felt.  

 

c. Understanding Another Religion Is An Act Of 

Peace-Making 

 
The history of religion is full of examples of both vio-

lence and non-violence. The major development of a relig-
ion, it’s spreading to different countries, connecting to differ-
ent cultures and being a diverse experience, are all topics 
for discussion. Many people see their own religion as supe-
rior and yet often do not have much knowledge of their own 
faith let alone an understanding of a different faith. America, 
as a secular society, cannot provide public religious educa-
tion that compares the major faith traditions. Private and 
parochial education has too often failed to educate about 
commonalities with other religious traditions, values and 
practices. In the absence of one unifying religious tradition 
in our country the American "creed" has emphasized a re-
spect for all religious faiths. Yet, too often in American his-
tory ignorance, fear and violence have been the first re-
sponse to religious differences.  

 
Understanding the religions of America is one impor-

tant basis for an educated citizenry. Understanding be-


