American Institute of Islamic Studies and Culture and Interfaith Initiative of Omaha
The Muslim community of Omaha, Nebraska has organized to establish the American Institute of Islamic Studies (AIISC).  The formation of AIISC has brought together Muslims from different backgrounds, culture, language and countries of origin.  Omaha, a midwestern city, is home to a Muslim population originating from the countries of Afghanistan, Malaysia, Indonesia, India, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Palestine, Tunisia, Turkey and the United States of America.

The primary reason for the formation of AIISC is to promote better understanding of Islam in the United States of America.  It is no secret that Islam is the most poorly understood and most feared religion in the Western World.  After September 11, the misunderstanding, coupled with perceived threat from the “Islamists”, has added the element of apprehension in the minds of the American population.  Islam is seen as a monolithic society with little or no understanding of the geographic, cultural and linguistic differences that exist in the Muslim world and the Muslim populations are divided by differences in interpretation of Islamic faith and historical consequences of such differences.  There is no understanding that most conflicts in the world are political and to consider these as religious in nature is historically inaccurate.
The combination of lack of understanding of the true nature of the Islam and Muslims with the present geo-political conditions in the world has created an atmosphere ripe with misinformation, selective, and out of context of interpretation of Islamic thoughts and beliefs.

The mission statement of AIISC reads “The purpose of this organization shall be to promote a better understanding of Islam in the United States of America”.  

The initiatives of AIISC include:

1. Seminars with invited Islamic scholars to present the true face of Islam to both the Muslim and non-Muslim communities.

2. Presentation by the members of AIISC to schools, churches and synagogues as well as cultural and social gatherings in Omaha and the state of Nebraska reflecting the true nature of Islam.

3. To hold small group discussions with non-Muslim groups in a friendly, mutually appreciative atmosphere.
4. In cooperation with Creighton University in Omaha, Nebraska, begin to develop a curriculum for teaching the history and principles of Islam.

5. Promote and create an atmosphere where all Muslims irrespective of their national origin, language, native culture and belief systems, feel welcome and celebrate the brother and sisterhood of Islam.

6. Promote, enhance and support cultural activities among Muslim’s of different cultural, linguistic and national background.

7. Promote interfaith dialogue with other Abrahamic faiths.

8. Build infrastructure and facilities to promote the above initiatives.

9. Build a mosque which will not only be a place of worship but serve as the core facility for all social and cultural activities, around which other facilities will grow to provide support for our mission.

Some of the unique features of AIISC are:

A. Board of Directors was elected by a “founding group” which came together with a shared belief that an urgent need exists for planning a center which will promote the study and research of Islam and the cultural variation of the Muslim population of the world.

B. Establish an interfaith center with Abrahamic faiths in the United States of America.
C. The board of directors has nine Muslim members and two non-Muslim members representing the Jewish and Christian faiths.

The Interfaith Initiative of Omaha

An unusual opportunity presented itself when some of the board members of Temple Israel “a reformed Jewish congregation” approached the AIISC to pursue discussion regarding the possibility of co-locating Jewish, Christian and Muslim places of worship – to form “an interfaith campus”.  We were later joined by the Episcopal Diocese of Nebraska to complete the cooperative circle of the three Abrahamic faiths.

Our current plans call for co-locating a synagogue, a church and a mosque with a central structure which will be shared by the Abrahamic faiths.  Representatives of the three groups have agreed to a “memorandum of understanding”.  Preamble to the memorandum of understanding reads “We, the members of the three Abrahamic faiths, Judaism, Christianity and Islam in order to engage in multifaceted interfaith dialogue, promote mutual respect, trust, understanding, and human solidarity, uphold the right to proclaim ones own religion and serve God in our own way, initiate a tri-faith discourse and establish this memorandum of mutual understanding.  Our mission statement reads “Establish and maintain an interfaith campus in West Omaha, Nebraska”.  Our vision statement reads “We, the members of the three Abrahamic faiths:  Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, impelled by visions of human harmony, wish to share our grand and mutual heritage, there is, in belief in, and worship of, one all mighty God.  Our vision is to build bridges of Respect and Acceptance, to challenge the stereotypes of each other, to learn from each other and to counter the influence of the extremists and the agents of hate.  Empowered by Faith and united in Hope, it is our prayer that together we will grow in knowledge and belief that the truth of God is bigger than all of us.
Founding principles of interfaith Initiative of Omaha are:

1. Each participant’s religious building/space will be separate

2. Each participant has complete control over all aspects of its religious, governance, and internal affairs

3. No participant shall engage in proselytizing

4. Each participant shall be responsible for fundraising and individual needs

5. Creation of shared space (a common pavilion), for example:  library space, food service, meeting rooms, auditorium, conference and  banquet facilities, parking, and a common outdoor area

6. Oversight and governance may be by establishing an organization in which each participant will have an equal voice

The board of directors of the interfaith initiative of Omaha has twelve members consisting of four from each of the three faiths, who were nominated from their own respective organizations.  The presidency of the board is rotated among the three groups.  The planning of the future steps to bring this dream to reality proceed with great vigor.  However, we have realized that interfaith dialogue begins when people meet people.  Construction of the buildings and facilities may be important, but to forge relationships among people is absolutely crucial to promote a dialogue.  We have undertaken several important steps to initiate this process.

Presentation by AIISC, the Episcopalian  Diocese, and Temple Israel to smaller groups at synagogue or at the homes of members of the three faiths where frank and open discussion can be carried out.  These discussions have reinforced the idea that you can talk to your friends about anything.  Participation and social gathering in celebration of each others holidays will be a central significant element of these activities.  Plans are underway for having outdoor gatherings of the members of the three faiths on a picnic or conducting health fairs where physicians from the three faiths will provide free advice and evaluations.  Further planning includes more intimate and personal involvement where members of each faith invite others to visit each others homes and to share ideas and to learn from each other.  Youth group activities under the leadership of the young leaders from the three faiths, is also in progress.  We are also participating in social work such as building homes and working with Habitat for Humanity.
We clearly understand, that dialogue does not require people to change, alter or give up their own beliefs, but asks them to bring their own core thoughts and principles with the ability to be self critical and look for the positive in others beliefs.  We hope this dialogue will help us to grow with mutual understanding, and we will walk together towards being a better human being.  We believe that by opening up to each other sharing these experiences is central to the interfaith dialogue as it depends on mutual understanding, mutual respect and trust.  We hope that these efforts will lead to a day when falsified images, perpetuated by ignorance will be replaced by true portraits of our faiths.

We are inspired by the idea that the Abrahamic faiths, Judaism, Christianity and Islam share a grand heritage, we have traditions and beliefs which bind us together.  We are an inter-related Unity and we should and can be working partners in the service of God.  We want to transform this inspiration, this vision, into a reality by planting our places of worship in a common garden:  by building and sharing a Palace of Ideas, Hopes, and Dreams.  This Palace will be the home to a center of excellence for learning, scholarship and knowledge, and a beacon of hope which will dispel the shadows of ignorance and mistrust, a voice of serenity among the cacophony of doubt and distrust.
It will be a place where we will go to seek understanding and build trusting relationships.  It will be the glue which holds us together at this Interfaith Center and brings the three Abrahamic communities together, physically, spiritually and socially.  This coalition of spiritual and material resources will accomplish so much more than any one of us alone.  The spiritual, intellectual, physical and monetary resources as a joint force will be used to reach the local, regional, national and even international concerns of Justice and Fairness.  Standing together, we will confront the inequities of poverty, opportunities in healthcare, face the demons of bigotry, prejudice and discrimination.  
Responsibility to deal with the current situation of ignorance and hatred, is not optional, it is our obligation and sacred duty.  Let us take “the road less traveled” as will make all the difference (Robert Frost).  We shall never doubt “that a small group of committed people can change the world…… indeed, it is the only thing that ever has”. (Margaret Mead).    
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