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By Rama Lakshmi
The Washington Post

Nearly 60,000Muslims had crammed into
the dusty parade grounds in Aurangabad,
India, last October to hear Asaduddin
Owaisi, the inspirational, young leader who
promises a new political future for India’s
Muslims. Just before Owaisi arrived in his
white SUV, young teenagers onmotorcycles
rode in shouting, “Look, look who has come.
The lion has come!”
A burst of firecrackers filled the grounds

as Owaisi took the podium. And, after recit-
ing a short prayer, the southern Indian poli-
tician launched into a sharp-edged stump
speech about the discriminationMuslims
face finding jobs, accessing bank loans and
dealing with the police.
“This is our country as much as it is yours.

We are not renters; we are also owners of
this land.We should get our rights,” Owaisi
said, before he told youth to pray regularly
and pursue college degrees. Fans climbed
onto the stage to shake his hand and later
surrounded his car for nearly 30minutes,
delaying his departure.
“I have never seen such a fearless leader

before,” said Syed Jawad, a 22-year-old
dairy shop owner who watched Owaisi last
October in this western city about 200miles
fromMumbai. “Owaisi is the newmessiah
for us.”
A third-termmember of Parliament

from a small party in southern India, he

has continued to emerge as a rising star in
Muslim politics by tapping into the growing
anxieties of India’s 170millionMuslims fol-
lowing the sharp rise of Hindu nationalist
forces after the election of PrimeMinister
NarendraModi a year ago.
Owaisi, 46, is being hailed as a “superstar

of theMuslim community,” a “truth-speak-
ing angry, youngman” and “a ray of hope”
among India’s Muslims. Muslimsmake up
14 percent of India’s 1.2 billion population
but have historically had little political influ-
ence.
The number of Muslim lawmakers in the

lower house of Parliament has dropped to
22 of 543 seats. In the upper house, Muslims
hold 24 of 245 seats.

COURTINGCONTROVERSY
“I want Muslims to come together and

find their political voice,” Owaisi said in an
interview in New Delhi. “Every community
in India has progressed except Muslims.
“Call me provocative. Call me anti-nation-

al. But first, answer all the questions I am
posing about discrimination and injustice,”
he continued.
Recently, he courted controversy when he

spoke out against the hanging of a Muslim
man, YakubMemon, convicted of planning
terrorist bombings in 1993 inMumbai
where 257 people died.
He named others on death rowwho have

been pardoned and listed non-Muslim riot-

ers and assassins who were treatedmore
leniently. He said capital punishment has
become a “political tool.” His statements
were widely shared on social media and
havemade him a lightning rod, especially
among some 15,000Muslims who joined
Memon’s funeral procession inMumbai.
Owaisi said his opposition to the hanging of
the terror convict served as a “ventilation”
for theMuslim community.
Critics call Owaisi divisive and say his

rhetoric could fragment the country’s fragile
multi-religious social fabric.
“He is pandering to theMuslim feeling

of insecurity,” said RamMadhav, general
secretary of the ruling Hindu nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party. “His politics (are)
dangerous for India because it deepens
their sense of alienation and separateness
amongMuslims.”
Madhav said Owaisi “is trying to become

the 21st-century Jinnah,” a controversial
comparison toMuhammad Ali Jinnah, the
founder of Pakistan who championed the
cause of IndianMuslims. Jinnah is widely
blamed for the partition of India when the
British-ruled subcontinent was cleaved into
two nations in 1947, triggering religious
rioting.
Since then, Muslims have struggled in

India. In manyMuslim neighborhoods,
residents lack adequate access to education,
power, piped water supply, sewerage and
decent jobs.

Indian Muslims offer special prayers July 30 in light of the hanging of Yakub Memon, after their daily late afternoon prayers in the city of
Hyderabad, India. Memon, 53, the only person sentenced to death for his role in the 1993 Mumbai bombings that killed 257 people, was
hanged despite the protests of prominent Muslim leaders in India, including Asaduddin Owaisi, a rising political leader. (AP)

Arising starofMuslimpolitics stirs
hopeand fear individedcountry

By Douglas Kindschi
Director of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute, GVSU

How does onemaintain one’s
faith in a religiously diverse
world? Does getting involved
with interfaith programs or
engaging with others of differ-
ent faith traditions lead to the
watering down of one’s own
faith? Do we have to accept
that all religions are true to be
involved in interfaith efforts?
There are some who are afraid
of these questions and become
threatened when contemplating
involvement in any interfaith
effort.
Eboo Patel, founder and

president of the Interfaith Youth
Core, in his book “Acts of Faith,”
argues the way to maintain faith
identity in a religiously diverse
world is to create a safe space
where youth can talk about faith.
Otherwise, he states: “They are
coming into contact with kids

from different
backgrounds
all the time.
If they don’t
have a way of
understanding
how their faith
relates to the
Jews, Buddhists,

Muslims, Hindus, Evangelicals
and others that they spendmost
of their lives around, then there’s
a good chance that their religious
identities will atrophy.”
There is no question there are

mutually exclusive issues that
are apparent.
“Our religious traditions have

competing theological claims,
and we simply have to accept
these,” Patel writes.
So what do we do? Just go to

our private, separate places for
religious discussion with those
who speak only our religious lan-
guage? Or can we find not only a
safe space to talk about faith but

also a “public language of faith”
as we discussed in an earlier
column?
Patel suggests we approach

this by looking at the shared
values of various religious tradi-
tions, such as “hospitality, coop-
eration, compassion, mercy. …
Religions have powerful things
in common, but they come to
those through their own paths.
Each religion has something
unique to say about universal
values through its particular
set of scriptures, rituals and
heroes. … We believe the dif-
ferences between religions are
extremely important. …. The
only route to collective survival
really is to identify what is com-
mon between religions, but to
create the space where each
can articulate its distinct path to
that place. I think of it as affirm-
ing particularity and achieving
pluralism.”
In his more recent book,

“Sacred Ground,” Patel quotes
a Christian theologian who had
been a professor in a mission-
ary college in India while it still
was under British rule. Wilfred
Cantwell Smith said, “The
problem is for us all to learn to
live together with our seriously
different traditions, not only in
peace, but in some sort of mutual
trust andmutual loyalty … where
we can appreciate other men’s
values without losing allegiance
to our own.”
As Patel puts it, “The ques-

tion was how to have a vertical
relationship with one’s own
understanding of the divine and
a horizontal relationship with
the diversity of the world.”
As we seek this public lan-

guage of faith, we need to affirm
the “other” not in spite of our
own deep commitments, but
because of them. Patel tells the
story of an American Christian
pastor who was serving a

church in Europe duringWorld
War II. His congregation want-
ed him to return to America
to celebrate Christmas with
them, so they sent him money
to make the trip. But instead, he
used the money to help a group
of Jews escape from Hitler’s
death campaign. The home
church was upset he had not
used the money to return home
and basically said, “How dare
you use that money for a differ-
ent purpose? And those people
you helped, they weren’t even
Christian.” The pastor wrote
back with this simple response:
“Yes, but I am.”
How can we live our deeply felt

faith commitments in ways that
respect those not like us, not in
spite of our beliefs, but because
of what we believe? Is this what
it means to follow that second
great commandment, “to love
your neighbor?”
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu

How dowe live out deep faith that leads to love and respect for all?
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BibleMuseum
to display artifacts
fromHoly Land

TheMuseum of the Bible
being built inWashington will
feature ancient artifacts and
treasures from the Holy Land
under a new deal that ensures
Israel’s leading archaeological
organization will have an out-
post in the U.S. capital.
An agreement announced

Tuesday between themuseum
and the Israel Antiquities
Authority will bring a selection
of artifacts excavated in Israel
for long-term display in a top-
floor gallery at the new Bible
museum. The $400million,
eight-story museum is set to
open near the National Mall in
2017.
Themuseum’s founder,

Hobby Lobby President Steve
Green, already has collected
about 40,000 objects, including
rare biblical texts and artifacts,
such as cuneiform tablets dat-
ing to the time of Abraham,
Torah scrolls and rare printed
Bibles.
Green is known for funding

conservative and evangelical
causes, but organizers say the
museumwill present many
religious viewpoints.

MOREHEAD, KENTUCKY

Clerk gets time
for gaymarriage appeal
AKentucky county clerk

who objects to same-sex mar-
riage will not have to issue
marriage licenses while she
takes her case to a federal
appeals court.
Rowan County Clerk Kim

Davis is being sued by two
gay couples, and U.S. District
Judge David Bunning ordered
her last week to issue them
licenses despite her objections.
But onMonday, he granted
her request to stay his deci-
sion while she pursues her
case before the 6th U.S. Circuit
Court of Appeals.

COLUMBUS, OHIO

Mayor supports ban on
headscarves for officers
Themayor of Columbus,

Ohio, says he supports Police
Chief Kim Jacobs’ decision
to ban officers fromwearing
headscarves for religious rea-
sons.
The Columbus Dispatch

reports the issue arosewhen
aMuslimwomanwho is a
Somali-American left the police
academy inMarch because of
the department’s rule.
MayorMichael Coleman says

the city wants to recruit immi-
grants to the force, but when
officers go out into the com-
munity, they should be seen as
Columbus police officers, not
Muslim police officers ormem-
bers of any other religion.
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