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Growing up in a Catholic family and going to a Catholic school, I have never really been around people of other faiths.  Not by choice, just by coincidence.  It would be a little odd to see someone bowing to Buddha in a Catholic church, right? 

Of course, I have seen things through the objective standpoint, since, as much as I wish it was not, history class is mandatory. My AP World History class was very informative in that area, covering many different religions from throughout history.
The problem with that though, was that all I cared about was, say, memorizing word for word what the five pillars of Islam were.  Yeah, that helps when you are asked to “list the five pillars of Islam” on a test, but that probably is not the most effective way to know about the world around you.
Regardless, I felt slightly uninterested when I was told we would have a lecture by Dr. Faiz Rahman, President of Bloomington Islamic Center and IU Associate Professor of Geography.  With the brief knowledge I learned in my history class under my sleeve, I felt like I knew what Islam was about.  I did a little bit of research before, considering the fact that my friend Catherine had to correct me that there were five pillars of faith, not seven.  But overall, I thought I had the general picture. 
I was not completely wrong.  Dr. Rahman did refresh my brain about the things I had already learned less than a year ago.  This included what the specific pillars are.  Muslims must pray five times daily, which is called Salaat.  They must fast during the month of Ramadan, which is coming up in the next month or so.  It is obligatory to give a Zakaat, or 2.5 percent of your money to charity after fulfilling your basic needs.  Finally, they must go on a Hajj, or pilgrimage, to Mecca once in their lifetime.  

However, Dr. Rahman also talked about things that I was not previously informed about.  I never knew that Islam is composed of many different ethnicities in America.  I probably sound stereotypical and ignorant, but I thought that the Muslim community was mostly made up of Arabs. That is mostly likely because I have never seen a Caucasian Muslim.  However, at the lecture I did.  Though I did not get to speak to him, it was eye-opening and fascinating to see someone who looks relatively like me, “WASP-like” as my middle school teacher would say, practice Islam. 


I did get the opportunity to talk briefly to Maha Elsarrag, a junior like me, who is a Muslim.  When I first approached her, she was busy talking with another girl from HSJI.  I took this as an opportunity to get a visual of what a teenage Muslim might look like.  To my surprise, she did not look much different from me.  Her outfit consisted of skinny jeans, a tank top, and some pretty awesome sneakers. I think the coolest thing was that she had a streak of color in her hair just like mine, and if I remember correctly, a cartilage piercing.  If I had seen her on the street, I never would have guessed that she was Muslim.  I always thought that they had to wear a headdress.  
Once she was free, I asked what her biggest challenge was being a teenager in America while practicing Islam.  She said that it was “little things” when she hangs out with friends.  Her example was that if friends wanted to go over to a boy’s house, her parents would tell her that it was not proper. In my brain, I was thinking “I have friends whose parents would tell them the same thing, and they are not Muslim.”  So in actuality, with maybe a few differences, she probably lives a life fairly similar to mine.  

One final thing that really hit home with me and that Dr. Rahman really emphasized was that, directly from his power point, “Islam is unequivocally against Terrorism.”  How ironic is that, considering that much of America, since 9/11, thinks all Muslims are terrorists.  I personally do not feel that way; I just never knew what their views on terrorism were.  But I have definitely seen people assume that Muslims are terrorists, just by looking at them.  This is a perfect example of how ignorant people can be.  Due to a small group of people who decided they did not like Americans, while simultaneously going against their religion, the image of Muslims has been tarnished in our society. 

Dr. Rahman said that as a result, it was his duty to speak to others about Muslims.  I thought that was remarkable.  I do not think I would be motivated to educate people about my religion, especially if some of them considered followers of my religion terrorists.  At the same time, he said he has never doubted his religion, another thing I found truly remarkable.  
Dr. Rahman’s lecture, while it sharpened my previous knowledge, added some new knowledge.  It also helped me take a different viewpoint on Muslims, which is something many Americans should strive to do.  Not only does it make you more aware of what is around you, but it changes the way you see people who are different from you; accepting them for who they are without stereotyping, which can hopefully lead to a more peaceful world.   
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