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“It is impossible to live at 
peace with those we regard as damned.”

So said the 18th century French philoso-
pher Jean-Jacques Rousseau as quoted by 
John D. Inazu, political scientist and law 
professor at Washington University in St. 
Louis.  Speaking last week at the January 
Series at Calvin College, he addressed the 
topic of “Confi dent Pluralism.” Rather than 
being threatened by diversity and pluralism, 
he called for us to embrace the diff erences 
around us because we are confi dent in our 
own beliefs.   

As a law professor, Inazu was speaking 
primarily about the political diversity in our 
democracy and the importance of civic dia-
logue and engagement.  While the Constitu-
tion guarantees our freedom of speech, we 
still need a respectful approach to our diff er-
ences, and to speech that is charitable, not 
hateful.  In like manner, we have freedom 
of religion, but if our exclusivist approach 
to our religious belief leads us to consider 
anyone who diff ers to be “damned,” then, as 
Rousseau suggests, it may be “impossible to 
live at peace.”

In his book, “Confi dent Pluralism: Surviv-
ing and Thriving through Deep Diff erence,” 
Inazu proposes a political solution to what 
he calls the “practical problem of our deep 
diff erences.”  We not only have the legal and 
constitutional components which bring a 

foundation for order, but also the cultural 
practices that enable “us to function — and 
even to fl ourish — despite the divisions aris-
ing out of our deeply held beliefs.”

Affi  rming confi dence in our own beliefs 
without a commitment to pluralism leads 
to the suppression of differences, some-
times violently, not only against ideas but 
also against the persons with whom we 
disagree.

“Conversely, pluralism without confi-
dence papers over our real differences for 
the sake of a false unity,” he writes. “We 
end up pretending that we all agree or share 
some basic ideas when in fact we don’t, and 
it’s an unstable and unauthentic way to live 
together.”  

The real question is, how do we partic-
ipate and contribute in the spaces that the 
law does not govern?

PRACTICES THAT ALLOW 
CONFIDENT PLURALISM

Consider, for example, the right to free 
speech. We have the legal right to say almost 
anything to almost anybody, but what is our 
responsibility in promoting a civil society 
and a pluralism that respects others with 
whom we do not agree?  Is it not just what we 
have the right to say, but what should we say 
if we are to contribute to this pluralistic soci-
ety?

We argue for what we believe, but not in 
ways that marginalize, dehumanize or dis-
honor others. For this, Inazu calls for the 
civic practices of tolerance, humility and 

patience. 
“With tolerance, I’m asking … that we 

accept other beliefs and practices even when 
we disagree with them. That doesn’t mean 
we fully embrace them. It just means that 
we allow for their coexistence in our soci-
ety, and that means distinguishing between 
people and ideas. It’s not suggesting that all 
ideas are equally valid or morally harmless, 
because they’re not.

“Humility … asks that we recognize that 
our understandings and justifications for 
our own beliefs and practices will not always 
be translatable to other people. So we have 
to recognize … that other people will some-
times not understand the basis for our 
beliefs and values.

“Then patience is the idea that we work 
charitably to listen, understand and empa-
thize with others. … The goal is not always 
complete reconciliation or acceptance of 
beliefs, but at least an understanding of 
where certain beliefs come from and why 
people hold them.”

Perhaps this commitment is best sum-
marized in a quote from his website:  “It is 
often better to tolerate than to protest, bet-
ter to project humility than defensiveness, 
and better to wait patiently for the fruits of 
persuasion than to force the consequences of 
coercion. Confi dent Pluralism will not give 
us the American Dream. But it might help 
avoid the American Nightmare.”

As a Christian, Inazu calls for “a charita-
ble understanding of other people created in 
the image of God that can allow us to pur-

sue and push into relationships even when 
they’re tough, even with people who don’t 
agree with us, even into risky and messy 
spaces. So it seems to me that Christians, 
of all people, should be emboldened to pur-
sue these kinds of relationships across dif-
ference.”

CONFIDENCE AND RESPECT
This reminds me of the evangelist Billy 

Graham who, in one of his fi nal interviews at 
retirement, was asked whether he believed 
heaven will be closed to good Jews, Muslims, 
Buddhists, Hindus or secular people.  Gra-
ham responded: “Those are decisions only 
the Lord will make. It would be foolish for me 
to speculate on who will be there and who 
won’t. ... I don’t want to speculate about all 
that. I believe the love of God is absolute. He 
said he gave his son for the whole world, and 
I think he loves everybody regardless of what 
label they have.” 

Graham certainly was confident in his 
own Christian beliefs, but also confident 
that he was called to preach and not judge.  It 
was a confi dent pluralism that enabled him 
to communicate to a broad spectrum of the 
religious and non-religious world. 

It is a challenge for all of us, in the polit-
ical and religious world, to affirm with 
confidence our beliefs but in a way that 
respects others and does not judge them as 
“damned.”  Only in this way can we main-
tain the hope to “live at peace.”
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G A Z A C I T Y,  G A Z A S T R I P  — In recent weeks, Gaza resi-
dents have been jolted awake in the dead of night to a rau-
cous mixture of Quranic phrases, Islamic supplications and 
prayers delivered by loudspeakers to their doorsteps.

The “Grand Fajr Campaign” is the work of fervent reli-
gious activists, many affi  liated with the ruling Hamas mil-
itant movement, seeking to spread the message of Islam in 
an already deeply conservative society. But not everyone is 
ready to listen.

The Fajr, or “Dawn,” campaign has set off  a heated debate 
over whether it is appropriate to force religion on the masses. 

One leading religious scholar has even warned that it is 
un-Islamic to “annoy” people.

Devout Muslims pray fi ve times a day, and activists say 
they want to make sure that people catch the fi rst and most 
important of the prayers at their local mosques.

After beginning in several Gaza City neighborhoods, the 
campaign has spread to areas across the Gaza Strip.

The organizers, mostly mosque committees reporting to 
the Hamas-controlled Ministry of Religious Aff airs, say they 
want to see the mosques as full at dawn as at the noon prayer 
Friday, the highlight of the Islamic week.

Ahmed Hammad, a volunteer in Gaza City’s Tel al-Hawa 
neighborhood, said it is paying off , increasing the “rows” of 
worshippers at the local mosque.

“It used to be a row or half a row of worshippers. But today 
after the campaign, the number has grown to three rows,” 
he said.

ATMOSPHERE OF DESPAIR
It comes at a diffi  cult time for Gaza, where despair is wide-

spread among the 2 million inhabitants after a decade-long 
Israeli-Egyptian blockade and recent restrictions by the 
West Bank-based Palestinian Authority to squeeze the terri-
tory’s Hamas rulers.

Hamas, an Islamic militant group that seeks Israel’s 
destruction, seized control of Gaza from the Palestinian 
Authority in 2007 after winning legislative elections a year 
earlier. Israel says the blockade is necessary to prevent the 

group from building up its military capabilities, and Pales-
tinian President Mahmoud has tried to pressure the group 
to yield power.

Though Hamas has off ered to relinquish power, reconcil-
iation talks with Abbas have stalled as Gaza’s battered econ-
omy continues to deteriorate. In this diffi  cult decade, the 
Gaza population has grown increasingly conservative and 
religious.

“The Fajr prayer is important to raise the morale and spir-
its in this state of strangulation and constraints,” said Abu 
Aziz al-Waheidi, who oversees the campaign in 22 mosques 
in Tal al-Hawa.

Ismail Haniyeh, Hamas’ supreme leader, has endorsed 
the eff ort, with his offi  ce distributing pictures showing him 
and other Hamas offi  cials surrounded by dozens of worship-
pers after praying at a mosque in the Shati refugee camp, 
where he lives.

TRUMP ANNOUNCEMENT SPURRED MOVEMENT
The campaign started last month, shortly after President 

Donald Trump decided to move the American Embassy in 
Israel to Jerusalem. The move enraged the Palestinians, who 
seek east Jerusalem as their future capital. East Jerusalem is 
home to a hilltop compound revered as Judaism’s holiest site 
and the third-holiest place in Islam.

When the morning prayer patrols began, residents were 
perplexed by the raucous sound outside their homes. The 
only time anything similar occurs is during Ramadan, the 
Muslim holy month, when drummers wander through the 
streets waking people to remind the faithful to eat their pre-
dawn meal before starting their daylong fasts.

Dozens of mosques now take part in the daily predawn 
displays. “This is the word of God. They are people urging 
to do good and worship,” said Saed al-Shurafa, 63, at the 
mosque.

But opposition has emerged over the forceful tactics, 
which include the use of powerful car-mounted loudspeak-
ers.

Saed Abu Hasera, another resident, said it is generally 
a good thing to encourage people to pray. He said he even 
found the sounds of a recorder played by one activist to be a 

“beautiful” way to start the day. But he said they sometimes 
go too far.

“The banging will awaken children, and it will cause con-
fusion,” he said.

Abdel-Bari Khela, an influential Islamic scholar and a 
Mufti, issued a ruling highlighting the importance of prayer 
and going to the mosque at dawn. However, he said it is 
against Islam’s instructions to “annoy” people.

He issued a statement saying the two traditional calls of 
prayer issued from the mosque is the instruction of Islam.

“Replacing them with illegitimate means such as drums, 
music and loud sound that makes noise is illegal. If it leads 
to harm like annoying people or disturbing them, this is for-
bidden,” he said.

Emerging in the dark from the Abu Honayfa mosque in 
Tel al-Hawa on a recent morning, Hamad and a group of 
young men split into two groups, each carrying a portable 
loudspeaker. They walked through streets and alleys, with 
Ahmed calling on people to rise over a microphone, as an 
Islamic supplication blared from the loudspeaker.

“The sound is not high, not low; it’s very light as you see,” 
he insisted. “We only go out half or quarter an hour before 
the azan. How can this be annoying?!”

The clack of dawn
Islamic prayer activists rouse Gaza residents

Palestinians attend the dawn prayer in a mosque in Gaza City, pictured at right.  Members of the “Grand Fajr Campaign,” fervent religious activists, many affi  liated with the ruling Hamas 
movement, go though the streets before sunrise, noisily shouting verses from the Quran, Islamic prayers and other chants — sometimes with the aid of a bullhorn. A volunteer in Gaza City’s 
Tel al-Hawa neighborhood said the pre-dawn campaign is paying off , increasing the number of worshippers at the local mosque.    Photos by Khalil Hamra, Associated Press

A group of young men go through a neighborhood before 
dawn, making noise to wake residents and get them to the 
mosque for early prayer.
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