Chapter Two

Dropping Out

»must admit, I was a bit despondent over
what I perceived as both my own and my
» community’s failure. After numerous attempts,
however, to attend and form kalagas (one, I recall,
even disintegrated into a shouting match between
a "leader” and a group member), and countless forays into

the male-dominated domain of the Friday prayer, I had to face
reality. :

During the final months of my attendance, 1 found my fa1th and
hope sinking low as I slowly began to admit to myself that I was simply

"going through the motions."

While, outside, I appeared to be the "ideal" Muslim woman, inside, I
was mired in a sense of utter defeat. Worse, when I recalled my strength
of faith just a few years before, I was filled with bitterness.

When [ finally resolved, like so many other women before me, to
drop out of the Islamic community at large, I experienced a certain
amount of guilt. I felt, because I began to turn down invitations to halaqas
and gatherings that I was antlsoc1a1 unﬁ-lendly, and, also somehow less
religious.

Although, I didn’t know conscmusly what I was doing, I knew that
I had to do something different.

I began ordering all kinds of books and tapes on Islam, looking for
something that would help me lift my flagging spirits. I searched for any-
thing that would offer some hope or validate what I was going through.

Instead, what I found was book after book full of what I call the
"shoulds"—how things should be—how a husband should treat his
wife, how a Muslim community should be ideally, how Islam and the
"Islamic way of life" is the perfect way.

Far from being enlightening, these titles only intensified my
despondency. What I, and many others, had experienced was so far

12



Dropping Out

removed from the ideal presented in these books, that I thought, This
is pointless. If this ideal cannot be achieved, then where is the meaning
in all of this? Is it just one big PR campaign, all fluff and no substance?

The final straw came when, one day, I received a music tape that I
had ordered weeks before from an Islamic catalogue. The tape had been
described as a compilation of "beautiful and inspiring” Islamic songs
preformed by an all female vocal group.

Feeling particularly down on that gray and drizzly day, I popped the
tape in-my car stereo as I drove to pick up my husband from work. 7 could
use something to lift my spirits, I thought. As the tape began, my ears
were feasted to lilting, "beautiful" strains of "they’re gonna go to
hell...where they will drink boiling puss..." o

In tears, I ripped the tape out of the player, rolled down the window,
and hurled it out in to the rainy night.

"That’s it!" I screamed.

The beginning -of my experience as a Muslim had been filled with
boundless hope and joy. I had a feeling that I was so close to God, that
I experienced a wonderful peace and happiness. Now, not only was I
filled with sadness and frustration, but I felt about as far away from God
as I possibly could. For all the focus and time I had spent inside the
Islamic community, I had lost the real reason I was a Muslim in the first
place. .

I finally realized that, despite all of the talk about God and Islam I
had participated in and listened to over the last few years, it had been
about God—abstract, distant, and distinctly foreboding. My once very
real, personal, and comforting, experience with God that had led me to
Islam in the first place had been lost.

Islam had become complicated and dark, filled with the conflicts and
focus of people, including myself, that had their own agendas to follow.
With meetings, people, and book after book, we filled every nook and
cranny of our souls with messages focused on the wrongs we commit and
the sufferings that await. There was no room for a balancing mention,
despite a cursory aside here and there, about the hope and love of God.

I decided 1 had to try to get back to that place I had been in the
beginning—that place where I recall saying to myself cleatly one day,
"If I die right now I am not afraid." It had been fourteen years since then,
and although I couldn’t remember nor hope to recapture everything
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Believing As Ourselves

characteristic of that time, It was so superior to what I was now feeling,
that I knew I must be doing something wrong.

When, at fourteen, I picked up my first copy of the Holy Qur’an for
a school project, I realized, perhaps only twenty pages into it, that I was
a Muslim, and maybe always had been.

I remember taking that Qur’an, the classic and massive, A. Yusuf Ali
translation, (the one I still use) with me everywhere. I even recall sitting
on a beach chair next to the pool on my family’s vacation to Disneyland,
reading chapter after chapter, and smelling the wonderful scent of the old
and yellowed pages, feeling as close to God as I have ever since.

During that time, I knew absolutely no Muslims. In fact, aside from
the occasional television program, or National Geographic issue, I had
never, to my knowledge, even seen a Muslim in real life. The Islamic
community was something that I didn’t even know existed.

I filled my days with the fun of the young, the quiet and inward
knowledge of God, and my nights sneaking out to the backyard with a
beach towel for a prayer rug and a bath towel for a scarf. I struggled
to perform my newly learned prayers with a thin "how to" book in my
hands, as I turned my face up to the stars and the warm summer night’s
breeze. I could almost feel the gaze of God.

Now it felt like those nights were as far removed from me as
the moon. Though I had been "officially” a Muslim for several years, I
was at the lowest point my faith had ever been. Lately, I would perform
my prayers, but always find myself forgetting which reka’ I was on.
I hadn’t picked up my Qur’an for literally months, and I found myself
dusting off the cover on my housekeeping rounds, lest someone notice
how infrequently it was read.

Then one day, as I sat at the kitchen table, drinking my favorite
coffee, and feeling the morning sun as it streamed through the windows,
I thought, Ok, you tried all of these activities. You did the mosque, the
community, and the social "thing,” and it didn 't work. Maybe your focus
was wrong. Maybe you can go back to it and have a fresh start later, but
not now, not until you repair your outlook and your mind. Not until you
excavate that strength of faith that made you a Muslim in the first place.

Thus, I began.
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Chapter Three
‘Going Home Again

back, go back, go back...Go back to

where you were."

My son was watching his favorite program,

" Nickelodeon’s Blue’s Clues. Steve, the host,

was singing the little tune, teaching what you
should do when you lose something.

The song reminded me of one of my more frustrating habits, one that
absolutely refuses to budge from my well-stocked bad-habit repertoire,
despite my best (half-hearted) efforts.

Again and again, always when I am late and rushing, I discover that
I don’t have my car keys and am required to mentally retrace where
I tossed them last.

This habit irks my, usually patient, husband to no end. He, with his
characteristically "logical" male mind, cannot fathom why I would not
learn from my mistake and habitually leave my keys in a designated
location. (This is also the same husband who courts divorce each time he
forgets to return the toilet seat to its proper position, and I, feet flailing,
and fingers splayed in alarm, struggle to extricate myself from said
commode.)

Is there any difference between loosing something, like a backpack
or a pair of glasses, and trying to-recall where it was you placed it, and
something more internal, like love, friendship, or even faith? Can you
simply "go back to where you were?"

They say you can never go home again, and I assume that means
that a certain part of the experience of "being home" is lost forever in the
act of growing up, in taking on the responsibilities and experiences of
adult life.
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Believing As Ourselves

you consider its meaning implies, "no seif," and emptiness.

It is no accident that when many women-examine their feelings about
themselves, they often put "emptiness" at the top of the list of words that
come to mind. This begs the question—How can an empty person, one
with no sense of "self" have a meaningful relationship to God and faith?
Under such conditions it is all-but impossible.

It is very popular to talk about jihad of the nafs, the inner spiritual
‘battle of every Muslim. Too often, however, lectures -on this topic can be
nauseatingly preachy and-overdone, or, worse yet, only mentioned when
Jjihad itself (in its-more literal sense) is being discussed, as a way of
assuaging guilt over not actively participating in the struggle in places
like Chechnya, Bosnia, or Palestine. We hear, "Jikad...yes, it is
important, but first we must focus on jihad of the nafs!" It is a familiar
refrain, with little or no follow-up on just Aow such an endeavor might be
accomplished. For these reasons, and for the very real linguistic compo-
nent, I prefer not to call this experience of "turning inward" or the search
for self a "jihad of the nafs." - /

Dr. Phil McGraw writes in his popular book, Life Strategies, "You’ve
got to name it to claim it." If you are internally fluent in Arabic, and it
really means something to you, by all means, usejihad of the nafs. If you
think and dream in English, however (or any other language), I urge you
to devise-a term of your own to-name your quest (I like fo call it an
internal pilgrimage.) If you think this hokey or otherwise find it does not
resonate with you, find your own. But I do urge you to "name it" to‘lend
a sense of authenticity and reality to the process.

- Barbara Grizzuti Harrison said, "All acts performed in the world
‘begin in the imagination." — Naming your greatest journey allows you to
‘begin.
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Chapter Four
Beginning

‘here is a rich tradition of pilgrimage in Islam that
has nothing to do with Hajj.
From Abraham to Moses, Jesus to Muhammad,
prophets and regular souls, alike, have strived through
solitary contemplation on mountains, in caves, in deserts,
and, I suspect, kitchens innumerable, to develop faith of strength, true
integrity, and authenticity.

Converts are, indeed, close to their illustrious predecessors in their
individual quests for the true God. For they, through true and yearning
contemplation have experienced the "lifting of the veil of truth" in a way
never to be experienced by those blessed by a Muslim upbringing.

It is perhaps because of this experience, and the remembrance
of the joy of discovering Islam—that first surge of faith, strong as a blast
furnace—that we often feel the most despair and loss when the inevitable
tide of daily life erodes away some of its initial intensity.

We often feel lost, confused, discouraged, and even bitter when the
tide of enthusiasm, previously untried by reality, ebbs. When personal
factors combine with the very human (and fallible) Muslim experience,
and we encounter the often difficult and challenging milestones of
life, marriage, birth, death—daily joys and strife—true faith is tested,
alternately strained and reinforced, in ways completely unexpected in our
early days of faithful euphoria.

The sad thing is, we often feel a sense of failure when this stage
inevitably comes, as it naturally does for us all. No one tells us that it
is a normal process of growth, not a personal defect of character or faith.
It is therefore helpful to know that there is a method, tried and truc by
the most illustrious of souls, to buoy the most flagging of spirits; a way
to find a level of faith and contentment previously thought lost.
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Beginning

Personal pilgrimage, a private search to regain faith and peace, is
amazingly effective. Turning inward to the spirit can enable us to embark
on an inner journey that is as meaningful, important, and ultimately as
wonderful as any experience we will undertake.

In order to begin, it is absolutely essential to take some time for
yourself. Yet it is often hard to do, especially for those of us who have
families.

You may say, "But...I don’t have any time to myself. The demands
of my family, my children, don’t allow for that. I simply don’t have any
free time."

That is probably true. I know it was, and still is for me.

I have two children, a three year old, and a ten month old, a husband
(who came from a very small village where the mark of a "good" woman
is her ability to serve until exhaustion), and an elderly mother-in
law. Believe me, [ never just "have" free time. Those days were gone
long ago.

What I do have is the determination to actively take time for myself.

Alexandra Stoddard, in her beautiful book, Mothers; a Celebration,
says, "No one ever gives us time. We never find time—we must seize
time."

She is absolutely right.

If you are waiting for a husband, child, or any other person in your
life that you love to say, "oh, yes, mommy, dear, (or fill in the blank), take
time away from my needs and wants and go spend time on yourself," you
will be waiting a very long time indeed! That’s not to say that family
members don’t love and care for us. On the contrary, they probably care
immensely.

The simple fact is, resistance to change is a normal, human fact of
life. If your family is used to you giving every drop of yourself to them
and their needs, they will notice, and will resist the change. Even though
they don’t need every atom of what you have to offer, they will want what
they are used to, even if they or you don’t consciously realize it.

The peerless rewards of taking time back for yourself, rewards of
spiritual and emotional fulfillment, a sense of wholeness and vibrancy—
create a person internally healthy enough to have a strong faith in God. It
is well worth the effort, as well as the initial unease. In being happier, and
more autonomous within, you actually become a better mother, wife, and
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Believing As Ourselves

friend, than you ever could have been when you were giving away every
drop of yourself to others.

Mothers are often the most resistant to taking time for themselves,
not because they dislike the idea, but are, instead, so mired in habits of
guilt and selflessness, that they feel genuinely unable to escape from the
endless demands of motherhood.

It often takes experience born of a full-blown burnout to recognize
the indispensable importance of self-care to successful motherhood—as
Carl Jung wrote, "Nothing has a stronger influence psychologically on
their environment and especially on their children than the unlived life
of the parent.”" A child with a happy and whole parent is a happier and
ultimately more secure child. Still further, a mother who takes time for
herself makes herself a better mother, and even, if she is married, a better
wife—for, as the famous relationship therapist, Judith Sills writes,
"...the better you feel about yourself, the fewer limits you will place on
your ability to love."

I found that, before I began my own "inner pilgrimage," when I
was living with an exclusive outward focus toward community, family,
and friends, not only was my faith at a horribly low point, but my
happiness and connection with my husband was as well. In fact, all of
my relationships with friends were also extremely unsatisfying. I found
myself saying things like, "I have so many ‘friends,” but I don’t feel
truly close to any of them." Every friendship seemed superficial, and,
well, fake. '

I further began to recognize that the most common feeling I experi-
enced in my friendships was resentment as well, a fact I often communi-
cated to my husband, saying, "Oh...She just wants to be my friend
because she wants something from me."

I remember going through a period with my husband when I felt
I didn’t have it in me to extend any extra effort for him. One point I
recall vividly. He had an extremely bad cold and was lying on the couch.
I made him tea, brought him a warm blanket and made him comfortable.
What was alarming was the realization that, inside, instead of feeling
sympathy and happiness that I was helping him to feel better, I was
actually feeling resentment that yet one more demand was being made
upon me.
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Beginning

It took a long time to realize that it wasn’t other people—my friends,
or my husband that were fake or opportunistic in their relationships with
me. Although it was true that many of my friendships consisted only of
a seemingly never-ending series of favors, or sessions acting as an
emotional "sounding board," the fact that I never felt a real sense of
closeness or connection had a lot to do with me. The simple truth was,
other than my ability give either with physical work, or emotional
empathy, there was no "real me" to know.

Michael J. Gelb wrote, "In order to be in touch with someone else
you must first be in touch with yourself." In neglecting to take the time,
in failing to seize it, in order to spend time on the real me, I actually
created the impossibility of possessing a true friendship, satisfying
marriage, or the best possible relationship with my children. After all,
as an empty shell of myself, what was I really bringing to the table?

How, then, do you go about taking time for yourself in the real world?
If, like I was, you are not used to it, the idea can be quite daunting, and
you might discover that finding large blocks of time seems to be close to
impossible. As a matter of fact, the weekend, usually touted as the time
officially sanctioned as "time off," is my busiest family time of the week.
More practical opportunities for taking time for myself are in the early
morning, or the late evening. In fact, [ usually take both.

If, for some reason, you cannot take the time in the morning or
evening, and you have no suitable replacement time, say, in the afternoon,
you will have to take several mini-periods during the day whenever you
can find them. After beginning the process, however, I think you will find
that you really enjoy it so much, you will become better at seizing those
larger blocks of time that you really need.

You may ask, "What do I do with all this free time?" "Pray?"
"Read Qur’an?"

The answer is no. Do those things, but not during those blocks of time
that are "yours." What I suggest, and what has worked for me is to do two
things. :

The first of these two "tasks" sounds very simple—and it is. It may
even sound silly. Simply, you should spend time quietly and preferably
alone (the only exception in my opinion should be a nursing baby that is
too small to be left with someone else) doing something you absolutely
love. Tt can’t be something that you should love—that’s why I exclude

23



Believing As Ourselves

praying and reading Qur’an. Lets face it. If you loved doing those things
your faith, by definition, would not be low.

The only rule here is that your time be spent on something that
is absolutely one of your passions. If you love reading, go to a great
bookstore, get a cup of coffee and just read. If you love writing, write,
gardening, karate, crafts, anything as long as you truly love it. It is not
necessary that you write it in stone. If you have a few favorite passions,
switch at will.

A common problem is that many women have trouble thinking of
what it is that they love. This is hardly surprising. It simply means that
you have gone for so long in your self-less mode that you can’t recall
how it feels to. return to a love. If you find yourself in this situation,
ask yourself the following questions,

— When am I happiest?

— What do I enjoy?

— What have 1 always wanted to do?

Go to a bookstore, and notice what kinds of books you are drawn
to...novels, mysteries, non-fiction? What kind of books do you seek
within these categories? What does this say about your interests? If
you are married, spend some quiet time recalling what it was you were
interested in before you married.

The second necessary task is a physical one.

You must walk.

You may ask, "What do you mean walk? What does that have to do
with regaining a sense of self and faith?"

Plenty, but I don’t mean the kind of walking you think.

I am not referring to walking for aerobic exercise (although it is
definitely a pleasant side benefit), or the kind with hand weights,
grimaced expressions of exertion, special shoes or treadmills.

I mean walking as a way of recharging your spirit and waking
up awareness. It may sound silly, and a bit "new-age," but, walking
to gain inner peace and insight is as old as time. The philosopher, Saint
Augustine, wrote, "Salvitor ambulando,”" which means, "It is solved by
walking." Surprisingly enough, he is right.

There is something inexplicable about being out, ambling through
the neighborhood, country, or even the city streets, that seems to bring a
peace, clarity of emotion and sense of well-being that cannot be accom-
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Beginning

plished as easily in any other way. When we remain inside for extended
periods of time, it is easy to lose perspective in our lives, and our
problems. We lose connection with the bigger world around us. By "the
bigger world," I do not mean people alone, but the world as a whole—
nature, the people around, the place created by God were we belong that
is bigger than our day-to-day "life of details."

"Earth with her thousand voices praises God"—Samuel Taylor
Coleridge knew the benefits of "stepping out" into the world. But, he
also knew, just as we must learn, that we are not supposed to go out on
a walk trying to make it a "deep" and beautiful experience. Doing that
makes it infinitely more difficult to accomplish—it’s simply too much
pressure. The feelings of peace, connection, and awareness of God, come
naturally while walking in your own direction and pace—and in thinking
your own thoughts, whatever they may be.

Perhaps you have just had and argument with someone and are
fuming about it, or maybe thoughts about yard work reign supreme. Any
of a million things rush in and out of consciousness on a walk, or one
nagging concern can chew at the heart. What is amazing is walking’s
ability to transform consciousness regardless of effort. Surprising insights
seem to jump into the frame. Peace creeps in, the focus widens, and it all
seems spontaneous and quite apart from mental strain. It’s a bit miracu-
lous really, a bit wonderful, and, surprisingly a bit of a secret from the
common man, little used, and under appreciated.

Even more miraculous, you will find that, after time, here and there a
silence overtakes, and you begin to open to even greater feelings, and to
the ability to hear the "thousand voices praising God," one of which will
be yours.

What is irhportant on these walks is not to force your mind in any
direction. Just let it go. It is also important to do this alone, if at all
possible. This is your walk. If you must take children with you, make
sure they are in a stroller or wagon (I use two radio flier wagons tied
together with a kid in each) so they will not be talking to you or stopping
your pace. However, I strongly advise against sharing your walks with
another adult. It will simply be too tempting to talk to each other.
Remember, this is not about socializing, but about you. As Fredrick Frank
put it, "For you can look at things while talking or with a radio going
full blast, but you can see only when the chatter stops."
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Walk daily, make time to do it—it doesn’t have to be more than
thirty minutes. I guarantee that after a month you will never want to give
it up. Chances are, you will smile more, be more patient, and you will
think more clearly. The peace you gain from this simple exercise can give
you the beginnings of a new and solid platform from which to rebuild
faith and closeness to God, for walking enables a peace and stillness
to enter the heart that comes through the act itself. Your ability to be
receptive awakens again, much in the way you were in the beginning of
your faith. This stillness is extremely valuable. Xhou Xuanjing writes,
"The secret of the receptive must be sought in stillness; within stillness
there remains the potential for action.”

It is not necessary to wait for the right mood to come and energize
you into action. You don’t have to be "in the mood" to spend time on
yourself, or in the mood to walk. As a matter of fact, there will probably
be many days when you are not. The familiar adage "old habits die hard"
is especially true in this case. That is why it is important not to rely on
mood to galvanize you into action.

Mood lies. Mood says, "Oh, I am too busy today washing windows
to spend time reading," or "My husband will think I am a bad wife if
I take this hour to myself..." Mood says, "I am tired," or depressed or
generally "not in the mood" to go for a walk. Mood saps your resolve
to change just as it can drive your initial desire fo change. It is for
this reason, its variable nature, that mood, like the dieter’s nemesis,
"willpower" must not be relied upon.

Pear] Buck said, "I don’t wait for- moods. You accomplish nothing
if you do that. Your mind must know it has to get down to work." She is
right.

It is absolutely important to resolve to "just do it," to make taking
time for yourself a life habit, that, like prayers, is close to inviolate. Once
you start you will never want to return to that empty shell that was
yourself.

It is highly likely that those closest to you will resist the time you
are spending on yourself, and the time you take for your walks. Just
remember that this is a natural response to change. Knowing that resist-
ance to change is natural is the key to weathering the comments and
negativity you might experience from those closest to you. It is your best
defense.
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In my case, my passion is writing, so every morning I began writing.
One of those first momings, my husband (usually a very supportive
person) lost his hairbrush, and noticed me writing at the table. He walked
up to me and said, rather snidely, "Oh, don’t worry about me, just go back
to your writing."—expressing his frustration in a way he never would
have if I had I been doing' a task he was used to. He would hardly have
said, had I been washing the dishes, for example, "Fine, you just go back
to your dishes!"

If I didn’t expect this kind of resistance as natural, I might have taken
it to my heart ("Oh, I am a bad wife...") and stopped writing. Instead, 1
shrugged it off (with some effort, I admit!), seeing it for what it was,
a natural response. I located the brush with my home inventory locator-
map that my husband assumes I possess, and returned to my writing.

If you know to expect resistance, and recognize it for what it is—not
an attack against you or what you are doing, but a natural resistance to
change, you can smile to yourself when you see it pop up. As walking and
taking "you time" begins to be a part of your normal routine, people in
your life will get used to it and cease to be threatened.

You must be strong and resolute, and by all means, don ¥ share what
you are doing with someone who is in this resistance phase for validation
or support. They will very likely try to take the wind out of your sails,
even if they are not intentionally calculating or malevolent normally.
Don’t open yourself up for that. Be secure that what you are doing is
leading to an increase of faith, happiness and peace in your life that will
ultimately benefit your loved ones as well as yourself.

You are about to embark on a wonderful opportunity for change.
Don’t wait for the perfect time, mood, or situation to begin—just begin.
As Kabir, the fifteenth century mystic philosopher said, "Wherever you
are is the entry point!"
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Chapter Five

Prayer

“rayer is the keystone of Islam. It is said of prayer,
~ "The first matter that the slave will be brought to
account for on the Day of Judgment is the prayer. If it is

; sound, the rest of his deeds will be sound. If it is bad, then the
€st of his deeds will be bad (Al-Tabarani)."

Anyone who has been through the experience of being a "new"
Muslim knows the joy of prayer—of not being able to wait for the next
prayer time to come, of having all of the hairs stand up on the back of
your neck while your eyes fill with tears as the adhan echoes through the
mosque. So, too, anyone who has been in the throws of real despair
also knows the strong, urgent, and comforting connection to God that
prayer provides during a time of personal tragedy.

When going through a low point in faith, however, a change in prayer
can be one of the first indications of a problem.

I have been through that initial high point of faith and practice. I
have also been through the low. I know from talking to other Muslims
that I am not alone.

One frank and honest sister recently mentioned to me, "God, I
remember when I couldn’t wait to pray. Now, [ do pray...but I don’t
look forward to it anymore."

The truth is, being at a low point in the practice of prayer is
not uncommon. Nor do I believe it is a harbinger of bad character or
morality. In fact, I would wager that almost everyone goes through a
period of "not really feeling like it," at least inside, even if they are
not willing to admit to it.

The symptoms are many—In my case, I would often forget to pray
until either the last minute, or would miss the time altogether and have to
"make it up." My mind would wander uncontrollably to the point that I
would forget which raka’ I was on. Fajr was always missed, and I would
actually look forward to getting my period and its accompanying respite
from what had become for me, yet another chore.
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Prayer

During this time, guilt was a constant partner in my life. I felt bad,
sacrilegious, and like a fake —but I dared not "let on" about the way I
was feeling.

All around me, then still an "active" member of the Islamic commu-
nity, I would see and hear about other people’s relationship to prayer
and would feel increasingly guilty and inadequate by comparison. I grew
hopeless, feeling almost as if T had a secret that no one else shared. I
remember one sister in particular, saying how peaceful prayer made her
feel—and how it was like "an island of peace" that was her private time
between herself and God. At the time, I just looked at her, feeling a
mixture of awe and jealousy. She was obviously much "deeper"” than me,
I thought. In fact, during many prayers, as I once again forgot my place,
I would bring her words to mind, and wonder just what had happened
to me that had brought me so far away from the ideal.

Another statement that greatly affected me was made during a halaga
at a local mosque, where the subject was prayer and the mercy of God.

The halaqa had recently been taken over by a new group leader,
an imposing woman given to voluminous black veils and armfuls of
beautiful gold jewelry. She seemed very knowledgeable, and was, to
be frank, a bit intimidating.

Surveying the room, she asked, "Do you think Allah will answer
your prayers if you don’t pray Fajr? Do you think Allah will be merciful
to you?"

Looking around, I noticed several women shaking their heads in the
negative.

The group leader went on, "That’s right, no!" "Allah will not answer
your prayers if you don’t pray Fajr." "Do you expect Allah to be merciful
if you don’t offer your prayers correctly?"

I remember looking around at all of those glowing faces, secure in
the knowledge that they were praying at the appropriate level of
perfection, while I, sitting there properly "hijabed and jilbabed," the very
picture of Islamic goodness, was really a terrible fraud, and a failure as
a Muslim.

In addition to having guilt as a constant companion, I now added fear.
Fully believing what this halaga leader said about the mercy of God,
I became extremely afraid. I already knew my prayers were horribly
lacking, but I was in a slump that I simply could not pull myself out of.
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Now that I knew God would not help me, I felt hopeless.

Filled with this guilt, fear, and a sense of disconnection with God
(after all, he was "angry" with me wasn’t he?), I began to approach prayer
with a sense of inevitable doom and judgment that only served to
magnify my alienation to an even higher degree.

As it often happens in life, bad turned to worse. I began to
experience a string of personal tragedies. In a short amount of time, my
family and I suffered from a miscarriage, the imprisonment of my sister,
the possibility that my son might be suffering from Autism, and the death
of my husband’s brother.

My worst fears began to be realized as I felt God’s wrath upon me.
Worse yet, I worried that, although I constantly beseeched God for
help and relief, he would not answer my call because my prayers, as well
as myself, were not perfect.

In the midst of despair, I turned to some members of the Islamic
community for emotional support, only to have my faults magnified back
to me a hundred fold. One woman even said, "It is no wonder you had a
miscarriage,” meaning it had been a sign and punishment from God.

I finally completely broke down.

L, the former example of "excellent Islamic womanhood," one always
called on to introduce and acquaint new people with Islam and the
community, dropped out of everything, went on tranquilizers, and ran
home to my family.

It was there, with my non-Muslim family, and surrounded by non-
believers in a very small country town, that I began my first return to
solitude.

- I would go for long walks, oblivious to the startled stares of passers-
by. I was in such emotional pain that other people’s reactions to me
no longer mattered. I also began to read again—not books on "the
punishments of hell," or the merits of Aijab, but my old, battered Qur’an,
one of the few things I took with me.

There, in the midst of my lowest point, I began to notice the "non-
gloom and doom" portions of the Qur’an—a side of Islam and God that
I, and I realized, many other Muslims around me in our well-meaning
zeal, had forgotten.

The realization gradually dawned on me that, while it was good to
focus on the wrath of God and ideal practice, the focus had become oddly
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skewed toward those themes to the exclusion of all else. In isolation I was
able to step back and see what had, in the beginning, been so clear
(a period when I also had time to myself), that God really was literally
Most Gracious, Most Merciful. It was no one’s right to assail or limit
that fact.

I began to realize that the books I read, the company I kept, and the
beliefs I let into my heart during the years of my declining faith had
been geared less toward my relationship with God than my need to seek
validation in the path I had chosen.

Although no one can argue with the assertion that a focus on the right
practice of religion in all of its aspects—from prayer, to behavior, and
even dress is an important and indispensable part of Islam, there comes a
point, where practices can become both exclusive and exclusionary rather
than worship. Instead, they become a mark of belonging, and the realm of
appearances can begin to take on a dangerously significant importance.

If I had only been honest enough, like the woman who shared her
feelings with me, to admit to how I was feeling about prayer, I might have
realized that I wasn’t the first or the last Muslim to feel that way, I may
have even found someone who had gone through it themselves, and found
a way to recover from the same slump. Maybe they could have told me,
before I had to learn it the hard way, that in trying so hard to keep up
appearances, and in trying to belong, I had forgotten the role of the self—
of the importance of bringing the "me" to prayer. The conviction that
prayer was between myself and God was honestly missing—and no
amount of belonging or acceptance in a group—no matter how "Islamic"
it appeared or even was could ever replace that fact.

Again and again, I read from the opening chapter of the Qur’an,
"Thee do we worship, And Thine aid we seek," and realized I could, in
fact, must seek the help of God as both my duty, and my right. This was
a fact that no one could (or should try) to take away.

It was ironic that how I felt about the imperfection of my prayers,
both as a result of my own beliefs, and as a result of the comments and
lessons from other Muslims, the very lessons and beliefs that were
supposed to prompt me to improve my prayer, in fact only served to
increase my alienation. I was approaching prayer in the belief that I was
so bad, that my prayers were so far from some lofty ideal, that God would
never listen to me or offer help.
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In my long and solitary walks, in the midst of my self-imposed
seclusion from the "community," I began to gain a new perspective on
how I interacted with other Muslims—as well as my motivations for
doing so. I admitted that, more than anything else, in the last few years,
all of the talk, activities, and efforts to "belong" in the Muslim communi-
ty, all of the effort that had supposedly been about God, had a great deal
more to do with appearances and "fitting in." In this reality, there was
little wonder that my prayer suffered.

The rather surprising and nice thing about my realization was that,
like turning on the light after a nightmare, being honest about what my
"Islamic experience" had degenerated into, marked the beginning of
clarity, and actual optimism.

I went home and instigated some changes.

First, I stepped back from the "community."

This may seem a bit strange, and even "sacrilegious,”" but for me
it was absolutely necessary. I knew that the community was good (in
theory) and ultimately important, but for me it had become a quest to
"belong," and as such had put a wall between myself and real faith.

Unfortunately, guilt proved to be a major obstacle against this step.
After all, I worried, aren’t we all responsible for building the Islamic
community? If we all start dropping out, how will any good be accom-
plished? After much thought, I ultimately decided that the answer had
to be found in the oft-repeated phrase, "first help yourself—only then can
you help others."

Second, I made the conscious decision to go back and discover
my real self again. As trite as that sounds, it was quite necessary. I accom-
plished this by simply doing what I loved, writing, and taking turns
around my neighborhood in my trusty Keds. Simplistic? Yes, it was, but
the neat thing about it was it worked.

I now understood that I hadn’t been bringing my real self and heart to
my religion. I buried that self in a million affectations that I thought
were better than what I actually was. As a result, there was no hope, no
possibility for real faith or a strong connection to God. My public
performance of faith surely shined by all outward measures, yet, inside it
smacked of a hollowness that eventually ate at my soul.

Third, I had to resolve to show up at prayer.

This meant that I had to simply pray. I didn’t approach it negatively,
worried about my "feelings." I didn’t think about God being "angry"
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with me, and instead constantly recalled to mind "Most Gracious, Most
Merciful." I decided to take the Quranic requirement, "establish regular
prayers," quite literally. Along with consciously tossing the complex feel-
ings I had about prayer. I simply had to "show up" to pray, committed to
the quantity. Strangely, the quality began to grow as I came back to
myself.

Finally, I began to do some things to encourage myself. Although
these things are different for every person, for me it simply consists of
doing "tricks" that put me in a prayerful mood.

First, I made a list of verses from the Qur’an that stirred my heart and
gave me hope. They could be any verse that seemed to "speak to me."
What was important was that the list was private and of my exclusive
choosing. This step had the nice fringe benefit of recharging my genuine
interest in the Qur’an.

Creative by nature (I am so right-brained my head leans to the side),
I went all out, using beautiful paper, calligraphy pens, and even framed
some.

Another trick I used was making my own special place in my home
where I could pray—it’s not particularly grand, actually a just a corner of
my dining room. There, I have a gurgling fountain, a soft, and fragrant
prayer rug (Ah, the many wonders of Bounce), and a completely toy and
clutter free atmosphere. It is a tiny place really, no more than three feet
by five, but the carpeting, seldom trod upon in that spot, is still plush and
thick. It is an area that gives me, albeit, not quite, Virginia Wolf’s ideal
"Room of One’s Own," but an island of serenity that is mine, nonetheless.

The idea of a "special place” may seem silly, but the respite it
provides from visual distraction, clutter, paperwork, toys, and all of the
emotional distractions they evoke, as well as the added dimension of
focus and meaning that creeps back into the prayer itself, well outstrips
its intrinsic hokeyness factor. Further, I believe this is the very essence
behind the famous hadith, paraphrased, "the best mosques for women are
the inner parts of their houses." Unlike the popular (male) interpretation,
that it is meant to discourage women from mosque attendance, I believe
that many women are more privately spiritual, and, for us, the best
connection between the soul and God is the one made in solitude.

I also began to keep a prayer outfit, the simple cotton two-piece skirt
and scarf that covers everything necessary for prayer. Keeping it in my
prayer area affords me respite from the hassle of having to find something
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suitable to wear when prayer time comes around. Further, having clothes
~ exclusively designated for prayer helps me to "switch gears" into a more
spiritual state of mind.

The last trick is my favorite. It involves praying outside during warm
nights.

There is something special about being outside, under the night sky,
or in a warm breeze, that lends itself to a feeling of closeness to God. A
warm summer or fall night, alone, free of noise, conversation, and lights
can rival the greatest mosque in its ability to evoke feelings of true faith.

As simple as it sounds, praying outside has become quite rare in
modern life, and the opportunity, one Muslims in former years took as a
matter of course, has become lost to many of us. The wonderful thing,
howeuver, is that it is also one of the many experiences life has to offer that
we can simply decide to do. It is only a matter of moving out of the fog
of habit, stepping outside, looking up, and saying, "Oh, yeah..." "That’s
what the stars look like!"

A note of caution, should you decide to try any of these methods,
or any of your own division. Use a ruthless selection process when
deciding to share what you are doing with others. Essentially everything
should be experiences of solitude, geared toward the self, not the group.
Although nothing in these experiences are "secret," one runs the risk
of encountering, at the very least, playful teasing, or at the worst, out and
out criticism for embarking on any endeavor of self-improvement.

Unfortunately, it is often those closest to us that are eventually our
most active saboteurs. This is not due to a lack of love or care, quite the
contrary. In fact, often this negativity is subconscious and even more
often veiled. They may say things like, "Why are you doing that?" "You
are acting so strange lately,” or any other of the myriad of comments
designed to let the wind out of our sails, and maintain the status quo.

As I mentioned before, resistance to change is a powerful human
trait. It is necessary to be both protective of yourself, and, at the same
time, understanding of friends and loved ones.

Not sharing ones "tricks" or the reasons for doing them is probably
wise, unless you are confident that you will be supported. When in doubt,
keep it to yourself. Upon reflection, you will usually find the real
motivations for sharing them are for validation anyway. Ultimately the
only validation we really need comes from within.
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resiliency and natural hope hold court with a fagade of such strength that
their true fragility only becomes apparent well after the appearance of
maturity.

Samuel Coleridge wrote in 1802 an amazingly poetic description of
this youthful resiliency of joy in his Ode to Dejection,

There was a time when, though my path was rough,
This joy within me dallied with distress,

And all my misfortunes were but as the stuff
Whence fancy made me dreams of happiness:

For hope grew around me, like the twining vine,
And fruits, and foliage, not my own,

Seemed mine.

Now, more and more, I notice the absence of the optimistic hope that
was once mine as well, and I find that I experience each moment of joy
with a twinge of fear. I no longer possess a moment of happiness as I once
did—with a sense of entitlement and surety of the promise of more to
come.

Instead, as in this moment, the smile on my lips is betrayed by a
shadow of sadness—the very same look that I would occasionally
glimpse on the face of my father as I was growing up.

Then, as a child, I was confused, even annoyed by the look of it. Stop
it, 1 would think, don t be so dramatic, so sappy, so depressing.

I would hasten to make some witty, or alternately, biting remark to
make his look, his sad smile, go away. It made me uncomfortable.

It seems that only the mixture of time and experience has the power
to produce the alchemic transformation of the clear smile of youth into
the smile 1 now fix on the joyful face of my daughter—a smile she is not
old enough to notice, nor wax uncomfortable...In time.

I am not sure if those who are not parents feel the same emotion, or
whether the mixture of time and experience must necessarily contain the
particular component of a child—the delicious smell of babies fresh from
naps, the puppy-dog scent of a little boy coming through the door after a
day outside in the wind, or the hot little hands of a toddler, asleep with a
fever, wonderful and awful at the same time. I am unsure, maybe because
I became a parent at a relatively young age, and only noticed its
emergence after the birth of my son, whether the ingredients necessary to
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produce this transformation must include the bond of parental love, rather
like the addition of baking powder in a cake recipe.

Regardless of its origin, one of the striking things about this feeling,
this happy sadness, is its ability to magnify even the most mundane
into the treasured. The clear smile of my daughter would perhaps go
unnoticed, the request from my son to "come hug" would go postponed
while I diligently (manically) go about the all-important task of folding
laundry...Even the sight of my husband stacking a load of firewood
(a chore in which I do not partake, lest there be spiders in them, there,
logs) would be free of my musings on the awful possibility of days upon
days without him, should he leave this life before me.

Yes, clearly this feeling is a blessing, a gift of appreciation that
allows me to recognize the individual moments of life as the precious
gifts they are. '

Yes...Yes...And if I had a choice it is also a feeling I would
banish from my emotional repertoire faster than you can say "Prozac.”

I hate it. In fact, I consider this feeling akin to my childhood
relationship with Brussels sprouts. Knowing their supposed health
benefits did not abate my horror when faced with a steaming plate of
green, smelly goodness before me—just as knowing the appreciation and
poignant beauty evoked by the painful knowledge of the transience of
joyous moments does not abate my wish to be free of the knowledge once
again.

Such is life. Brussels sprouts are harvested and bound for the plates
of children everywhere, and souls continuously pass out of their cocoons
of youthful exuberance into bewildered adults, suddenly in full posses-
sion of the sad smile.

Yes, it is good for me, but it’s also still hard to take. Harder still are
those actual moments of personal tragedy when they eventually do
come—as they do for us all.

Then, we find ourselves sitting at a traffic light gazing at the people
in the cars passing before us, in wonder that their "lives of details,"
shopping, cooking, arguing, laughing, continue while the world for us
has been stopped in its tracks. The merciless inevitability of death,
sickness, or tragedy drawn from the well of endless possibility comes
crashing home.

It is a boundless shock, and once experienced it is never to be forgot-
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ten. Each moment of joy ever after (and amazingly enough, moments of
joy do come again), is tainted by its memory. And it is the experience of
everyone of us blessed with a life that stretches into adulthood.

Unfortunately, as Muslims, most of us live in communities that are,
to put it kindly, not equipped to assist those suffering in a time of crisis.

Muslims are as human as the rest of the world, however, especially
within societies in which Islam is not the dominant religion, our equal
propensity with the rest of the world to succumb to difficulties is often
ignored by our own communities. Muslims are faced with everything
from divorce, death of a loved one, illness, economic emergency, or
even crime, yet our communities are infamously ill-equipped to offer
assistance or even simple solace.

The most glaring culprit contributing to this reality is the particular
cultural and social dynamic characteristic of "ex-patriot" Islamic com-
munities.

One incident in which this was definitely the case involved a young
and beautiful woman in the midst of what was quite possibly the most
tragic experience of her life.

Her husband lay dying in a coma, after being diagnosed with an
advanced, and previously undetected, stomach cancer just days before,
and several people from the local Islamic community were on hand to
conduct a waiting room vigil in support of the young couple.

As commendable as the intention was, I was dismayed to see a
discussion commence considering whether it was halal or haram to
disconnect the life-support on which the young man had become
completely and irreversibly dependent—a discussion not conducted in a
loving or helpful way (the young wife had not asked for advice), but in
the manner of a debate, as if there were not a very real and immediate
emotional despair in their midst.

I have seen cases of domestic violence, divorce, and even rape,
treated with everything from blatant culturally based sexism, hostility,
indifference, to outright derision, when leaders or ordinary members of
the Islamic community were turned to for aid—and time and time again,
I have seen nothing short of gleeful interest on the faces enquiring of a
community member in crisis, obviously hoping to replenish their store of
relatable gossip (the worse the better).

The sad and honest truth is that many communities are sorely lacking
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in the resources, training, and compassion necessary to be a source of
solace or guidance in a time of crisis. Even more sad is the fact that most
Muslims come to realize this, rather unfortunate, fact during a time in
their lives when they are at their most vulnerable.

Having been through one of these periods as I waited for test results
on my son, results that would determine whether he had the devastating
chromosomal abnormality, Fragile X, I must admit that the Islamic
community, with its share of highly competitive and gossip-prone
individuals, teamed with its track record (at least in my local area), of
being less than supportive in times of crisis, was absolutely the last place
I wanted to turn for emotional comfort or advice. In fact, strangely
enough, it was the words of an anonymous nurse (almost certainly not a
Muslim) that pointed me in the direction of the only comfort I was to find
in those difficult weeks.

I was on the phone with the office of my son’s neurologist, in an
effort to get some clarification on the specific symptoms of the disorder.
As I spoke to the nurse, I was distressed to find myself unable to stop the
wave of sobs overtaking me.

Unable to ignore my obvious distress, the woman told me, "Go hug
your children and hope for the best."

"Ok", I said.

"Are you really going to be Ok?" she asked.

"Well, I guess I don’t have a choice", I replied.

"Yes, you always have a choice..." she said, ‘You can get on your
knees and pray."

Strangely enough, it was these simple words, spoken by a Christian,
in all probability, that pointed me toward the only relief I was to find in
those days—prayer.

It sounds hokey, it sounds trite, it even sounds vaguely sacrilegious to
find comfort in the words of an unbeliever, after all, it expressly says in
the Qur’an, "Let not the Believers take for friends or helpers unbelievers
rather than Believers...(3: 28)." However, I also believe that inspiration
and mercy from God can come in many forms.

One thing I learned from this experience is that, in times of despair,
a thick fog of misery descends so quickly that the obvious is quickly
obscured from view. '

Although I had been praying during this tirne, my prayers had
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been mostly along the lines of, "Please make my children okay." It never
occurred to me to pray for comfort in itself—to seek solace from God
to simply ease the pain.

I did, I really prayed, and actually began to look forward to the
coming of the next prayer time (something I had never done before), and,
there with my children playing on the floor at my feet, I found a calm
serenity and an unexplainable knowledge that everything would be
Okay, no matter what.

It is no small thing that I could find comfort in prayer, when I was in
such a state that no words, no conversation, no tears, no sleep—nothing
brought relief. 1 was in one of those situations when nothing could offer
relief, the kind of pain that brings an instant kinship of feeling to all those
who ever contemplated suicide, a kind of pain like childbirth that one
longs to escape at any cost. That prayer was able to bring relief from this
kind of despair is no small testimony to the power and mercy of God.

Had I sought solace in any other avenue, I am sure I would not have
made it through that time. Further, that those sources of comfort that
usually serve me well in times of everyday difficulty held absolutely
no power over actual despair proved to me that only God is sufficient—
that the verse, "...God is your best Protector and the best of Helpers
(3: 150)," was true. Perhaps everyday difficulties of life might lend
themselves to helpful advice and aid from other, well-intentioned souls,
but, in a time of real and extreme crisis, not only is it impossible to
"pull yourself together," so, too, is it impossible for anyone else to truly
help or give comfort. It is a time when there is absolutely no relief to be
found in platitudes, advice, or moralizing, however well intentioned.

It is days since the writing of the first words of this chapter, and I now
sit at my kitchen table, pen again traveling over the page. My baby,
Amani is now attempting her first bumbling steps across the kitchen
floor, barefoot and tenaciously holding onto the sparking pink toy car she
uses as support. Her hair is in a ponytail at the top of her head. It looks
decidedly like a palm tree.

I begrudgingly accept the fact that a morning such as this will not
always be peaceful or happy. As surely as the sun rises and sets, so, too,
bad times will come again. I only accept this because I must. To be
honest, I am scaring myself just by writing this down, and find myself
asking God to protect myself and the ones I love.

133



Believing As Ourselves

But I also know from experience that there is help and mercy from
God even in the worst circumstances—a help that is not to be experienced
from the words, actions or embraces of others.

Unfortunately, this subject is almost never discussed beyond the
level of moralizing. In fact, the closest I have ever heard the subject come
usually centers around the tendency to beg God for help in times of
adversity, only to forget all about it once delivered from the icy grasp of
despair, as in the verse, "When trouble toucheth a man, he crieth unto
Us...But when We have solved his trouble, he passeth on his way as if
he had never cried to Us...(10: 12)."

Although warnings against improper behavior always have merit
(and ingratitude of such a degree as found in the Quranic verse is
definitely an excellent example of how not to be), there is at times such
an emphasis placed on warnings, injunctions, and recrimination, that the
practical steps that should be done in a particular situation are all but
obscured, leaving each individual Muslim to flounder in a darkness that
could have been lit by the light of those who have traveled before.

Real anguish is a part of this life that we are all bound to experience.
For me, the absolute only thing that got me through it in one piece is in
private prayer between myself and God—in my own way with my own
heart.

It seems obvious enough, but it took a stranger over the phone to
remind me of it.

Somefimes it is easy to forget that we, as Muslims, have very real
practical problems that require straight, direct, and private soul searching
and prayer. Unfortunately, there isn’t much emphasis placed on the
importance of this information within Muslim circles. -

Although going over the fine points of Islamic life has its place in
community discourse, there comes a time when honest compassion, true
understanding, and quiet guidance are called for, and discussions,
judgment, and debate are best left behind.

I truly believe that if such qualities were found and practiced in
greater quantity within our communities, it would serve the average soul
in a far greater, and a more authentic capacity than what is currently
available—for when periods of tragedy and suffering come, as they must
come to us all, it would be nice to find a gentle hand from within the
fold of Islam to guide the way. It is the least we can do for each other.
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A Note on Depression

In Muslim circles, it is not popular to speak of depression. In fact,
depending on which cultural factors are involved in any given situation,
it can be downright taboo to even discuss the possibility that someone
may be clinically depressed.

Often, either depression is thought of as something that is entirely
under the control of the individual and, as such, can be "snapped out of,"
or at the other extreme, as a form of mental illness carrying a stigma of
insanity.

Either way, the depressed individual is not likely to be motivated to
seek outside assistance for what is, in reality, a real and treatable medical
problem—and is even less likely to share their experience with other
Muslims. '

Depression is highly treatable in all of its forms. Counseling and
medications such as Paxil, Prozac, and Buspar, or a combination of both,
are highly effective in combating its symptoms.

The most common signs of depression are:

* Depressed (sad) mood.

* Change in sleep habits (sleeping too much, or difficulty sleeping).

* Loss of interest or pleasure in daily activities and activities
previously enjoyed.

» Weight gain or loss.

* Loss of energy.

» Thoughts of death or suicide.

If these signs apply to you, I urge you to see your doctor and tell
him/her about your symptoms. Not only is there nothing shameful about
it, but it is simply an unnecessary illness that can be treated.

One would never think of living with an infection that could be
simply and effectively treated with antibiotics. Depression should be
no different.
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Chapter Fifteen
Women’s Work

ne of my most beloved family traditions is the ritual of
Saturday morning coffee with my husband.

I just love to wake up, brew an exquisite pot of Starbucks
(after all, we do live in the coffee capital of the world), and settle down
at our dining room table to discuss life. My husband acquiesces to this
little demand on him because that’s just what good husbands do. He
thinks I don’t know he secretly would rather start the day remote control
in hand, but I recognize the signs—the shifty eyes, his neck straining to
achieve maximum sound reception of a basketball game, mysteriously
on in the next room.

I don’t worry about it. I know that, sooner or later, my son will
awaken and begin his Saturday morning ritual. The cartoons. will come
on. My husband’s neck will relax, his eyes will clear, and he will say,
"What honey?" :

It was during one of these morning conversations that I was
commenting on my inability to get any writing done during the previous
weeks. :

At my suggestion, we had embarked on the rather daunting task
of completely remodeling our kitchen. The entire process was clearly
and effortlessly accomplished in a single half-hour episode of a home-
improvement program on the Discovery Channel. 1 was convinced we
could do the same. After all, how hard could it be?

I convinced my husband, who was rather dubious about the idea, that
we could accomplish the same glistening white-on-white masterpiece
of American kitchendom, sans assistance.

Four weeks later, we sat enjoying our coffee, gazing at the results—
not exactly as flawless as on television, but nice enough, and a substan-
tial improvement on the previous seventies-era ambiance.
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True, we had almost killed each other in the process (there is no
surer test of the mettle of a marriage than a co-undertaking of home
improvement), but we finally had a pretty kitchen, as well as the impor-
tant fringe benefit of having depleted our monetary stores to such a
degree as to make retaining respective divorce attorneys all but impossi-
ble for some time (time enough for the memories of mid-renovation
hostility to fade). —

So, there we sat, discussing our mutually shared excitement of getting
on with the neglected business of our lives, when I mentioned how
anxious [ was to finally finish my book.

At this, my dear, usually wisely sensitive and socially astute husband,
with a flourish and a snort declared, "Oh well...you have plenty of
time...its not like its exactly critical."

I was stung.

Having my writing (picture me in a beret scribbling in a coffee
house), my book that I had been steadfastly pouring my soul into for
the last seven months not crifical, dismissing it as if it were some cute
hobby to be tolerated, perhaps amused by, but not taken seriously, was
extremely hurtful.

Seeing my expression, and regaining his senses, my husband, in
an effort to implement hasty damage control procedures, blurted, "What
I meant was, there’s no hurry...you can finish it anytime..."

I knew his intentions were good, but I wanted to end this conversa-
tion before it had an even greater impact on my morale—and, not wish-
ing to open my heart’s calling to further dismissal, however unwitting or
unconscious, I quickly changed the subject.

This exchange got me thinking about the infamous, yet strangely
passive resistance women meet from those closest to them, those whom
they love most and are most loved by, when a decision is made to follow
the "authentic calling” of the soul.

As anyone who has embarked on the pursuit of a personal love
knows, the worst thing you can do is to allow a cloud of doubt to
creep into the endeavor. Whether writing, following an entreprencurial
or professional calling, or doing anything that truly has the investment of
authentic desire, there is an inherent fragility and need of protection that
comes with the territory.
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Lest 1T sound too "mew age," let me explain what I mean by
"authentic calling."

It is only in the "modern age" that we have departed from the idea that
each individual is blessed with a specific gift that is truly and uniquely
theirs. Today, it is almost foreign to embrace the notion that each person
has a calling or vocation that is an integral part of their identity. Instead,
we, especially as women, have been taught to believe "we can do
anything" as well as anyone else. In my mind, the question is not whether
we can, but whether we should, or even want to.

The great German writer, Johann Von Geothe, wrote, "Everyone
undertakes what he sees another successful in, whether he has the
aptitude for it or not." Unfortunately, unlike Goethe, the vast majority of
people seem to embrace the tendency toward empty emulation as a
virtue (as long as it might gamner riches or approval). Sadly, Muslims are
no exception.

Few stop to consider the possibility that, in following the shoulds, the
esteemed professions, and the guaranteed money makers or money less,
but people-pleasing endeavors, we are wasting God-given talent in the
process.

I have often heard the concept of risq, discussed in halaga lessons,
where, usually, it is directly associated with money or material provi-
sioning. It seems we almost never consider it on the level of blessings
of ability or situation—the concept that each individual is imbibed with
a particular gift or quality with which they were meant to excel, an
existence that is uniquely suited for them, and a quality that, when
utilized, fills the soul with joy and purpose.

I know women who not only excel, but find contentment in the
complex arts of homemaking (with the proof found in the exquisitely
organized linen closet—scented, organized sheets, towels, pillowcases,
comforters bound in satin ribbon), the smell of baking apple pies, fresh
bread, and home cooked meals, happy children and beaming husband.

There are other women for which this is a struggle. The linen closet
is a closed door bursting with a jumble of towels, sheets, and who knows
what (At least its clean!), the only thing that comes out of the oven once
bore the name of Swanson, the children are in front of the Nintendo,
and the husband is harping for the hundredth time about the lack of
matching socks.
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Instead of finding fault, used to preconceived notions of how a
woman should be, perhaps it is possible to consider that one woman is
ideally, authentically, and internally gifted with a calling to the domestic,
and finds her sustenance (the- essence of risq) both emotionally and
financially through the nurturance of her home and family, and, through
either luck or conscious choice, created a life around this ability.

The other woman, however, perhaps by ignoring her own inner voice,
or in listening too intently to the voices-of ethers, followed a path that was
not hers, now finds ‘herself hopelessly lost as a result, neither finding
joy nor natural ability in the domestic realm.

Conversely, in the "working world," one -can find women who excel
and find genuine satisfaction in their careers and are horrified at the
thought-of giving them up—while there are others who work through
either "necessity" or.coercion, watch the clock, and dream of home.

A great deal of discontent and struggle comes from ignoring the
internal signs that point toward the genuine—what is internally right.

Nathanial Emmons wrote, "One principal reason why men are
so often useless is that they neglect their own profession or calling,
and divide and shift their attention among a multitude of objects and
pursuits.”

My college experience was a monument to the truth of these words.

T changed my major five times from cultural anthropology to agricul-
tural engineering, -back to anthropology, to business, and finally to
‘English.

The thing was, these changes were prompted, with the exception of
English, by heeding the voices and opinions of others—parents, friends,
-and even my husband—not by inner prompting.

Anthropology was easy and good for a beginner, engineering was
practical and prestigious, and business could prepare me for a "career."
The only problem was Anthropology was too easy and felt pointless,
engineering was completely beyond my grasp of mathematics, and
business alternately bored me to tears, and terrorized me with required
courses in accounting and statistics (out of which I earned a C- and a
D respectively).

When 1 finally switched to English after the wake up call of a
miserable term in business, and its accompanying C- grade point average,
I surprised myself and those closest to me by going on to become,
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and remain, an honors student ever after.

It’s not that I finally buckled down and began to study. In fact, I did
study, but not half as hard as I did in my other majors. Instead, I found
that for some reason I was just good at English, that I naturally liked
literature and writing. This liking was not due to will alone, but to a
natural inclination that was inside of me.

It is said that success and contentment come when love and will
intersect toward a single focus. Could it be that love of something can
point to the seat of risq within, while it is will that carries the strength,
work and discipline that brings that love to fruition? That cooling
culinary masterpiece of a perfectly risen soufflé, scientific discovery,
exquisite embroidery, successful business, or heartbreaking Quranic
recitation—could they not be the essence of God-given sustenance?

If so, how does one know when one is (or is not) living a life in full
utilization of true purpose—the unique platform for doing good in this
world? ' :

Gary Zukav, the author of the best-selling book, The Seat of the Soul,
summarizes an answer to this question eloquently; :

What does it feel like to remember your souls task?....When the
deepest part of you becomes engaged in what you are doing,
when your activities and actions become gratifying and purpose-
ful, when what you do serves both yourself and others, when you
do not tire within but seek the sweet satisfaction of your life and
your work, you are doing what you are meant to be doing. The
Personality that is engaged in the work of the soul is buoyant. It
is not burdened with negativity. It does not fear. It experiences
purposefulness and meaning. It delights in its work and in others.
It is fulfilled and fulfilling.

In this light the harried housewife is viewed, not as lazy, incompetent
or lacking, but as a woman who has forgotten or ignored the signs toward
her individual, genuine God-given gifts. '

As Muslims, many of us are not used to looking at ourselves, or
others in this way. Instead, the reality of life for the majority of Muslims
is that we (like it or not) live under the shadow of some of the most
demanding cultural expectations of just what makes a woman great,
desirable, and successful in the world, and almost none of them have a
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thing to do with authenticity, Islam, or what is "best" for anyone.

Keeping up with the Jones’s not only has been elevated to a high art,
especially between women, but all eyes, male and female, assess the
worth of a woman by the degree in which she sacrifices herself to live
up to those expectations.

Even more difficult, when convert women marry men from
"traditional backgrounds" they often carry the burden of their own
culturally created beliefs about what makes a "good woman" and add the
cultural beliefs of her husband’s background as well. Combined, these
expectations can form a wall as daunting as a field of land mines between
a life authentically lived and a life of halted dreams and wasted abilities.

Although much lip service is given to the topic of women’s rights, the
reality of many, if not most, is far from the rather progressive Islamic
ideal. ‘

Few women are strong enough to insist on the rights afforded them
through Islam—rights like financial independence and support, and
protection from sexist and unequal divisions of labor in the home.
Skewed societal beliefs and restraints prevent a woman from having two
very important and indispensable tools for a satisfying life—a modicum
of financial independence, and a reasonable level of free time with which
to pursue any semblance of a true and authentic calling.

Often women, especially Muslim women, are reduced to "reading
while waiting for the iron to heat," as poet Adrienne Rich writes in her
Portrait of a Daughter-in-law. We are continually trying to squeeze the
pulls of the heart between the more "legitimate" and practical cares and
responsibilities of day to day life. The sad thing about this tendency is
the mistaken assumption that, through the neglect of ourselves, we can
better serve the ones we love.

To make matters worse, too many Muslim men consider the pinnacle
of womanhood to be buried in impossible ideals, in which, like the
Roman poet Horace, women are considered highly only so long as
they remain, "Dulce ridens, dulce loquens"—Sweetly laughing, sweetly
speaking. She may be anything; a doctor, lawyer, businesswoman,
scientist, that’ fine, but only if she may also, and first, be beautiful,
pleasing, self-effacing, and proficient in catering to all of the wants of
her husband and family, whether they be her Islamic responsibility or not.

There is no question that doors have been opened for women where
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they once stood bolted. We, for the most part, are free to pursue our
dreams. The only problem is that we have not been freed, nor have we
freed ourselves, from one iota of the baseless responsibility heaped upon
the generations before us—generations for whom the door remained
bolted. The result is that we are placed in the cruel position.of being able
to glimpse our dreams, our natural abilities, talents and petential, yet are
so strained for time and resources that at best we can only produce a
half-hearted attempt at their fulfillment.

Florence Nightingale spoke to the heart of this issue in her writings,
.and had a keen insight on the lives of married women, women whose
responsibilities and family pulls are of such an overwhelming nature as
to prove insurmountable. She wrote,

When shall we sece a woman make a study of what she does?
Married women cannot; for a man would think, if his wife
undertook any great work with the intention of carrying it out—
of making anything but a sham out of it—that she should suckle
his fools [Othello] and "chronicle his small beer" less well for
it—that he would have not so good a dinner—that she would
destroy, as it is called, his domestic life.

You may say, dear reader, as I did, "But...my husband is not like
that...I am not like that. I can beth “undertake great work’ and carry it
out." Perhaps that is true. But I ask you, then, can you do it without guilt
and without interruption? (Admit it, you find "without interruption”
smacking of selfishness. I know I do—I have babies pulling at my skirts,
a husband with a rumbling stomach, a Pepsi stain in the rug just waiting
to be scrubbed out, and friends to call). Is there really a block of time in
your day in which you can engage in your "soul’s task?" Can you, with
clear conscience, argue with Florence Nightingale’s observation that,

Women are never supposed to have any occupation of sufficient

importance not to be interrupted, except ‘suckling their fools’;

-and women themselves have accepted this, have written books

to support it, and have trained themselves so as to consider

whatever they do as not of such value to the world or to others,

but they can throw it up at the first claim of ‘social life’.

I submit that this is exactly the lot of the vast majority of Muslim
women, that their abilities above and beyond the domestic realm are
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largely sacrificed, and that the Quranic verse, "Men are the protectors
and maintainers of women...because they provide for them out of their
sustenance," has been interpreted as a limitation on their pursuits
rather than an emancipation. For, Islamic pundits the world over, expound
on the delicate, imperiled, and weak nature of women, and view the
"protection" verse as justification for virtual enslavement. They reason
that women logically ransom their "room and board" with domestic
and family responsibility to the exclusion of all else.

Not -only is this injustice in the extreme (after all, the relative
monetary and provisioning value assigned to the endurance of such
wifely duties as childbirth and years of sleepless nights never enters into
the equation), but it carries with it the real result of placing literally more
than half of the Muslim population veritably out of commission when it
comes to sharing what they have to offer to the community and the world.

Pericles, the Athenian statesman, wrote in the fifth century, "The
chief glory of woman is not to be talked of." Can we really, in clear con-
science, argue that this is not widely the greatest common ideal in Islamic
womanhood today? If you doubt this, dear reader, consider for a moment
whether a woman rising up, offering her voice, talent, wisdom and
knowledge in the mosque or community fares well. Although, she
may, for a while, be listened to, perhaps even tolerated, after any length
of time, rumblings will start—She is loud, she is "bossy," she should
be home making dinner. The schism between the propaganda of the
emancipated Islamic woman and the culturally bound reality rears its
head. In the words of Virginia Woollf,

...A very queer, composite being emerges. Imaniginatively, she
is of the highest importance; she pervades poetry from cover to
cover; she is all but absent from history. She dominates the lives
of kings and conquers in fiction; in fact she was the slave of any
boy whose parents forced a ring on her finger....A worm winged
like an eagle; the spirit of life and beauty in the kitchen chopping
up suet.

If we honestly face the mirror, is our collective reality as Muslim
women really so different from what Virginia Woolf describes? Can we,
within our own circles and freed from the pressure to provide a good
image to the "outside world" admit that the reality of the perception of
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what makes a "good woman" is so far removed from the Islamic ideal
that something must be done about it?

In our zeal to protect our religion, and to always present it in the
light it deserves, we are often the first to repeat, ad naseum, "That is not
Islam...It is Arab, Persian, Pakistani culture...There is a difference!"

Okay...so, fine and good. But what about our realities, our day-to-
day lives that must crash again and again against the walls of culture
as surely and relentlessly as the waves of the sea pounding the shore?

In a mode where we have abandoned our authenticity, we are ripe
candidates, completely vulnerable to the tyranny of cultural prejudice and
injustice. Yet, how can a woman, such as Florence Nightingale describes,
find the strength to uphold the banner of authenticity, to claim all that
is rightfully hers to experience in life, and hers to uniquely provide for
others? How can she resist the relentless draw of conformity in order
to become the full embodiment of the Islamic Woman as she was meant
to be, without feeling inside that it is a sham and a show? Must we
be like the women Nightingale describes,

Women dream till they have no longer the strength to dream;
those dreams against which they so struggle, so honestly, vigor-
ously, and contentiously, and so in vain, yet, which are their life,
without which they could not have lived; those dreams go at
last. All their plans and visions seem vanished, and they know not
where; gone, and they cannot recall them. They do not even
remember them. And they are left without the reality of (food)
or of hope.

Later in life, they neither desire nor dream, neither of activity, nor
of love, nor of intellect. The last one often survives the longest.
They wish if their experience could benefit anybody, to give them
to someone. But they never find an hour free in which to collect
their thoughts, and so discouragement becomes ever deeper and
deeper, and they less and less capable of undertaking anything.

A woman does not become the kind of woman "without the strength
to dream" from completely external forces. The real influence, the force
that exerts the greatest pressure arises from within—for, we, as women,
especially as Muslim women, accept, even embrace all kinds of lies
that so obviously fly in the face of self-interest, both individually, and
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collectively, that it is obvious we are bartering something in exchange.

Simone Weil said, "All sins are attempts to fill voids."

I would go farther and say, not only sins, but a certain vulnerability
to untruth as well. -

‘Too often, we willingly barter self-respect, health, freedom, and
ultimately integrity, in a desperate attempt to "fill the void" of our souls.
Women readily accept untruths about the definition of what it means to
be a "good woman"—put themselves down, damper their intelligence,
cultivate airs of weakness, and engage in meaningless frivolity, in
attempts to flatter and appear non-threatening—and for this, gain
acceptance.

Many women work themselves to the point of exhaustion, engaging
in the mad search for approval that is ultimately paid for with the
sacrifice of joy, irretrievable time and health, and steadfastly live for the
occasionally dropped complement like a cat hoping for scraps at a dining
room table. Still others use their personal freedom as collateral against
a loan of esteem and the good opinion of others, not realizing that
personal honor best resides within the harbor of individual integrity—in
whose calm waters it is an asset that cannot, as when placed in the hands
of others, be revoked quickly and without recourse on the slightest breath
of gossip, however unfounded. v

My personal choice in my search for approval included a subscription
to the modern torture manual, Martha Stewart’s Living.

- Come hell or high water, I would have the "perfect home"; the
cleanest, most ordered, the best, most time consuming meals, the most
pristine garden and happiest family. I would be heralded near and far
as the model of Islamic wifedom. When complements occasionally rolled
my way, | would bask in them like a model for Bain de Soleil.

My homemaking efforts were tireless and legendary—rolling grape
leaves by the hundred (a dish, in my opinion, that rivals the most
complicated and complete Thanksgiving dinner in the frustrating schism
between the effort required in its preparation and the speed of its
consumption), repair a piece of furniture, care for my children, drive my
son to speech therapy (forty-five minutes each way), return home, clean
the house (comet clean, mind you), put the grape leaves on to cook, give
my daughter a bath, fold the laundry, scrub the kitchen floor, then hurry
to the bathroom to apply a fresh layer of lipstick as my husband’s key
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turned in the door (Oh, and did I mention the fresh pear tart baking in the
oven for dessert?).

To the average Muslim man, this sounds great...just about everything
you could wish for in a wife...except...Except I was so tired and cranky
by six o’clock no one would be surprised to see my head spin around, a
la exorcist. Oh, yeah, I looked nice, all apron-clad and "How was your
day, dear?"—But, look at me sideways and my sweet, angelic, What can
I do for you? voice could just as easily turn into a disembodied satanic
shriek faster than you can say, "What’s for dinner?"

I was horrible, and, although my home is covered in thick, pristine
cream carpeting (with two young children and a husband in the home,
just another testimony to my madness), it could just as well have been
eggshells for all of the careful treading required to be around me, head
intact. :

Not only did I impose unrealistic demands on myself (my husband
would have been just as happy with a bowl of Top Ramen and a drawer
full of clean underwear), but I also placed those demands on other
women around me, both in focusing a critical eye on those who didn’t
measure up to my stringent demands of perfection, and in my portrayal
of a dishonest image of effortless hearthside bliss while, underneath
disharmony and tension reigned.

In contrast, my sister-in-law was the polar opposite.

Refusing to sell her own happiness wholesale for the approval of
others, she possessed the uncanny and rare ability to draw the line
between genuine, reasonable responsibility and the optional. For
example, not afraid to leave a pile of dishes in the sink after dinner, she
has the audacious ability to say, "I want to rest, too. They can wait."
She doesn’t obsess about the dust on the shelves, or even the dirty
laundry piling up. In fact, she rarely has dinner waiting on the table when
her husband returns from work. Horror of horrors, her husband even
makes his own tea.

Boy, did she bug me.

For the first few years I knew her, the derision I felt toward this
woman and her "laziness" was only diminished by the satisfaction I
gained from the occasional complement sent my way at her expense—
"We’re so glad you’re not like her!"

Then one day, while listening to the television while doing the
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dishes (I never had the time to actually watch the television of course),
I heard the statement, "What bothers you in others is usually exactly
the same thing you need to work on in yourself."

This statement brought to mind a similar idea expressed by a
Muslim friend about the hadith, "The believer is the believer’s
mirror...(Abu-Dawud, 41: 4900)." ,

At the time, a friend told me she believed this to mean exactly the
same thing as I had just heard on the television, and, although, then, I had
no clue about what she was getting at, for the first time, I now began
to recognize the point of what she was saying. For some reason, as I
stood there, hands busily scrubbing away, I thought of my sister-in-law,
and my attitude toward her; an attitude that I was beginning to realize
was strangely hostile and even competitive.

I wondered why I felt so much satisfaction when someone criticized
her, and why her lifestyle bothered me so much when it didn’t affect
my life in any way.

For the first time, as I reached under the sink to retrieve a much
coveted pack of fresh Brillo pads (was that a puddle of water under
there?), the thought, rather stealthily, crept into my mind that it might not
be an accident that what I found to be difficult, annoying, or frustrating
in others (like my sister-in-law), or, on the other hand, what I admired to
the point of jealousy, may be appearing as reflections of things I have to
learn in my own life.

Ah, Zen and the job of doing dishes—a meditative technique of
women throughout the ages. Snow-white fingernails aren’t the only
fringe benefit of foregoing the dishwasher (Ok, so it was on the fritz...I
digress...).

My sister-in-law possessed a refreshingly open and honest
personality of the kind that is as rare to encounter (especially in Muslim
circles) as an alien spaceship, while I, for all my blustering about
wanting to know and befriend people who were honest and genuine,
was annoyed by her to no end.

I slowly realized that I wasn’t annoyed with her and her habits, as
much as I was threatened—threatened by her life of authenticity, ability
to cling to a sense of the genuine, her conscious refusal to exhaust herself
to please others, and her continued tendency to retain a semblance of a
life for herself in spite of tremendous pressure (pressure of which I am
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ashamed to admit, [ was a source). She threatened me and my choice to
live otherwise. After all, there was no question that for all my efforts [
certainly looked the part of the pristine, dutiful, bashful, and hard-work-
ing Muslim woman (at least according to cultural expectations of what
that entails). The reality, however, was that few had a better grip on the
genuine essence of what it means to be an authentic Muslim woman than
my sister-in-law—who not only knew all of her rights, but actually took
them come what may, without apology or sugar coating.

The fact that women like my sister-in-law are, in all honesty, quite
rare is not surprising. The truth is, membership in club self-sacrifice is
at an all time high given all of the Muslim women swelling its ranks.
We could have a convention, give seminars in "womanly duties," make
baklava, and roil grape leaves till the break of dawn. This is simply
because the climate of cultural expectation in which we live provides
an incomparably rich environment for inauthenticity and the soul-killing
self-sacrifice that makes the pursuit of genuine passions, interests and
talent—our real woman'’s work, all but impossible.

Sadly, the greatest tragedy of all of this, is that hollow portrayals of
ideal womanhood are lauded while real honesty is the focus of derision.
The result is that the far reaches of the more than half of the population
of the Islamic world is all but untapped, to the detriment of women and
men. As Tennyson wrote in The Princess, "If she be small, slight natured,
miserable, how shall men grow?"

Far from advocating the need for a public relations campaign, or an
international call to arms for the women of the Islamic world to throw off
the chains of sexist expectation and embark on the pressing work of their
souls, I believe the only way for change to begin is in the individual heart.
Without first developing the strength to resist the pull of the "acceptance
and approval trade" in favor of what we internally know to be good and
true, it is pointless to attempt to change the expectations of others, and of
society as a whole. It is in the power of the individual heart not only to
refuse to judge ourselves by false standards of "goodness" but also to
refuse to judge other women as well—this is the basis for meaningful
change, change that does more than scratch the surface.

Yet, how do we develop this strength?

First, we must acknowledge that it is not enough to attempt a change
through will alone. We all know "will-power" never has enough power
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behind it to last for more than a week. Instead, we must focus on
filling the "voids of the soul,” the voids that prompt us to barter our
authenticity in the first place. Only a whole woman, and only a strong
woman can be a friend to her sisters, and her real work in life—her
true passions, and her true self. All she has to offer to others through
utilization of the unique gifts that are hers remain dormant until she
finally begins to fill the voids of her soul. Only then can she be strong,
and only then can she be freed from the yawning dissatisfaction of an
unauthentic life, however good it appears on the surface.

There are three concrete steps that can help to create a personal
environment that is conducive to the pursuance of a fulfilling and
satisfying life—the kind of life that not only benefits the woman, her
family, and ultimately her society, but also creates the kind of integrity
in which faith can truly flourish.

First, it is extremely important to acknowledge the aspects of self
that have been leached out of existence in trade for acceptance. I am
not referring to the ways in which we strive to please others out of a sense
of genuine satisfaction, joy, and responsibility, but, instead, to all of
those ways in which we satisfy others and feel a quiet, internal voice of
resentment. I like to consider that voice, the rumbling, discontented
feeling that we are being taken advantage of, as an internal alarm, a
signal that alerts us to the fact that we are selling something—work, time,
energy, opinion, personality, or true belief, in exchange for the esteem of
others. The voice is an asset, and once you begin tuning into that signal,
you will find it gets louder, more clear, and easier to recognize as time
goes by—easier to recognize and thankfully harder to ignore.

A useful exercise is to make a list of all of the times you can think of
when you hear, or have heard, this alarm—a list for your eyes only, and
a list that requires a strenuous, but freeing search of the heart for all of the
things you currently do and become without genuine joy, belief, and
generosity of spirit. You will find it surprising, when you finish, to see all
of the countless ways you barter your resources—time, energy, money,
integrity, and talent, out of something other than a genuine, internal desire
to do so.

It helps to go for a solitary walk, to think about the reasons
for your individual barter system. What do you seek in exchange?
Approval, esteem, love, acceptance? Is it working? Or is it draining your
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resources—physical, emotional, and spiritual?

Second in importance, another step that is seldom discussed, not
popular to acknowledge, and often painful to accept for Muslim women
in particular, is the role some measure of financial independence plays in
the feeling of identity and autonomy within the world.

Islam has a strong position on the financial independence and
rights of women—women are not only free to earn, acquire, and retain
their own money, but are allowed protection from appropriation from
the men in their lives. Unfortunately, as in most things, the reality is quite
different.

Too often women are shamed, cajoled, coerced, and otherwise
convinced to give over any and all financial stores for a variety of
supposed reasons. Often, this is just another manifestation of the
"disease to please," to be well thought of, to appear unselfish,
helpful, generous, and willing to contribute to the "good of the family,"
or whatever other supposed "good" is at hand.

Few women, or men for that matter, realize the very negative
repercussions that come from the loss of self-esteem and identity
that directly result from the want of some kind of financial independence,
be it even a token amount. The positive effect of even a small change
in this area cannot be underestimated.

Consider the words of Alexandra Stoddard, in her book Mothers: A
Celebration:

...In order to maintain the integrity of our independence and
keep the flame of our own identity lit, it is helpful to have our
own money. This is an observation that may make many at-home
mothers uneasy. Although some mothers who do not work
outside the home may have happily made their decision to stay
home with their children, many probably still experience some
anxiety about not having money that is entirely theirs to use at
their own discretion. Many women have told me that, although
they have never regretted their choice not to work outside the
home, it is very difficult not having their own money. What’s the
remedy for this very prevalent situation?

The most obvious answer is to earn your own money. This may
be "easier said than done", but today there are more options for
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earning money at home....The goal isn’t to find your life’s
calling in a job, but to give you a greater sense of freedom by
making your own money....Earning your own money can be
extremely restorative, even if it’s a small amount each week.

My own experience has shown me the wisdom of Stoddard’s words.

Early in my marriage, I had no financial independence. This is not
to say that I had no money. In fact, my husband was quite generous
and allowed me full access to our joint bank account. However, although
I did not feel deprived financially, I did miss the feeling of having
my own money, for which I alone was responsible.

Later, in an attempt to save money, 1 suggested we budget our
grocery money into a separate account (mine), and any money left
over (from meticulous meal planning and coupon use) was mine to
save or use at my discretion.

Not only did this arrangement save money and reduce waste, but it
gave me a renewed sense of independence and accomplishment. The
fact was, I actually had less money to spend than when I operated from
a joint account, but I was satisfied with less because it had the added
dignity of being mine.

Having my own discretionary funds has given me new incentive to
find more ways to be financially independent.

It has been written that, "to have some stay in this uncertain world
that cannot be undermined is of the utmost consequence." I couldn’t agree
more.

If you don’t have independent funds, I urge you to come up with
some ideas on how you might procure "some stay"—be it twenty dollars
a month, as long as it "cannot be undermined"—(the internet and book-
store are excellent resources for ideas). Try this and I am sure you will
find the psychological rewards to be surprising.

If financial independence is beneficial to the encouragement of an
internal sense of autonomy, an autonomy necessary to pursue individual
and passionate "souls work," the actual funds can prove helpful.

For me, pens, paper, cappuccino, printer ink, and trips to the book-
store, the physical components of my love of writing, come from my own
funds. The satisfaction of this is enormous. If you think this petty, either
you have never been without independent funds, or you currently are
and have never lived otherwise. I urge you to try it and see what a
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difference it makes.

The third and most important step toward becoming a woman
capable of realizing and following a "souls work" is also the most
difficult. It involves freeing up sufficient time with which to pursue a
personal calling without, as Florence Nightingale said, "making a sham
out of it."

This step involves a ruthlessness seldom seen amongst the "gentler
sex"—a ruthlessness that requires nothing short of murder.

It often seems, as we go through out days that time is devoured by
all the demands placed upon us. The rigors of marriage, motherhood, and
the vast array of responsibilities that must be reckoned with without
choice or option—the thousand sacrifices we make for the benefit of
others—devour the minutes of the day until we feel we have nothing left
for anything more ambitious than a five minute bath (with a toddler
banging on the door).

The only remedy to this involves utter ruthlessness.

When Virginia Woolf, the great twentieth century writer, began
her career, she found that she came against a powerful adversary—so
powerful that it had to be slain for her to continue. She called this
adversary "the angel in the house."

She wrote;

It was she who bothered me and wasted my time and so torment-
ed me that at last I killed her... —You may not know what [ mean
by the angel in the house. I will describe her as short as T can.
She was intensely sympathetic. She was intensely charming. She
was utterly unselfish. She excelled in the difficult arts of family
life. She sacrificed herself daily. If there was chicken she took
the leg; if there were a draught she sat in it—in short, she was so
constituted that she never had a mind or a wish of her own but
preferred to sympathize always with the minds and wishes of
others...

It is this angel that kills everything authentic within, and it is this
angel that sneaks in when we are writing, reading, sewing, learning,
playing, living, to say, "Not now...later. There is work to be done,
someone to please.”

Perhaps it would be a small thing; perhaps there would be room for
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the angel in the house would she stay small, reasonable, kind in her
demands. But the sad fact is that, once allowed in through the door of
insecurity, she grows to such a size as to allow nothing else, especially
anything resembling self-care, to survive. She kills with her kindness
and, like a parasite, takes all, leaving nothing but a bitter, bewildered
shell of all that we were—all fire, ambition and hope gone.

The important thing to realize about her, this angel, is that she is not
evoked by those she serves so religiously, those loved ones we imagine
reap the benefits of her service. She is evoked from within; evoked when
we worry that we are not "good enough," when we allow petty trivialities
to reign in our hearts. In such an atmosphere, she will storm in and kill.

It is necessary, therefore, to do as Virginia Woolf finally did and
slay her first.

How do we do that?

Unfortunately, Woolf didn’t detail her method. However, I have
a strong suspicion half of the battle is in the mere recognition of the
existence of your angel. Calling her by her name heralds the beginning of
her demise.

The final blow is more complicated, however, and, like death
by arsenic, requires a series of small, steady doses—doses of self-
confidence, assertion and care. It is the consistency, the continual effort
that kills her in the end.

This final step involves another crime, for not only must we murder
our angel—lest she kill us, but we must steal as well.

It takes time to embark on a "souls work." For that matter, it takes
time for many of us to rediscover just what our souls work is. Many
of us have so buried our original dreams and personalities under so
many layers of responsibilities, false expectations and disguises, that we
genuinely feel we don’t have a clue about our heart’s passion. Is it any
wonder we can scarcely bring ourselves to pray? We have so lost sight
of who we are that we are coming to prayer without our hearts.

The only way to find passion for living—authentic passion for the
life we were meant to live, is by stealing time to go after it.

You may protest, thinking, "there is no time...I have babies, a job,
a family, a sick parent, fields to plow..."

Let me assure you there is time. You must cheat and steal it away.
The reality is, you are only stealing it from your angel anyway. We must
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recognize the shattering truth that, unlike most men, the majority of
women’s lives are spent, not in the acquisition of grand schemes, goals
and efforts, but in the thousand small details of the day. Some of these
details can be forsaken, and time can be stolen away from them. Leave
the dishes, simplify housekeeping, get rid of clutter, don’t keep the
"perfect”" lawn, stop saying "yes" all the time to everything. Think of it
as stealing, feel naughty—keep it a secret and work on yourself for a
change. Believe it or not, everyone you love will benefit, including you.
Your souls work will become apparent and grow—and your relationship
with God and faith will blossom.

Zealously take time—read, write, walk, think and explore. Live a
truly authentic life as a Muslim woman—the life you were meant to
live, and a life in which you have something of real value to offer. To
live anything else is a waste and a lie. Robert Louis Stevenson wrote,
"To be what we are, and to become what we are capable of becoming,
is the only end in life." Once we really strive to become that, once we
give up all the pretense we have built up around ourselves, we are
finally capable of bringing ourselves to a true and honest faith—for
we are finally present—as Martin Luther said, "Here I stand. I can do no
other. God help me. Amen."
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"Please tell me... Is it a painful death?"

--"No. He will simply slip into a sleep
...he will essentially die in his sleep.

(Conversation with my son’s doctor —Children’s Hospital, February, 2001)

I finished writing this book at the end of January.

February began with furious editing, devouring my time and my
sanity (such as it is), Thus, it was with a bit more than the standard
frustration when I realized my children were coming down with yet
another cold that would require my immediate attention.

My daughter bounced back with her usual ease, after a week of
sniffles, while my son exhibited his equally usual tenacity in hanging
onto his particular bug with an iron grip (usually only loosened with a
solid round of antibiotics). This in mind, I didn’t worry when his illness
persisted, seemed to move onto stomach flu for a few days, then abated
to a generalized fatigue.

I remember him sleeping next to me in my bed, as I banished errors
from my manuscript on my husband’s laptop. It had been literally years
since he had taken a nap, and I was surprised, but grateful to have the time
to work—although, I do remember thinking it strange.

It was only when it snowed for the first time of the year—and
my, usually boundlessly energetic, boy refused to go outside to play,
that I began to suspect that perhaps everything was not normal. Then [
began to notice the yellow tinge to his eyes.

When he awoke the next day, covered in a rash, I loaded him off
to his pediatrician, who performed blood tests diagnosing him with
Hepatitis A. She assured me that it was about as serious as "food
poisoning," and would eventually resolve itself.

A day later, the doctor called me with the news that they had been
in error. My son did not have Hepatitis A, but instead "general hepatitis."

I was terrified.

"What does that mean?" I asked, immediately assuming he had the
more serious Hepatitis B, or C. "Isn’t that more serious?"
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"No." she assured me. "It simply means his liver is inflamed by a
simple virus." "He is probably already in the recovery stage."

The next day, as I sat in the bathroom, watching him splash in his
bath, I noticed he had become so yellow all over that if I held my
highlighter pen next to his skin they matched. 1 immediately decided to
take him to the emergency room for another opinion.

When the emergency room doctor walked into the room with the
results of more blood tests in her hand, I immediately saw concern on her
face. She said, "You need to take your son to Children’s Hospital RIGHT
NOW." "Ibrahim is very ill, and neither I, nor your doctor know what
is going on here with his liver."

Thus began a whirlwind of disbelief, beginning with the attending
physician at Children’s reply to my question, "How concerned should I
be right now?" :

"Well, Mrs. Jones...Ill be honest with you." He said. "Your son is
showing signs of significant acute liver disease. Right now we don’t
know what it is, and we are going to admit him tonight. Either he will
recover, or he will progress to liver failure, need a transplant, or he
will die."

Three days later, in a d1mly lit parent conference room, I sat across
from a liver specialist telling me that, indeed, my son’s liver was failing,
and it was time to evaluate him for a liver transplant.

Once again, the pain without relief was in my life, and the words
from my chapter, "When Things are Bad" seemed to float in front of my
eyes. Yet, that first week, I couldn’t bring myself to even acknowledge
words of any kind. I could only sleep beside my son—my baby who
could no longer summon the strength to hold a crayon, was suffering
through days of vomiting, painful procedures, blood transfusions, and
blood-ammonia levels so high that his breath bumed my nose with its
chemical smell, and blindly stare at the pattern on the hospital carpeting.

After that first week, however, when the shock began to abate, I
began to wonder at the words 1 had written about suffering. I waited to
see what would happen, almost as a spectator. [ wondered, Would God
get us through this? Was it really true that God never gives us more
than we can bear?

Like most mothers, my children are my absolute loves and, by
extension, so are all children.
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Before, the thought of children suffering in any way—or the image
of their suffering, on the news, in books, or even photographs, was more
than I could handle. If T happened to see a child, even by accident,
suffering on television, I would be depressed to the point of despair for
days. The thought of being in a children’s hospital, filled with suffering,
sick and dying children was something I could not imagine.

Now, not only was I in a children’s hospital for days on end, seeing
babies, toddlers, and older children bald from chemotherapy, paralyzed
from accidents, crippled with birth defects, and recovering from surger-
ies, but I was standing, giving comfort to my child, looking up at me
with his terrified eyes as they took yet another draw of blood from his
little body.

It was my baby who was dying. My son who I loved without end.
How could God make this Ok?

Slowly, quietly watching and surviving moment to moment, I began
to realize that, somehow, God just was. He was making it Ok. Not in
any way that can be described, but in a silent, miraculous way—a way
that defied explanation or words of any kind. It simply was not more than
I, or we could bear—although it should have been.

Again, as a spectator, I often would look down at my hands and
wonder, am I going to lose it now? Am I going to run, screaming into
oblivion, trying to jump out of my skin, my reality? Always, the answer
was no. ,

My son was screaming—I was there for him, soothing him, and it
was working.

The doctor was telling us that he was deteriorating—My husband
and I took turns crying, and we could come back into the room with
unexplainable hope.

We were surviving the unsurvivable, and God really was comforting
us—really was comforting my son.

We were in the hospital for one month and one week. Ibrahim was
listed for a transplant after the sixth day. If a liver came, he would get it.
His doctor, the head of Gastroenterology, and the transplant surgeon
explained that they could find no cause for his liver failure, but believed
it was a unidentifiable virus killing his liver cells. They said they
saw about four cases of liver failure a year with about fifty percent of
unknown cause. Of those cases none, in their experience, had ever
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recovered. They were either transplanted, or died.

We gave the go-ahead for a transplant if a liver became available.

One didn’t. One week later, Ibrahim began a recovery the likes
of which they had never seen in a child with liver failure at Children’s
Hospital—a miracle both in itself, and in the fact that a donor didn’t come
before the recovery.

Today it is two months since the first day of his hospitalization, and
he is playing in the back yard with his sister. He is no longer yellow,
and, aside from the small scars from his IV lines, you would never believe
he was in the ICU fighting for his life just five weeks ago.

It’s hard to explain how I feel about his recovery, or his sudden
illness.

- It seems strange to say, but I am immensely glad it happened—and
not only because of the miraculous outcome, but also because of the sure
knowledge that has replaced the fear that reigned in my heart at the time
I wrote, "When Things are Bad."

Then, I knew that bad things happen in life, and that God promised
not to give a soul greater pain than it is capable of withstanding—but,
lets just say I harbored some doubt, especially after my son’s brush with
Autism and Fragile X.

The fact that God once again used my beloved son to convince me
of this truth is, to me, a clear sign that he really wanted me to get the
point. I have nothing to fear. God will not give me (or you) more than
can be borne. Thank God, I now know that. I am even more astonished
that God gave me such a lesson, and allowed me to keep my son with
me as well—just another proof, Most Gracious, Most Merciful.

Alhamdullah.. . Thank you, God.

J. Lynn Jones
April, 2001
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