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“Love, says Bloom. I mean the opposite of hatred.”
--James Joyce, Ulysses

[ sold my soul for the liberal arts. | came to America to study what I could not have
learned in my home country. But before I got on the plane to attend Kenyon College in Gambier,
Ohio, 1 ha& chosen to sign a piece of paper, the contents of which continue to haunt me to this
day. The voluntary act of my signing that document however, is much more of a nightmare to
live through, than the printed subject matter itself. In signing under that print, I gave up my
soul’s right to breathe, to move about freely in the world, to take part in all the joys of life, and
most importantly, to worship God as I choose fit. How did I manage to so incarcerate my soul?
Without guilt and without fear of persecution, I denied these important rights to others. But at the‘
time, this was the only way to arrive on the shores of your country. I hope one day to restore
those rights to myself and to whom I once denied them to by rectifying my mistake. I plan to do
this with what I have gained through my education.

When the college admission letter was finally in my hands, I read: “Congratulations on
your admission to...” I believed I had achieved a great victory for myself. | knew [ was on the
right path. That veverything I had done up to that point was perfectly in line with what had been
expected of me, Alamdar, as a grandchild, a son, a brother, a Muslim, and an upright citizen of
the Islamic Republic of Pakistan. It was by that name, and through those roles after all, that
people would know who I was. When they would inquire about my origins, I would tell them, “I

am Pakistani.” Now the rhetoric has changed in the concluding months of my college career, and



since I first came to study in the United States. The shame is too great to bear, the struggle of the
people in my country seems endless, and the land of my father stands for all those things I have
come to thoroughly despise. “I am from Pakistan” I say, cowering behind the Pa, k-hissing, and
then cringing as if [ have posed a question to myself about the last syllable “-ssstaaaan?” All the
while I hope and pray that I only have to answer such a question at loud intersections, in
overcrowded coffee shops, and at undergraduate philosophy council meetings. Why should a
graduating senior, who has been given great opportunity and support, been shown love and deep
sympathy for his ignorance, think with such embarrassment about where he began his journey?

After accepting my admissions offer the time had come to acquire the appropriate
documents for my travels. I needed to show I existed in some official capacity for government
records. That is how they made sure who I was. And who was 1? Unsure. It turned out that |
would discover the answer very soon. I was with my father when I went to receive my Pakistani
passport in the offices in Islamabad. People are more likely to take you seriously if you are
accompanied by an adult in federal buildings. There is a very good chance you will be thrown
out of line, sent home, or be forced to beg at the main gate if they find out you are too
unconnected and unimportant not to have to pay small tokens to everyone on your way in, from
the guards, and gardeners, to the desk clerks, and the Minister of Interior himself. It is nota
curious matter as to why none of the poor have passports or identification in Pakistan. They
simply move about like driftwood, in a vision of perfect disparity.

Once you have been measured, and weighed, and found a living entity by the proper
authorities, you may walk out the way you came in, with your electronic passport that meets all

of today’s global standards. You have finally secured an identity for yourself. However, at the



door on the way out, there is one more thing you must do to call yourself a Pakistani. My father
had begun to move down the stairs. He said he would bring the car around while I finished up.
There was a paper that needed signing. Easy enough, I could sign it and leave. The lady handed
the piece of paper to me with gusto. “Sign here please.”

Page title, Annex IV, Preformation with an O “Proformation for Obtaining a Pakistani
Passport.” The O stares out. Something is wrong. Perhaps this is a mistake. A quick glance
makes everything better. The O, just a typographic error. The bureaucratic language. So very
clear and straightforward. “To the best of my knowledge...the information given here.” Truthful?
Yes, of course. “Surrender all previous documents.” Glad someone thought of it. What is this? A
Declaration? “Declaration in Case of Muslims.” And certainly proud of it. “(i) I am a Muslim
and believe in the absolute and unqualified finality of the prophethood of Muhammad (peace be
upon him) the last of the prophets.” Amen. The poor without passports roaming the streets
outside. (ii) “I do not recognize any person who claims to be a prophet in any sense of the word
or of any description whatsoever afier Muhammad (peace be upon him) or recognize such a
claimant as prophet or a religious reformer as a Muslim.” But...Where is Baba? Gone to get the
car. I need to speak to my father and ask him a question. “(iii) I consider Mirza Ghulam Ahmad
Quadiani to be an imposter nabi and also consider his followers whether belonging to the Lahori
or Qadiani group to be Non-Muslim.” I Who? A trickle of sweat. The O. This is a mistake. Thé
poor outside. Their dignity intact, but yours about to be slashed. A quick glance makes

everything better. Quadiani? Ahmad The Imposter? Never heard of him. That is not us. Thank

1 Nabis: Prophets as different from Rasuls, the latter are known to receive, record, and extend the divine
word of God, e.g. Aaron, Solomon, and David are Nabis. Abraham, Jesus, Moses, and Muhammad are
considered Rasuls



God. “Signature & thumb impression (with name in block letters of applicant in indelible ink).”
Thumb and paper.

“Thank you sir, here is your passport.”

I walked out of the building in Aabpara market, and gazed up at the federal section
lodged in the forehead of the plaza. I sat in my father’s car, a Shi’ite Muslim who had declared
Ahmad Quadiani an impqster, and all the Ahmadiyya sect to be apostates. Two Shi’ites in a
Sunni majority state with their seat belts fastened, driving home in silence, having cleansed the
world of its demons. Had my father left early because he knew what I was about to do? Maybe
he could not bear to see it done again, this time by his own son. I, Alamdar Murtaza, an apostate
(in the eyes of those who label apostates), declare these apostates apostates. Though I have never
met you, because you will never reveal yourself to me for fear of your life. And though you must
have a family, and were born of a mother and father who love you fmmensely, and brothers and
sister who look up to you, today I consented to the government of Pakistan denying your right to
Islam. You are no longer a Muslim. One of us now has a passport and will receive an education.
The other will sit and think about what they did to deserve their place in the world or will sell
themselves just as I have. “Signature & thumb impression.” Indelible scar, a soiled conscience,
indelible, indelible. Signed APOSTATE.

There is a story that is known to every Muslim boy and girl, in every Muslim household,
whether the members of that household be Sunni, Shi’ite, Ismaili, Wahhabi, Ahmadi, Bahai, or
Druze. It has been told a thousand different ways, and each tongue has redacted its meaning for
their own audiences. I hope to tell it here in a way that is most acceptable to each of those

groups, and why I believe it holds a distinction amongst the traditions of the Prophet that no



other story shares. It is recited aloud, and with great pride, due to the sublimity of the moral that
it carries. This tradition relates that in Mecca, after the ill-received proclamation of his
prophethood, Muhammad, peace be upon him, would have garbage flung at him from a
neighbor’s window each time he would walk from under it. When no garbage fell on his head
one day he went up to the garbage flinger’s quarters and asked politely if he could attend to her,
and if she was well. It turned out that she was very unwell. Tradition relates much about the ways
in which our antagonist’s emotions transformed after Muhammad’s visit to her quarters. Much
weight in the story is put on how ashamed the woman felt, how humiliated she was that none of
her own kith or kin had come to aid her, but the only one who sat beside her in her last hours on
this earth was the man she had so vehemently despisgd. In some accounts the woman is Jewish,
in Shi’ite accounts, she is a member of the clan of Umayya, the enemies of the progeny of
Muhammad. Some Bahai attribute this tradition to their leader and not to Muhammad, as do
other sects to their leaders. But all these ways of relaying the story have very little to do with the
reason that we tell the story to our children. Perhaps we have forgotten why the story is told
altogether. I believe it is told because each Muslim boy and girl must be instructed to believe that
even the exemplars of their respective faiths, the ideologues of their beliefs, had no capacity
within themselves to cultivate hatred. That hearts and minds can only be conquered by love. We
tell the story to remember that those greater than us drowned out the sound of their own
insignificant voices to make room for others. Where there is I, there can be no definitive victory.
If we take the message of the story to heart, if we truly believe that the ones who we deem far
greater than us, lived by marks of such self-effacement, then the following must also be true: In

Islam, there can be no one who is a blasphemer, or a heretic, and there can be no law that



considers “Blasphemy” or “Herecy” a just law. To believe this premise, we only have to
remember the reason we tell the story to our children.

 This premise must also apply to world renowned authors, and artists, whose heads many
Muslim leaders have been crusading after for tlie past few decades. Although few to none have
read Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses, and even more in the Muslim world cannot read and write
to begin with, there are numerous protests that take place in the Muslim capitals of the world
throughout the year, advocating Mr. Rushdie’s decapitation. In Islamabad this past year, banners
spelling a call to this action were strewn from shops in crowded markets all over the city by
mobs of the Red-mosque médrasa students. It is no surprise that what we know the least about
excites our uneducated, illiterate masses the most. In The Divine Comedy Dante Alighieri
confines Muhammad to the deepest level of Hell. He also provides the most unbearable
descriptions of his condition there. The twenty-eighth Canto of the Inferno reads, “as one I saw
torn open from the chin to the farting-place. Between his legs dangled his intestines; the pluck
was visible, and the wretched bag that makes shit of what is swallowed...with his hands opened
up his breast saying: “Now I spread myself!” See how Muhammad is torn open! Ahead of me Ali
goes weeping, his face cloven from his chin to forelock.”

If today, I brought these words before some of our religious figureheads, and convinced
them Dante was a living Italian, I am certain some of them would most likely believe me. They
would issue fatwas against Dante Alighieri, the Italian poet, and seek to decapitate him. Their
followers would bomb and attack Italian embassies and consulates, threatening the safety of

Italian citizens around the world. What I could never convey to those figureheads, however,

2 Inferno, 433-445



would be that Muhammad would not have taken such measures, nor allowed anyone to take them
on his behalf. Dante believed Muhammad was a Nestorian Christian, who denied Christ’s divine
nature. He also believed Muhammad and Ali to be dissenters of the Christian church with large
followings, and so in the space of ink and paper, sequestered them to one of the lowest levels of
Hell.3 It is safe to say that Dante will never be taught to high school and college students in
Pakistan. At the same time they will never chance upon the descriptions and imagery of heaven
created by the Italian that have no match in any other language, or work of verbal art.

There is a prayer that is known to each Muslim boy, and girl, man and woman, in every
Muslim household, whether the members of that household be Sunni, Shi’ite, Ismaili, Wahhabi,
Ahmadi, Bahai, or Druze. It is one of the last sections of the holy Qur’an. It can be recited within
one’s heart, and like many other parts of scripture it is believed to provide relief from any
calamity that may befall a Muslim. It is adorned on walls and tapestries in houses and mosques
alongside three other shorter prayers that hold the distinction of providing protection from the
evil’s of the world to those who recite it. The last verse of this section titled, Kafirun, “Those
Who Reject Faith,” is translated “Say Muhammad [to the disbelievers]...To you be your Way,
and to me mine.™ I have known this part of scripture for twentsf-two years. I learned its
translation in my second year of college. Upon uncovering its meaning, I believe as with the
tradition of the garbage flinger, we have forgotten why we recite this verse more often than
ninty-percent of the rest of the holy Qur’an. The reason I did not bother to learn the translation of
this verse all these years is because like many non-Arab Muslims, I was taught that there is a

hidden power in the very words and letters of the Arabic language. That because this was the
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language of Muhammad, if I continued to glance at it, and rehearse the phonetic correspondences
of its forms, the hidden power in the verses would unleash itself. Indeed, there is no denying that
the sonic space created by the sound of the Qur’anic Arabic is so rich in its poetic form that one
feels deeply moved by its recitation. But that is not why we recite these verses so frequently. The
reason we frequently recite these verses, and why we internalize them, is because their meaning
shows that when disagreement arises in matters of faith, a Muslim can make no better offering to
the opposition than the words themselves. In that sense, the letters and the words, and their
sound, do carry an unspoken strength. They acknowledge that each individual must be given the
opportunity and time to acknowledge the views of another. Yet, our ayatollahs, our sheikhs, the
rectors of our universities, and the care-takers of our neighborhood mosques, do not offer these
words when their beliefs are challenged. Instead they lash out with such deep rage, cursing the
very name of their neighbor, that such fury cannot be matched even in the fieriest pits of hell.
Men in mimbars, seldom translate these words for their followers, and we in turn do not
challenge them with these words. For this reason their influence has become so strong they can
even transform the policies of governments. But when the laws of a nation come to uphold the
ridicule and humiliation of any single group of people, those laws become unworthy of being
followed. When laws negate the very existence of a religious group, those laws fail to deliver
justice.

Muhammad, The prophet commanded by God to speak to the Muslims on the issue of
those who did not share his faith, Kafirun, offered the most basic of human rights to those
groups. In addition to deference, Muhammad offered disagreement with and (all Muslims place

their hands over their ears) the rejection of his religious beliefs.



We are taught to believe in the hidden strength of the particular letters of a particular
script, and the sounds that correspond to them, without knowing the meaning they carry.
However, what occurs before us in the world seems too simple and too uncomplicated to attract
our attention. The God of all Muslims, as it is said in the holy Qur’an, “will choose for His
special Mercy whom He will--for God is Lord of grace abounding.™ The strength of God’s
choice to elevate in status whoever he wills, includes those people who nation states, their legal
systems, and their religious scholars consider to be non-Muslim, impostors, or heretics. To this
effect, the same God that asked Muhammad to promulgate his message to the Kafirun, taught the
people and government of Pakistan an important and harsh lesson in the practice of their Islam. It
showed them they were in unmistakable and undeniable error not to make the same offering as
the Qur’an to their fellow Muslims. The right to disagree in matters of one’s religion, and to
worship God free of humiliation or persecution. The God of all Muslims, Beneficent, Merciful,
raised a man from the sect of the Ahmadiyya--passport-less, mistreated, declared apostates, and
impostor Muslims--to such great heights that the whole world learned of his name. His name was
Doctor Abdus Salam. He was the first and only, Muslim, Noble prize winning physicist. When
the Ahmadiyya were denied their right to Islam by the government of Pakistan in 1974, Doctor
Salam left for London.

Of all the sects of Muslims on God’s earth, why did God choose a man from an impostor
race, a group of low down blasphemers, to raise in the eyes of the outside world, the perception,
and esteem of a nation that did not and contihues not to acknowledge his beliefs? The lesson

learned here moves beyond irony, and informs us blatantly of how misguided we are as a people.
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The Qur’an teaches us that the negation of another’s faith is often the negation of their
personhood, and such a discriminatory act is the only blasphemy there can be. Today the word
“Muslim” is missing from the grave stone of our great national hero Doctor Salam, but God has
carved it into eternity. No one will remember the name of the gadi-judge who had it erased from
his tomb.

The history of the Pakistani nation is filled with similar teachings from the God of all
Muslims. The most renowned institute in Pakistan for its contribution to medicine, public health,
and education was founded by the Agha Khan, who is the leader of the Ismaili faith, another
minority in Pakistan. The institution is attended only by the brightest and most elite class of
students in Pakistan. Abdul Ghaffar Khan, the man the world knows as the “frontier
Gandhi,” (frontier referring to the North West Territories of Pakistan) realized Mahatma Gandhi’s
dream of a nonviolent army. He was imprisoned and eventually murdered for being seen as a
Hindu sympathizer, but is still loved by all Pashtuns for his lionhearted bravery, his compassion
and his kindness. In the earliest years of its conception, Pakistan did not recognize the pious
Khan’s cause for his people. It was to simply educate them. Now they contribute in large
numbers to the Taliban. Despite our failures and shortcomings, in the hopes that we will open our
eyes, the God of all Muslims continues to raise from the races of the persecuted,
underrepresented groups in Pakistan, the recipients of his Mercy and Grace.

Across the road from one of the most frequented barbeque restaurants in the “modern”
capital of Islamabad, “Tandoori” in the G-7 Sector’s, Sitara Market, there is the boundary of a
ghetto. A lengthy mud wall sits adjacent a wide and deep sewage channel, teeming with rubbish

and city trash. The wall is crowded with young boys and girls, men and women of all ages. The
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