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For my project, I attended a lecture given by a Dr Louay Safi, the Executive Director for the Islamic Society of North America (ISNA) Leadership Development Center in Plainfield, IN.  Dr Safi has appeared on numerous television programs, such as BBC, C-Span, CNN, Fox News and PBS.  Dr Safi was invited to ISU to give a presentation on the culture and society of the Middle East today.

The ISNA is one of the largest Muslim groups in North America today.  The defining vision of the organization is “to be an exemplary and unifying Islamic organization in North America that contributes to the betterment of the Muslim community and society at large.” (Wikipedia)  The group seeks to keep American Muslims and non-Muslims informed of changes in the Islamic faith, which is undergoing a bit of a revival since the 1970s.  The ISNA also certifies food services and consumer product companies in line with their goals and objectives.  They also issue Islamic marriage certificates to couples in North America who have been married and undergone the proper ceremonies.
The ISNA has had a little bit of heat in recent years.  Like so many Islamic based organizations, they were investigated for possible terrorist connections in 2003 by the Senate Finance Committee, although nothing ever came out of the investigation.  A former leader of the ISNA was also accused of being a supporter of Hamas, although the current leadership is far milder by comparison.

Although most of their meetings seem to be business in nature, whether it’s endorsing companies with similar views, or gathering information for their newsletters on the state of Islamic society today, or encouraging North American mosques to join their organization.  However, they also hold an open annual national convention, most recently in Chicago, IL.  The conventions generally include lectures, discussions, nasheeds (Islamic-oriented songs), and comedy of a Muslim persuasion.  Even people from outside the US often make the time to attend these annual conventions.

Most of the lecture given by Dr Safi was devoted to a deeper understanding of Islam.  He stated that it was impossible to understand the society and culture of the Middle East without understanding the current state of Islam today.  One interesting note was the fact that the Middle East itself is not an official designation for the area.  There are no set boundaries that declare a section of the continent “Middle East” or not, and the borders said to define the “Middle East” are in constant flux.  Constant interruptions by the professors in attendance made it hard to follow sometimes, and Dr Safi never did get to finish his entire lecture as a result, but what he did get out was interesting and informing.
One item of particular interest to our class might be when Dr Safi began discussing the current state of Islam in the world today.  As Islam is a very strict and very old religion, the revival it saw in the 1970s gave way to some issues still being debated today.  Apparently there are three different schools of thought in Islam when it comes to coming to terms with modern technology.  One sect, sometimes referred to as “Islamists”, believes modern technology is to be avoided, and a lot of the anti-American sentiment comes from this branch of the Islamic faith.  The Liberal Islam, on the other hand, seek to find a co-existence between traditional Islamic faith and the technology surrounding them today.  This sect believes that there are many ways to interpret the Qur’an, and room should be left open for individual thought and interpretation on the matter.  A minor, third sect of the Islamic faith, seeks to find a comfortable medium, embracing technologies necessary to get by in the modern world while adhering to the lessons taught in the Qur’an.  As Dr. Safi points out, divisions like this aren’t uncommon in other religions, as well.  One need merely look at the Amish in North America for a perfect example of this.
In conclusion, I found the lecture to be an enjoyable experience, interrupting professors aside.  Muslims have been given a bad reputation in this country in recent years, unfairly so.  A chance to broaden my horizons and learn something more about the world we all live in is always a worthwhile cause in my book.  Dr Safi came prepared, and his enthusiasm and love for the topic being discussed showed throughout his presentation.  I look forward to learning more about the Islamic faith, and the Muslim people, soon.
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