Quest for Faith: American Latinos Encounter Islam
By Khadija Mohiuddin Harsolia
Natalie Lozada first learnt about Islam from her boyfriend who learnt about it from a Muslim friend of immigrant origins.  While dating, her boyfriend accepted Islam, and before the two married Natalie also accepted Islam.  Soon thereafter, Natalie’s younger brother accepted Islam as well.  She recalls the discussions she had with her boyfriend about Islam while the two were dating:  

He would tell me about Islam because his friend would tell him about Islam.  So when he was telling me about Islam, he told me he was going to convert into Islam—you know—be Muslim and I’d tell him, “Are you sure?  Is that what you want to do?”  And he would always tell me stories that his friend would tell him.  And I was like, “Wow, it all makes sense now, you know—everything.”


From friend to beau to sibling, the chain of familiar relations that Islam is communicated through as in Sajidah’s case is typical of the Latino Muslim experience.  As more and more Latinos embrace Islam, the start of the chain is more frequently becoming another Latino Muslim over a Muslim of immigrant origins.  Therefore, as Islam endures among members of the Latino community, more Latinos are learning about Islam and embracing it.   
Given that Latinos currently comprise over 14% of the US population, a significant component of US society expected to grow further, the case of US Latinos’ religious identification is becoming increasingly more important 
  In fact, by the year 2050, Hispanics are expected to represent as much as 24% of the entire US population.
 Therefore, when analyzing Latinos’ religious orientation, one is in essence considering a major component of America’s religious character.  Data on Hispanic religious affiliation increasingly indicate advancing secularization and are reflective of a larger trend of increasing secularization among all Americans.
 
  Relying on this premise alone, though, it would be irresponsible to assume that people are definitively leaving religion altogether.  Instead, as this paper will suggest, individuals reportedly departing from a particular religious tradition, in this case Catholicism, may actually be entering a transitory spiritual moratorium before formally re-entering any organized religious tradition.  One particular religion that Hispanics departing from Catholicism are known to enter is Islam.  
According to “The Mosque in America: A National Portrait,”

Bagby estimates an annual national growth of 20,000 Muslim converts, 6% of whom are reportedly Hispanic.
  Currently, Latino Muslim figures approximate between 25,000 and 75,000.
  Just as the case of Hispanics’ religious affiliation is telling of an ever-evolving religious character of the US, the case of Latino Muslims in Chicago is revealing of Islam’s rise in America.  
 Considering the above, this paper examines a new paradigm shift in US Hispanic religious affiliation and presents original, groundbreaking research on this distinct, newly emerging demographic of Latino Muslims.  This paper is meant to explore any perceived trends, including the various challenges encountered by Latino Muslims and how that may contribute to the complexity of a Latino Muslim identity and the overall social significance of such conversions to Islam.  This current analysis is based on interviews conducted between 2003 to 2005 of 15 Latino Muslim males and 15 Latina Muslim females in Chicago.  The subjects of this study hail from various backgrounds with roots spanning all of Latin America including Brazil, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Mexico, Puerto Rico, and Peru.  Moreover, some are born in the US to immigrant parents or first-generation US born parents while others have migrated to the US.  
As an ethnic group, Hispanic Muslims may be considered a relatively recent addition to the US Muslim community, which has historically been comprised of African American Muslim communities and immigrant Muslim communities.  Like African American Muslims, Hispanic Muslims should qualify as yet another indigenous group to embrace Islam in America.  This is based on the fact that the 1846 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo naturalized scores of Mexican peoples as US citizens as the Jones Act of 1917 did so for Puerto Ricans, making their descendents’ conversions—that of several Hispanic Muslims in the United States—an indigenous occurrence.  Moreover, where Hispanics migrate to the US and subsequently embrace Islam, it is the host country’s environment that facilitates the conversion process, accounting for what amounts to a uniquely American experience.  In this regard, Muslim Latinos differ from their Protestant counterparts, another subset of once-Catholic Latinos, since an unknown number of Hispanics may be immigrating to the US as Protestants already.  Therefore, for all practical purposes, Latino Muslims are indisputably “made in America.”  As such, the case of Latino Muslims forces us to reevaluate what is considered “American.”  

More Latinos continue to come to Islam everyday and as their backgrounds vary widely so do their paths to the faith.  This preliminary analysis of data on Latino Muslims in Chicago indicates certain trends that are more or less common to all Latino Muslims.  While one’s consideration of Islam is generally intertwined with a reevaluation of one’s own religious beliefs, more important are personal experiences or relationships with Muslims—be they family members, friends, coworkers, siblings, or intimate companions—who serve as a means for immediate or subsequent exposure to Islam.  Essentially, the company of Muslims acts as the catalyst for consideration of Islam.  In addition to contact with Muslims and exposure to Islam, a reevaluation of religious beliefs is an integral part of Latinos’ conversion process.  It should additionally be noted that the common trajectory of conversion follows an established uncertainty or deliberated rejection of Catholicism.  While this “rejection” entails a rejection of certain fundamental Catholic premises, it never entails an outright rejection of the religion as a whole but rather establishes an understanding that observed beliefs and practices have somehow strayed from an original version.  Indeed several Latinos cite Islam as a “clarifier” of Catholicism. 
In terms of reevaluating one’s religious beliefs, generally it occurs in one of two ways.  For one, some intellectually scrutinize and reevaluate their religious beliefs while still within Catholicism/Christianity and before ever learning of Islam.  For example, while a student at a Catholic institution, Daniel Aristizabal critically considered the concept of Jesus’ divinity:

In 7th grade I asked my teacher: “If God and Jesus were one, did God suffer when His son was dying on the cross?” which would have been a very logical question if they were truly one person.  Something happens to my kid, I’m devastated.  If anything happens to him—if he falls off a chair, or God forbid God takes his life, there’d be a hole in my heart…it would be unbearable…She [teacher] told me, “Of course not, God doesn’t feel pain, sadness.  Of course He wouldn’t.”  And so I’m thinking, “This is His Son and God is supposed to love His Creation more than we could ever love our own creation, like a million times over, so how could her answer be just? How could He not [feel pain at His Creation’s death]?”  And ever since then I was very skeptical about the religion…

Another way that Latinos eventually come to scrutinize their religious beliefs is by means of da’wah or “invitation.”  By means of some Muslim acquaintance, Latino Muslims are often recipients of either active da’wah or passive da’wah; that is, they are either presented unsolicited information on Islam or, conversely, happen to learn about Islam by observing a Muslim’s behavior or themselves seek out information about Islam. Interestingly, depending on whether one receives active or passive da’wah, initial responses vary greatly.  For those introduced to Islam through active da’wah and who had no issues with Catholicism prior to learning about Islam, the conversion process is especially traumatic in that it is often emotionally draining.
  For such individuals, their exposure to Muslims overtly inviting them to Islam triggers a questioning of their own faith.  Those who never questioned their faith until exposed to Islam tend to experience intense depression and feelings of betrayal, pain, confusion, loss, and emptiness in the process of reevaluating their religious beliefs in light of what they learn about Islam.  For example, Cristina Figueroa, felt compelled to first defend Christianity to her two Muslim brothers.  She began questioning her faith which led to a bout of depression:  

…so I started going to church and they would still try to say certain things to me in between and I would go to church and pay more attention because I felt I had to have an argument for them—I was preparing myself to be able to defend my religion…As I was going to church I started to listen to things, to the sermons and things were just not making sense to me, not making sense to me at all and I started questioning, I started questioning and…I started to get really depressed because I started to become very worried that I didn’t know what I was following—I wasn’t sure.

Conversely, those who held prior reservations or had established confusions and uncertainties about Christianity before ever encountering Islam tend not to undergo such an emotional reevaluation of religious beliefs.   While such individuals may experience anxiety over family members’ reactions, the stress involved in the transition associated with changes in religious beliefs is relatively distanced in that the source of angst is external and not internal.  The same holds for those individuals who passively learn of Islam through spouses and significant others, etc. 
Regarding an often necessary reevaluation of religious beliefs, this analysis suggests that most Latino men and women generally held longstanding confusions or concerns about their religion prior to considering Islam. Still, a minority of subjects in this study indicated no concerns with Catholicism until learning about Islam.  Notwithstanding, some commonly-cited areas of confusion included confusion over Catholic/Christian ideology; that is, Catholicism’s concept of the divine, including attributes of the Divine and one’s relationship with the Divine.  Also, causing concern for some Latino Muslims was the Church’s temperament as an institution on their questioning of faith.  Further, several Latino Muslims in this study felt dissatisfied by unanswered questions and what they saw as Catholicism calling for blind faith.  For example, Vilma Lopez experienced a void while living in the convent and thereafter.  She accounts “the thing about having just faith and believe whatever the church tell[s] you or whatever the priest tell[s] you”
 as a strong cause for her emptiness.  She describes the mounting confusion she experienced and continually frustrated attempts to attain clarification, which surmounted in unconvincing calls for unquestioned faith:

And at that time when I was not going to Church I was always beginning to have questions about Christianity—Why the trinity?  Where did it come from?  What did it really mean?—[I had] many questions but they didn’t answer them in the way that I wanted them answered.  Instead they just told me—especially the priests in their robes—“It is something that you have to believe and carry in your heart.” …That was not the answer I was expecting.
 

Additionally, varied readings of the Bible raised concern for some Latinos.

Finally, some Latinos’ unease with the individual practice of Catholicism by fellow Catholics or congregational practices of specific Christian churches turned them off from the respective religion as a whole, entering a spiritual moratorium for differing lengths of time.  For example, Jorge Garcia, who left the Catholic Church to temporarily join the Pentecostal Church recalls his disappointment with what he considered hypocritical behavior of the congregation:

I didn’t practice for two years…because of a lot of things I saw.  People would come to church and then the following day, the next day I would see them in a bar drinking.  I would see people who were supposed to be leaders of their community in the church out smoking, drinking, with the Catholics.  I went to Catholic Church to see but in my heart I would see that it was not what I wanted because I would see the priest smoking, drinking.
  

RATIONALE FOR LATINO CONVERSION TO ISLAM.  Bearing in mind the complex and multi-factorial reasoning ultimately behind Latino conversion to Islam, for the purposes of this analysis, which is exploratory and suggestive in its nature, the reasons for conversion have roughly been categorized as emotional reasons and rational reasons.  Emotional reasons entail familial and spiritual motivations while rational reasons mean that individuals arrived at certain intellectual understandings including a noted familiarity of Islamic beliefs as they compare to Catholic or Christian beliefs that influenced them to convert. 
Norma Bader, who converted in December of 2001 at the age of thirty after twelve years of being married to a Muslim man, was encouraged to accept Islam based on familial motivations.  She recalls making the decision to convert for her daughter’s sake: 

…I was thinking, my daughter—12 years old—didn’t know what direction she was going in—either my husband’s religion or my religion.  So I was confusing her so I just decided that I should convert into my husband’s religion but I didn’t know nothing about Islam.
  

Some Latinos convert because they find spiritual fulfillment in Islam.  Puerto Rican Isa Muhammad, points out that learning to pray in the Islamic manner was what led him to accept Islam at the age of 40:

When I learnt how to do salat I did salat in the correct way and I felt in five 

minutes what took me like a half hour to reach in regular Buddhist meditation.  So I said, “Well, this is great. In five minutes doing this I feel the same spiritual uplifting that I feel that it takes me longer in this other religion I’m practicing. So I felt that it was like a short cut.  At that time wasn’t so much aware of the depth of the religion itself.  But the feeling I got from it made me say, “Okay, this is it.”

While some Latinos may be motivated to accept Islam for familial or spiritual reasons, this study indicates that the vast majority of Latinos are intellectually drawn to Islamic concepts, principally those of doctrine and theology.   Jen-Ai Chan Aristizabal comments: 

...I am very happy because if there is anything that I like about Islam it is that it is very intellectual.  There are not things such as in Catholicism where you have to blindly believe.  There is an explanation for everything…and I consider myself a person who likes to learn, who likes to investigate…...and when I was reading the Quran it was like I couldn’t go back, you know.  Either or I convert or I’m going to stay all my life like in a limbo because I can’t be Christian anymore..

Generally, those men and women who previously struggled with ideological issues in Catholicism find clarity in Islam’s strict monotheism.  Intellectually they are also attracted to an explanation of Jesus’ role as one limited to a revered prophet, the absence of a concept of original sin in Islam, as well as the established certainty of an unmodified Qur’an since the advent of Islam.  Like many others Vilma Lopez was finally satisfied with Islam’s explicit monotheistic quality in relation to the Divine:

We used to pray a lot to Mary and Jesus [in the convent].  And you mentioned God but [] a lot of the prayers would go to Mary.  And then in Islam, this was like why pray—just direct to God.  And I feel like, “Wow, I don’t have to go through so many people to get things like either to get my sins forgiven or to answer my prayer.”  So I felt good about that.

For some Latinos it is the familiarity of the Qur’anic teachings as they relate to Biblical teachings, which interest them to firstly consider Islam and then ultimately convince them to accept it.  For example, Ricardo Peña, recalls that he was shocked to discover a continuity of bliblical themes in Islam.  He remembers what his Colombian Muslim friend told him:

He said, “God sent the Prophet Moses peace be upon him and from the teachings of Moses came Judaism.  Then many prophets came by and later on God sent Jesus and from the teachings of Jesus came the Christian religion, Christianity basically.  Then God sent the Prophet Muhammad peace be upon him and from his teachings came Islam.  And in Islam we believe in Jesus and Moses and the angels and heaven.”  And that right there just blew me away.  Because it wasn’t until that moment that I had any idea that Islam had any connection to Biblical—my religion, pretty much.  And it just blew me away. That’s when I went and started researching Islam.
 

Along the same lines, the comforting familiarity of Mary in the Qur’an solidified Jen-Ai Chan Aristizabal ‘s belief in Islam: 

And I was so happy that in the Qur’an there’s a surah named Mary and for me Mary is like one of the best examples of Muslims because she was a true Muslim.  You know, she didn’t care about [having] a baby without being married just because God told her and she was completely surrounded [by] God and that’s what it means being Muslim.


Sometimes, experiences with the Qur’an contrast previous experiences with the Bible.  

So the first time that I opened the Qur’an it was very easy to understand.  Because in the Qur’an the basis is only that you have to believe in one god.  All the time, it is the same that you have to believe in 1 God.  So for me the Bible was hard to understand… So I started reading the Qu’ran and it was very simple, very easy to understand.  And the way the Qur’an teaches people about God is like pure.  And another thing that I really liked from the Qur’an is that in the Qur’an you’re never going to find bad things about prophets.  Like in the Bible, David makes like a big scene and he was a bad person at one time, and then Soloman was a bad person, And he was a good prophet but a bad person…But the Qur’an only tells you good things about the prophets.  That’s another thing that I really liked from the Qur’an.

Finally, miraculous events were sometimes rationalized and overlapped with these previously mentioned reasons to serve as a near-immediate impetus to convert.  Diana Peña experienced what she considers a miraculous event that occurred at her place of work, which led her to convert soon thereafter:  

"And then one day—…I was working…in this company… I only knew there was only one Muslim woman working there…she was an engineer…And one day I was like “God, you know, tell me if this [Islam] is the right path.  You need to let me know. I’m frustrated. I don’t know; I’m scared if this is the right path.”  This is all in my head at work!  Yeah, that was while my mom was sick…she was still alive…  And I was like “Oh my God!”  I go, “God!”  In my head it just popped out: “If this [Islam] is the right path and if this is what I should follow then you’ll send the only Muslim woman in this company right in front of my desk right now at this second.”  And this lady never visited me…There was never any reason for her to come and see me…So at that moment I was looking at some checks because they had given me some checks to pass out…And out of nowhere as soon as I turn around she was right in front of me.  Do you know how I felt?!  I started crying.  I cried, cried, cried.  And I’m like, “This can’t be happening.”  I started tearing.

SOCIAL CHALLENGES.  Not surprisingly, Latinos face a number of unique social challenges upon conversion involving both non-Muslims and Muslims.  The reaction of family members to their acceptance of Islam has varied from the positive to the negative.  Some have been supportive of a family member’s decision to convert even attending their formal declaration of Islam, while others have been outright discouraging.  For example, Melinda Roman’s parents were proud to showcase their hijab-clad daughter to the neighbors when Roman visited Puerto Rico, but Yusuf Cardenas’ parents accused him of terrorism. Still, others have been indifferent, avoiding any discussion of their family member’s religious choices altogether.   On the other hand, some family members are supportive to the extent that they ask their Muslim family members to pray for them or taking it one step further even accept Islam as their own.   

Even in cases where there is vehement opposition to their conversion, Latino Muslims maintain family ties.  In general, immediate non-Muslim family members are ultimately tolerant and even accommodating of their family member’s decision to convert. For example, although Hazel Gomez’ grandmother didn’t want to be preached to about Islam, she still went out of her way to purchase halal meat and dates for her granddaughter to eat during Ramadan.  Specifically relationships with ones parents have usually improved subsequent to Islam.  Accordingly, Victor Figueroa and Yahya Lopez note that Islam has played a pivotal role in their relationship with their parents.  Victor Figueroa shares, 

Although I’ve always respected my mother, there’s a much higher level of respect for her, absolutely.  In Islam, especially in the Qur’an when it says respect thy mother first, I mean that plays a big role.

Also, some Latino Muslims face challenges in maintaining themselves as Muslims among their original social group made up of non-Muslim family and friends. 
The main challenges common to both male and female Latino Muslims in practicing Islam include performance of the Islamic prayer, learning the Arabic language, fasting in the month of Ramadan.  Also, if one is an immigrant who is more comfortable using Spanish, then the lack of Islamic resources available in Spanish becomes taxing.  Ricardo Peña recalls the difficulty of learning to pray:

You have no idea how many times I prayed—I kind of get a chuckle out of this.  You have no idea how many times I’ve prayed and the whole time in my prayer I’m just saying “Allah forgive me for not knowing my prayers.” It’s like “Oh Allah forgive me, Allah forgive me.  Allahu Akbar.”  You bow and you go into the ruku, “Allah forgive me, Allah forgive me.”  And “Allahu Akbar.”  You stand.  And then you’re in ruku, “Allah forgive me, Allah forgive me.”  Cuz you’ve gone all this time and you haven’t memorized your prayers.  It’s a heck of a burden.  Not a burden in the sense that it’s a chore [but] a burden in that you have this burden of guilt if you go a certain amount of time without learning them.  And then after you do learn them then staying on top of it.  So it’s a heck of a jihad.  You know it really is.  Other than that no, I don’t feel that there’s anything.  After that everything’s easy.
 

Particular to men, issues they have struggled with involve the larger Muslim community; as such, the issue of dealing with individual cases of noted racism in the larger immigrant Muslim community, and obstacles to marrying a Muslim woman from the larger non-Latino Muslim community have proven particularly wearisome Yahya Lopez comments on his experience with immigrant Muslim communities, 

Whenever I encountered brothers, especially of the immigrant type, [] pretty much their smiles and happiness towards me as a Latino Muslim, as a new convert—their smiles dashed when I asked for one of their daughters.

Still, it should be mentioned that experiences with the larger Muslim community cannot be generalized for some individuals cite a positive welcome by the Muslim community as a major motivating factor.  For example, Daniel Aristizabal comments: 

I’ve met from every single nationality the nicest human beings on earth.  I would honestly go as far as to say if whatever happened to me in this life and it didn’t work out that they would let me live with them, they’d take me as one of their own children and for as long as I’ve lived, not even family members of mine have given me attention like that.  It’s amazing!

In contrast to the men, the women in this study, on the other hand, have faced greater concern with the practice of Islam in the private realm; that is, they may individually struggle with wearing hijab or the head covering for Muslim women, raising their children Islamically especially if the children are older when the mother converts, and balancing out pressures from non-Muslim family members to maintain certain Hispanic traditions while not compromising their Islamic belief.  One Latina Muslim mother explains her discomfort with accommodating a specific Hispanic cultural rite known as the quinceañera for her daughter’s fifteenth birthday:  

I think it’s just a big waste of money and the main main main issue is that the parents pay for everything basically and that means I would have to pay for liquor for all my family because they would expect liquor.  And if there’s no liquor there, they would have a big fit. Um, that’s basically the main reason why: I don’t want to have to buy liquor for anyone...it’s just the big, you know, haram that I would be doing buying liquor for all these people, you know.  I think they would get more upset if I had one and didn’t have the liquor—I would never hear the end of it—than if I didn’t have one altogether.
 

Also, some Latinos face somewhat of a culture shock in adopting Islamic practices into their daily life.  For some Latinos adopting Islamic religious practices may be difficult mainly because they are learning an entirely new form of worship and because it departs from what they are culturally accustomed to.  A culture shock may moreover be felt due to cultural differences experienced in interaction with the larger Muslim community, which in this study’s case involves namely an immigrant community of either Arab or Indo-Pakistani descent.  To their credit, Latino Muslims skillfully maneuver the racial, ethnic, and cultural differences within the local larger Muslim community, becoming receptive to Muslim concerns worldwide.  

Related to this, another noted challenge for Latino Muslims is the issue of their perceived identity and the challenges that poses.  Latino Muslims are no exception to the stereotypes and attitudes associated with Islam and Muslims in the US.  That is, Islam is often perceived as a foreign faith and in the current post-September 11 climate, the undesirability of such perceived “foreigners” is at times communicated, making the Latino Muslim identity a decidedly complex one. The case of Latino Muslims is especially profound in that not only are they Latino, stereotyped and targeted for illegal immigration, but they are additionally Muslim amid the suspicion rampant in the post-September 11 atmosphere of the United States.  In sum, they are a “double minority”; that is, they are a minority within a larger American society because of their ethnicity and again a minority on the basis of their religion.  Furthermore, they are a minority within the already minority American Muslim community.  Amid the post-September 11 suspicion of Islam rampant in the United States as well as heightened offensives against illegal immigration targeting Hispanics during the Bush era, Latino Muslims are in a decidedly precarious situation.  
Government pessimism aside, the societal skepticism faced by some Latino Muslims also proves cumbersome.  In fact, identifying with Islam might compromise some Hispanics’ claim to Hispanic ethnicity.  For example, Norma Bader’s family was initially preoccupied with the cultural implications of her conversion: 

...the main main question they asked me when I told them that I converted was “Are you going to wear the scarf—are you going to dress like them?!”  I think instead of them asking me why did you convert or how did it touch you or what did you hear that made you change your life from day to night like that so quick. No, their main concern was “Am I going to dress like them?” It just bothered me that they couldn’t ask a better question and I wasn’t even wearing the scarf when they asked me. I guess they were afraid to see me with the scarf…But I’ve told them to look beyond the scarf—I’m still the same person…They just criticize that I have to pray 5 times a day; and they criticize that I have to pray in Arabic; they criticize that I wear the scarf; they criticize that my children can’t eat pork; they criticize numerous, numerous things.
 

As Muslims, Latinos are vulnerable to ethnic profiling of a different sort, as was the case of Jose Padilla.  Still, it is dangerous to assume that Latino Muslims will take the radical path that Jose Padilla is accused of having taken.  Indeed, Latino Muslims are a peaceful group of individuals with a heightened sense of cultural sensitivity.  While others might question the Hispanic legitimacy of Latino Muslims, it is clear that many Latino Muslims’ lifestyles are accommodating of their Hispanic cultures.  As far as Latino Muslims are concerned they do not forsake their heritage to commit cultural apostasy.  In reality, Latino Muslims demonstrate heightened cultural sensitivity when they emphasize or downplay particular aspects of their identities depending on whether they are among the Latino community or the Muslim community.  Generally, they cater to Latino family members, and are accepting of their family’s cultural norms except where this might compromise their Islamic beliefs.  Latino Muslims leave those few activities which are expressly forbidden in Islam; as such, they do not drink alcohol or consume pork products, etc.  Still, they strive to maintain family ties and consider doing so a religious obligation.  In fact, Latino Muslims generally improve familial relations upon acceptance and practice of Islam. 

Therefore, Latino Muslims are maintaining their Hispanic culture alongside their new Islamic beliefs, in many cases giving rise to a Latino Islam.  This term does not intend to imply a departure from mainstream Islam’s theological basis.  Instead, it is better understood as recognition that Islam is experienced differently by Hispanics when compared to members of other Muslim ethnicities in the United States, the three largest being South Asian, Arab, and African-American.
  Indeed, new Hispanic Muslim cultural practices actually have emerged.  Traditional Hispanic dishes made of pork, for example, are not simply replaced by ethnic Indo-Pakistani or Arab dishes such as Indian biryani or Arab falafels; instead turkey or other meats substitute pork in various Hispanic dishes.

Despite such cultural challenges, however, a number of Latinos have persisted in converting to Islam and maintaining themselves as Muslims.  Latino Muslims delicately balance their non-Muslim American Hispanic culture and their newly-adopted Muslim culture.  In general, these prove to be complementary.  The diversity of the Muslim community, Islam and Muslims’ overall acceptance of Hispanics, the continuity of biblical themes in Islam, and the familiarity of many Muslim values and customs all facilitate a Latino’s consideration of Islam.  And, while Latino Muslims may at times suffer discrimination because of association with Islam, many Latino Muslims are keen to involve in community activism by working with various organizations to educate the general public about Islam.  Some choose to formally organize as Latino Muslims to benefit from each other and more effectively communicate to non-Muslim Latinos.  

CONCLUSION.  Ultimately, as Hispanic Muslims’ numbers and visibility grow, so does the likelihood that more converts will follow.
  This seems very likely since Latino Muslims are a group of individuals more likely than immigrant Muslims to expose non-Muslims to Islam.  Just as their own paths to Islam involved the essential component of interaction with an actual Muslim, Latino Muslims can in turn be expected to serve as a medium for their non-Muslim relatives, friends and other acquaintances to be exposed to Islam. 
The only issue complicating this on a mass scale is the heightened suspicion regarding Islam following September 11, 2001.  The aftermath of September 11, 2001 has left several Latino Muslims anxious that co-workers might discover their Islam and that their job security might resultantly be compromised.  Also, some fear that a stranger might deal with them harshly if they were to know they are Muslim.  What is essential to recognize though is that those same inhibitions do not usually exist with family members.  Since this preliminary data has demonstrated that Latinos principally consider Islam only after some meaningful relationship with a Muslim, family members and close friends of Latino Muslims might have similarly significant exposure to Islam.  Latino Muslims are unassumingly yet profoundly shaping the American landscape and will likely continue to do so as Hispanic Muslims struggle to impart their new beliefs and lifestyle to their children and families.  
Still, one is forced to consider those Latinos who despite having had exposure to Muslims choose not to consider Islam.  One is tempted to speculate that such individuals have either simply had superficial contact with Muslims or outright unfavorable experiences with Muslims, which leave them indisposed to considering Islam.  The case of one Latina female in this study who chose to leave Islam illustrates the real challenges faced by some Latino Muslims in dealing with the larger Muslim community.  Her case reveals that like Hispanic Catholics and Hispanic Protestants, Hispanic Muslims are vulnerable to being negatively affected by the misbehavior, mistreatment and even racism of fellow co-religionists.  As their Catholic and Protestant counterparts, Hispanics who are Muslim may sometimes feel marginalized in majority African American and Arab or Indo-Pakistani immigrant dominated mosques.  Despite any discrimination based on race that Latino Muslims may experience, most Latino Muslims ultimately are comfortable claiming Islam as rightfully theirs.  They may attribute any racially-motivated discrimination not to Islam but instead to an ignorance of Islam by some Muslims.

Akin to their African American counterparts, a number of Hispanic Muslims—be they immigrants or native born—recognize their conversion to Islam as a “return to their roots.”  Nostalgic of the first Hispanic Muslims of medieval Spain, several recent Hispanic Muslims consider themselves to be reverts coming back to their original selves instead of converts.  The basis for this claim comes not simply from nostalgia and in some cases a shocking revelation that the first Hispanic Muslims of Medieval Spain may have been their ancestors, but perhaps is more strongly embedded in an Islamic religious belief that all human beings are born with a natural inclination to be in submission to God.  
One cannot help but wonder whether the future of Latino Muslims might mimic that of Afro-American Muslims whose numbers exponentially rose within a relatively short period of time, such that African Americans comprise one of the largest ethnic groups of Muslims in America.
  Rather than falling under the “other” category as they generally do now, perhaps we shall see a distinct category for Latino Muslims.  This seems very possible considering that Hispanics have outranked Afro-Americans as the largest minority group in the US.  In the meantime, Islam continues to profoundly shape the lives of those Latinos who have championed it as their own.  
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