
 
 

Creating A New Vision Of Islam In America 
 [In this interview from National Public Radio, host Terry Gross speaks with Imam Rauf about his dream to 
build a place where Muslims and people of different religions can go to learn from each other and coexist. ]  

May 9, 2012 - TERRY GROSS, HOST: … My guest is the imam who was at the center of the controversy over 
the so-called ground zero mosque. Imam Feisal Abdul Rauf’s vision is of an interfaith Islamic center modeled 
on New York’s famous 92nd Street Y. Opponents have said it’s an insult to those victims and survivors of the 
terrorist attack to have a mosque built close to ground zero.  

Imam Rauf is no longer working with his original partner on the project. He’s now calling his proposed center 
Cordoba House, part of the Cordoba Initiative, a multifaith project he cofounded to bridge relations between 
Muslims and the West. Rauf is a longtime advocate of interfaith understanding. So was his father, who was 
Egyptian and headed Islamic centers in New York and Washington.  

Imam Rauf moved to America with his family when he was a teenager. From 1983 to 2009 he served as imam 
of a mosque in Tribeca, about a dozen blocks from ground zero. In his new book, “Moving the Mountain: 
Beyond Ground Zero to a New Vision of Islam in America,” Rauf explains why the extremist version of Islam 
is untrue to Muslim history and profoundly dangerous to Muslims and non-Muslims. …  

GROSS: … what is the status of the interfaith Muslim center that you’ve been trying to build near ground zero, 
which is now known as Cordoba House?  

RAUF: Yes, the dream is still alive, and this is why I wrote this book. But let me tell you what my goal was, 
what my dream was for the Cordoba House and what it still is and continues to this day. My dream was to find a 
place where Muslims and people in this country from all different religions can get to understand and respect 
one another more deeply in peace, in recreation, in worship and learning, and to find a place that can truly be a 
safe space for us all to come together in a positive, constructive way, because the world needs that today. That 
was my goal.  

Now, what happened, Terry, at that time clearly wasn’t the perfect solution, and it did not - what happened did 
not reflect my dream nor my purpose in the right way, but the dream still exists and continues to exist. …  

[Rauf arrived in the United States in 1965, when he was 17 years old and experienced several challenges.]  

And the other challenge was also the political one, being an Arab and being an Egyptian, especially after ‘67 
and the Israeli-Egyptian War. It became a very difficult thing for me as an Arab in a city, and many of my - 
even my schoolmates at Columbia were Jewish.  

We had usually passionate discussions and arguments even. Of course I made many good friends among them, 
but we had moments of even difficulty in those discussions. And how the politics of the Middle East and the - 
has - had poisoned, and continues to poison until this day the relationship between Muslims and Jews, has been 
one of the more painful aspects.  

It was a painful aspect of that period of my life, but it also shaped it in important ways in terms of wanting to 
understand it and seeing how we can be a factor for positive change.  



GROSS: Why did you decide to become an imam, and what did you do before that?  

RAUF: … I even knew when I was coming on the ship from Egypt to the United States,I had this interior voice 
in my heart telling me that my role would be to introduce Islam to America in an American vernacular, in an 
American vocabulary, both Islam as a faith and also the spiritual dimension of Islam, which is called Sufism. …  

RAUF: Well, I was imam of what was then called the Sufi mosque. I mean although we had a name, but people 
tended to call mosques based upon their nicknames, and we were a mosque that was known as enhancing or 
amplifying the spiritual dimension of Islam, and people who came to our mosque tended to be those who were 
from all the different Sufi traditions.  

You know, we have different - we have different, we have many different schools of mysticism or Sufism 
throughout the Muslim world, and many of those who have emigrated to this country used to come to our 
mosque and still do, because my sermons always amplified the spiritual aspect, from the teachings of the Quran 
and from the prophet, from our scripture and the prophet’s teachings, that really brought us to the presence of 
God and reminded us of our closeness to God. …  

GROSS: Did you ever find in your mosque that there were people who seemed very, like, disaffected from 
America, very angry at America and were the kind of people that would raise a red flag in your mind that 
maybe they were an extremist, maybe they were dangerous?  

RAUF: Well, look, as Americans, you know, we have a very healthy tradition of questioning our government’s 
policies, whether they’re domestic or international. And certainly within the Muslim community at large, not 
only in my mosque but at large, the Muslim community always felt that many aspects of American foreign 
policy towards the Muslim world were not, you know, in the best interest of the United States nor in the best 
interest of the Muslim community. …  

GROSS: … So let’s just go back a couple of years, I guess, when Terry Jones, a Christian extremist pastor from 
Florida threatened to burn the Quran. And wasn’t he saying that you need to say that you were not going to 
build that mosque near ground zero?  

RAUF: Well, what happened was Sarah Palin was one who made that suggestion. I mean, he threatened to burn 
the Quran, and Sarah Palin suggested that maybe he should agree not to burn it if we agreed to move. So that 
immediately changed the dynamics and made it into a kind of a hostage crisis type of a situation.  

GROSS: So you must have been in a really tough situation because Terry Jones is, like, very extreme. I can’t 
speak to his mental health. And if he burned the Quran, that would have probably unleashed riots around the 
Muslim world.  

RAUF: Absolutely. …  

RAUF: What that crisis made very clear to me was that the real battlefront was not between Muslims and non-
Muslims, between Muslims and Jews, Muslims and Christians, et cetera, or Muslims and the West. The real 
battlefront was between all the moderates of all faith traditions against all the extremists of all faith traditions.  

And here was a perfect example of an extremist, in this case a Christian, challenging a moderate who was a 
Muslim. And that’s the battlefront that we have to wage. And this is why I proposed that we figure out a way to 
build a global coalition of moderates, to build and grow it into a movement of moderates that can drown out the 
voices of the extremists not only in the West but also from our faith traditions.  



Fortunately, what really - the heroes of that, the unsung heroes of that story was our Christian friends, our 
Christian evangelical friends. You know, at that time Reverend Jim Wallace called me up and said, look, you 
know, and told me about, you know, Geoff Tunnicliffe, secretary general of the World Evangelical Alliance, 
how they did not want me to engage with this person. They said this is not your problem.  

They said this is a problem within the Christian community. Let us deal with him. And they in fact spoke to 
him, and they were the ones who when he came up trying to meet me, met him at the airport here at La Guardia 
airport hotel, and forced him to back down. …  

GROSS: So, you know, ever since 9/11, people have been saying where are the leaders in the Muslim world 
who are willing to stand up and say this extremism must stop, and why isn’t there a louder, more forceful set of 
voices insisting on that. You’ve been one of the voices saying that.  

RAUF: Yes.  

GROSS: Do you feel like you are part of a growing chorus or that you’re part of a small group?  

RAUF: Well, I believe we are part of a growing chorus. And I know for a fact that moderates exist everywhere, 
in every tradition, in every political environment. There are moderates in Israel. There are moderates in Iran, 
there are moderates in the Republican Party, moderates in the Democratic Party. What we need to do is we need 
[to] link all of these moderates together and to figure out a way by which this particular coalition can speak to 
important issues to marginalize the voice of the extremists.  
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