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By ANDREA ELLIOTT

As they do every Friday, Muslims
will answer the call to praver at
- mosques around the city today. But
“in & bold move, some plan to break
with convention and attend a service

'_ led by a woman at a conference hall

" on the Upper West Side — an act that
has stirred a modest, but flerce, de-
bate about the role of women in Is-

L lam.

The event is the work of a small
~ but growing group of actlvists, jour-
"nalists and scholars who consider
" themselves among the pioneers of a
““progressive Muslim" movement [n
. the United States, They hope to en-

courage discussion about the centu-
ries-old tradition that separates men

o from women during congregational
prayer and reserves the role of pray-
erleader, or imam, for men,

< Critics of the event, which will be

led by an Islamic studies professor

wat Synod House of the Cathedral of
5t. John the Divine, say it does not re-
'flect the popular, more devout views
wof American Muslims, They worry

that the controversy will cast asper-
slons on a religion that is already
~poorly received by segments of the

2 American public.

+.  The plan, however it plays out, has

“already provoked disapproval from

. iclerics abroad and intense debate In
Internet chat rooms. In addition, a

‘bomb threat forced the erganizers to
.change the site of the service, said

.Sundaram Tagore, the owner of a
=50Ho art gallery where the eventhad
2 originally been scheduled.

Rather than discouraging the or-
‘ganizers, the controversy has given
them greater resolve, sald Asra Q.
-Nomani, the lead organizer,

.+ "People have to really focus on the
., Second-class status that women have
“in the Muslim world,” Ms. Nomanl
osald, “We are taking. antlons_ that no

one else would have dared to think

-about before. Nobody cared that we
-didn't have a place in the falth, We
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Dr. Amina Wadud, a professor of
' Islam studies in Richmond, Va.
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~were just abandoned."

o Whether Muslim women are per-

. mitted by Islamic law to serve as
- prayer leaders is the subject of con-

=tinued debate among scholars. It is

generallv accepted that women can-
not lead congregational prayers ar
any kind of prayer in a mosque and
mwtpray in g separate area of the
mosqlie — either in. SEpArate rows,

other room or behind a partition,

aid Khaled Abou El Fadl, a law pro-
fessor who specializes inIslamic law
at the University of California, Los
geles,

Ms. Nomanl, an author and former
porter for The Wall Street Journal,
reated a stir last year when she en-
“tered her mosque In Morgantown, W,
‘Wa., through the front entrance, re-
served for men, and insisted on pray-
Hing with them.

Then, & month ago, shnrtly befare
publishing a book about women in Is-
lam, Ms, Nomani asked Dr. Amina
Wadud to lead the prayer in New
York and deliver a sermon. Ms,
{ Wadud teaches at Virginia Common-

“wealth University in Richmond.
~ Waord of the prayer spread after
Ms, Nomani and the editors of Mus-
lim Wakelp!, a Web site, publicized
the event and her book. Some oppo-
ents believe the service is, in part,
attempt to drum up puhlluit}r for

Ms. Nomani's book,

Major Muslim prganizations have
declined to sponsor today's sched-
uled event or speak publicly about it,
In the search for a site, the organ-
izers were rebuffed by three New
York mosgues and several universi-
ty student organizations, Ms, Noma-
nisaid, Even the head of the most es-
tablished Muslim organization for
women in New York, Women in Is-
lam, said she would only attend the
prayer as an observer, not as a par-
ticipant.

"My concern is-‘a backlash,” said
Afsha al-Adawiya, the executive di-
rector of Women inTslam, “This kind
of change has to come from within
the community, It's being driven
from outside,"

The view that the event is some-
how being orchestrated from outside
the Muslim community {s commonly
expressed and may reflect a chal-
lenging schism between Immigrant
Musiims and their children and
grandchildren.

“A new generation of Muslims i5
coming into its own," sald Yvonne
Haddad, & professor-of history who
specializes in women and 1slam at
Georgetown University., "The chil-
dren of the immigrants are looking
for new ways (o create an American
Islam, one in which they feel com-
fortable in an American conte

This voice has sounded loudly in
New York City. A New Yorker, Ah-
‘med Nassef, & co-founder of Muslim
WakeUp! also started the Progres-
sive Muslim Union in November,

Quoting studies that show that only
10 percent of Muslims attend mosque
every week, Mr. Nassef said he be-
lieves that the Muslim co mmunity is
in & crisis, The root of the problem,
he said, is that the nation's mosques
and Islamic centers are largely run
by immigrants who are out of touch
with the new generation of Muslims,

“Many of our institutions really
don't speak for us,” he sald.

In some ways, Imam Ahmed
Dewidar, of the Islamic Center of
Mid- Mamhatmn. personifies the split
in the community between old and
new. Mr. Dewidar immigrated to the
United States from Alexandria,
Egypt, a decade ago. “I have never
heard of this before " he said, regard-
ing the idea of a woman leading Fri-
day prayer. “It's so strange.”

But Mr. Dewldar has heen urging
Muslims at his mosque and else-
where to be nonconfrontational
should they attend the prayer.

"“We are living in a very open-
minded society, and everybody
should believe whatever he or she

' Wwants as long as they are not harm—

ing others," he said.




