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Review: For a French Imam, Islam’s True Enemy is Radicalism, by Stephen Erlanger, New York Times: 13 February 2010; U.S. Envoy to be Link to Islam, by Helene Cooper, New York Times: 14 February 2010.  

Excerpts: “Asked if the choice to wear the full veil was not also an expression of freedom, Mr. Chalghoumi said simply, ‘Freedom has limits,’ adding: If some acts of freedom stir hatred; it’s not good. And will it show the good side of Islam? I don’t think so. One has to respect the feelings of others.”  “Mr. Chalghoumi dismisses the criticism. What frightens him are ignorance and radicalism.”

“He supports what is constitutionally unacceptable in secular France-voluntary religious education in secular schools. “When it comes to teaching Islam, if we don’t do it ourselves, others will,” he said. “They will take our children.”

1981 UN Declaration:  Articles Relevant to New York Times Story.

Freedom to manifest one’s religion or belief may be subject only to such limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, health, morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.

To make, acquire and use to an adequate extent the necessary articles and materials related to the rites and customs of a religion or belief; 

Every child shall enjoy the right to have access to education in the matter of religion or belief in accordance with the wishes of his parents or, as the case may be, legal guardians, and shall not be compelled to receive teaching on religion or belief against the wishes of his parents or legal guardians; the best interests of the child being the guiding principle.

The child shall be protected from any form of discrimination on the grounds of religion or belief. He shall be brought up in a spirit of understanding, tolerance, friendship among peoples, peace and universal brotherhood, respect for the freedom of religion or belief of others and in full consciousness that his energy and talents should be devoted to the service of his fellow men.
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The Saturday Profile
For a French Imam, Islam’s True Enemy Is Radicalism

By STEVEN ERLANGER
DRANCY, France

HASSEN CHALGHOUMI, 38, is the imam of President Nicolas Sarkozy’s dreams. He supports a ban on the full facial veil, the so-called burqa; he opposes religious radicalism and promotes a “republican Islam” focused on France; he is ecumenical; and he favors dialogue with France’s Jews.

But Mr. Chalghoumi has also received death threats for his public positions and in particular his support for a ban on facial veils, including the black niqab, which reveals only the eyes. There are voices of dissent among the 2,500 worshipers at his mosque here in Drancy, just northeast of Paris. He has been called “the imam of the Jews.”

Twice, bands of young men, wearing knitted skullcaps and many of them bearded, demonstrated angrily at the mosque. At Friday Prayer two weeks ago, they demanded his resignation. Some shouted, “The anger of God on you,” which Mr. Chalghoumi understood as a threat.

“The large majority of people inside the mosque completely disagree with what Mr. Chalghoumi said” about the veil, “and what shocked us is that he said it as imam of Drancy,” one young man, Karim Hachani, told rue89.com, an Internet newspaper. 

Mr. Hachani had seen a video of Mr. Chalghoumi at a Jewish ceremony and was shocked. “They said to Chalghoumi, ‘You are part of us,’ and it frightens us. A rapprochement with the Jews, why not? But not to such an extent.” 

Born in Tunisia, Mr. Chalghoumi came to France at the end of 1996, at 24. Asked if he is nervous for his safety, he smiled almost shyly. “It’s my mother who worries,” he said, and laughed a little. “My mother told me, ‘Bin Laden and his team will never set you free.’ ”

Still, he had two police bodyguards with him during an interview, and they also accompanied him to the mosque.

HIS latest trouble is a result of his position on the full veil, which he regards as a symbol of inequality with no justification in Islam or the Koran. Those who support the full veil in France are ignorant, having absorbed a street Islam of anger and slogans in a time of rising radicalism, he says. The full veil itself, he says, cuts off Muslims from France and frightens many.

“A man who knows nothing about religion and sees a woman hidden from head to toe, what is he going to understand from that religion?” he asked. “The burqa is a sign of extremism, and it’s normal that the state is fighting against that.”

The debate on the veil is a distraction from the real needs of French Muslims, he said, citing problems of poverty, unemployment, poor housing and racial prejudice. 

Asked if the choice to wear the full veil was not also an expression of freedom, Mr. Chalghoumi said simply, “Freedom has limits,” adding: “If some ‘acts of freedom’ stir hatred, it’s not good. And will it show the good side of Islam? I don’t think so. One has to respect the feelings of others.

“The French have not accepted the hijab,” the head scarf, he said. “How do you expect them to accept the niqab?” 

You see the problem? he asked excitedly, his French becoming more accented. “People think Islam is a dark, closed religion, that women are imprisoned and men think only about sex. What an image! This is the perception I refuse!”

His wife, a Frenchwoman of Tunisian origin, herself wears the hijab, he said. But he sees the niqab as a sign of growing radicalism, not just in France, but throughout the Arab world, a trend that began with the Islamic Revolution in Iran.

In France, he said, radicalism feeds on ignorance. “There is little knowledge of Islam here,” he said. “I hear young people saying that they hate us, they grab Koranic verses, they pick up two words and say, ‘Those are our enemies.’ ” 

The ignorant young born in France are easy to manipulate, he said. “They are told, ‘Look at Islam, it will forgive you, that’s paradise; your enemy is the Jews, the United States and the Westerners.’ That’s the reality and shouldn’t be hidden,” he said. 

The children of immigrants are atomized and lonely, he said. Parents say they will return home, the French call them foreigners and in their country of origin they are mocked for not speaking Arabic. “He is rejected everywhere, so once he finds a religious trend that can accept him, he’s ready to get involved, he regains self-esteem and courage, and that’s the kind of manipulation we have in France.” 

French Islam is dominated by the original nationalities of adherents, who remain close to their embassies, and to political trends imported from the Middle East. “When you have an Islam divided into trends, manipulated by foreign states, you have an Islam of nationalists,” he said. “But here most Muslims don’t want that; they wish to have an Islam of France, adapted to their lives, and an imam whose sermons are in accordance with their own problems.”

Mr. Chalghoumi himself grew up in Tunisia at a time of political unrest, when Islamist parties were moving into politics in the Maghreb and governments were cracking down. He was a tall, gentle boy and took after his mother, he said, preferring words to fists. He became serious about Islam at 14, and his reluctant parents let him study at the famous Ez-Zitouna University in Tunis. 

He then traveled to India, Pakistan and Syria, and studied different forms of Islam. At the same time, he said, “I noticed the recruitment system for jihad.”

MR. CHALGHOUMI is about to publish a book, “Republican Imam,” and while he is praised by the government and French Jews, he is viewed skeptically by other Muslim leaders, who fear he has moved beyond the point where most Muslims can easily follow.

M’hammed Henniche, who runs the Union of Muslim Associations in nearby Seine-St.-Denis, said Mr. Chalghoumi was filling a vacuum, but was too bold. “What he’s doing is honorable; it meets a need. But he makes blistering statements without worry and quite easily,” Mr. Henniche said. “He wants to gain a following through provocation,” and should instead focus on teaching. “His voice is very listened to in the media, but little by Muslims.”

On Wednesday, Mr. Chalghoumi published a message to the faithful of Drancy, noting that the National Assembly in France had no Muslim members and explaining that “the burqa should not veil the two problems that afflict French Muslims and put in danger France, our country: racism and fundamentalism.”

Some of Mr. Chalghoumi’s sensitivity comes from Drancy itself, the site of the transit camp where thousands of French Jews were shipped to Nazi death camps. In 2006, at a ceremony there, Mr. Chalghoumi, largely unknown, spoke of the horrors of Drancy and the Holocaust. He described his “heavy heart” and “an injustice without equal.” He said Muslims and Jews were related, declaring that “the children of Israel and of Ishmael are cousins, and remain so today.”

His house was vandalized the next day. During the Israeli invasion of Gaza a year ago, he opposed Muslim street protests here. “On the Palestinian question he’s too in line with the Jewish position,” Mr. Henniche said. “I saw no use in prohibiting the protests. We want a more nuanced point of view; this discredits him.”

Mr. Chalghoumi dismisses the criticism. What frightens him are ignorance and radicalism.

He supports what is now unacceptable in constitutionally secular France — voluntary religious education in public schools. “When it comes to teaching Islam, if we don’t do it ourselves, others will,” he said. “They will take our children.”

Maïa de la Baume contributed reporting.
February 14, 2010

U.S. Envoy Is to Be Link to Muslims 

By HELENE COOPER
WASHINGTON — President Obama has appointed Rashad Hussain, a deputy White House counsel, to be his representative to the Muslim world, White House officials said Saturday.

Mr. Hussain will become the special envoy to the Organization of the Islamic Conference, an intergovernmental group with 57 member states that calls itself the collective voice of Muslims. 

“Appointing a special envoy to the O.I.C. is an important part of the president’s commitment to engaging Muslims around the world based on mutual respect and mutual interest,” the White House said in a statement.

Mr. Hussein will replace Sada Cumber, who had been appointed to the post by President George W. Bush.

Mr. Hussain, who is Muslim, will work to strengthen cooperation between the United States and the Organization of the Islamic Conference, the White House said. In addition, he will seek to counter any disparaging images of the United States in the Muslim world, and in particular will look to correct distortions of Americans disseminated by Al Qaeda. His appointment was first reported on Saturday by ABC News.

As deputy associate counsel to Mr. Obama, Mr. Hussain has focused on national security, new media and science issues. He worked with other White House staff members on Mr. Obama’s speech to the Muslim world from Cairo last June. Previously, he worked as a trial lawyer at the Justice Department and served as a legislative assistant on the House Judiciary Committee.

He is the second person to fill this position. In June 2007, President Bush announced that the United States would establish an envoy to the Organization of the Islamic Conference. Sada Cumber, a Pakistani-American businessman from Austin, Tex., became the first American envoy to that organization in March 2008.

The White House also has another representative to reach out to the Muslim world, Farah Pandith, who became the State Department’s special representative to Muslim communities last September.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

The Tandem Project is a non-governmental organization (NGO) founded in 1986 to build understanding, tolerance and respect for diversity, and to prevent discrimination in matters relating to freedom of religion or belief. The Tandem Project has sponsored multiple conferences, curricula, reference materials and programs on Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights – Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion - and 1981 United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief. 

The Tandem Project is a UN NGO in Special Consultative Status with the 
Economic and Social Council of the United Nations

Surely one of the best hopes for humankind is to embrace a culture in which religions and other beliefs accept one another, in which wars and violence are not tolerated in the name of an exclusive right to truth, in which children are raised to solve conflicts with mediation, compassion and understanding.   

United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki Moon, at the first Alliance of Civilizations Madrid Forum; “Never in our lifetime has there been a more desperate need for constructive and committed dialogue, among individuals, among communities, among cultures, among and between nations.” 

In 1968 the UN deferred work on an International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Religious Intolerance because of the sensitivity and complexity of reconciling a human rights treaty with dissonant worldviews and voices on religion or belief. Instead, in 1981 the United Nations adopted a non-binding Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief in support of Article 18:  http://www.tandemproject.com/program/81_dec.htm. 

Separation of Religion or Belief and State reflects the far-reaching scope of UN General Comment 22 on Article 18, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1993, UN Human Rights Committee.
http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/(Symbol)/9a30112c27d1167cc12563ed004d8f15?Opendocument
Inclusive and genuine dialogue on human rights and freedom of religion or belief are between people of theistic, non-theistic and atheistic beliefs, as well as the right not to profess any religion or belief. It calls for open dialogue on: awareness, understanding, acceptance; cooperation, competition, conflict; respectful discourse, discussion of taboos and clarity by persons of diverse beliefs. 

 Human rights protect freedom of religion or belief; religion or belief does not always protect human rights. In this respect human rights trump religion to protect individuals against all forms of discrimination on grounds of religion or belief by the State, institutions, groups of persons and persons. After forty years suffering, violence and conflict based on belief has increased in many parts of the world.  UN options may be to try to gradually reduce such intolerance and discrimination or call for a new paradigm deferred since 1968.

Is it time for the UN to draft a legally binding International Convention on Freedom of Religion or Belief: United Nations History – Freedom of Religion or Belief.
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