Rationale for the Path of Light Organization and Needs Analysis of the Community

Purpose of the Organization

The organization, named Path of Light Canadian Islamic Centre of Montreal, is a registered non-profit, founded in 2006.  It was formed in response to a number of performance gaps perceived by the founders of the organization within the Montreal Muslim community.  These performance gaps are several, and are outlined in the pages that follow.

The founders of the organization are a small group of Montreal Muslim converts, who, based on observations and experiences within the Montreal Muslim community, particularly within the Shia Muslim community to which the founders belong.  This group came together under a number of key common observations of concern.

Problems or performance gaps perceived through observations and reflections on the part of the founders

1. Language

First of all, there is the lack of Islamic activities in English and French in Montreal, at least within the Shia Muslim subset of the community.  There are various reasons for this.  First and foremost, most of the religious centers and organizations and the communities they represent are relatively young in that they have been founded within the last few decades or less.  As well, they tend to be organized along linguistic and nationalistic lines.  This lack of programs in English or French is, admittedly, largely for reasons of genuine merit, rather than out of a desire to not carry out such programs.  For one, Muslim communities in Montreal are based largely in immigrant communities which are, on the large, relatively early in their cycle of community development.  Though Muslims make up the second-largest religious demographic in Canada, (recently overtaking the Jewish community in this regard) and although the earliest Muslim communities in Canada date back to the mid 19th century, with  the first mosque in Canada started in 1938 in Edmonton, the majority of the Muslim population in Canada is of more recent origin, within the last few decades.  

These immigrants come from a wide range of geographical areas.  The Shia Muslim subsection of this population consists largely of Lebanese (post 1980’s civil war and following turbulence in other major centers of Lebanese emigration, including French West African countries such as Sierra Leone and Cote d’Ivoire), Iraqi (post 1980’s Iran-Iraq war and post-1990’s Gulf War and following sanctions regime), Iranian (post 1978 revolution and post 1980’s Iran-Iraq war), the Khoja, a community of merchants of Indian ancestry coming from India and former British East Africa, and Pakistan. (Following increases in sectarian violence)  Communities are still working through the earlier stages of community development, including establishment of the community and the forming of networks of mutual support.  Up to this point, this stabilizing and establishment of the community has been the key priority, so it is natural that the language of the home country would be the dominant language up to this point.  This follows the pattern of earlier successful immigrant communities, such as Chinese/Asian communities, Jewish communities, and the Italian communities in Canada.  

Existing organizations are at various stages of community development.  Some offer services on special religious occasions to mostly insular groups of common nationality and language, while others more established are offering more substantial activities for youth and community outreach and involvement activities.  Some more forward-looking organizations are looking toward the future of their organizations and communities by instituting limited activities in English and French.  The major reason for this development leads to my next point.

2 Lackluster Youth Involvement and Attendance

The second observation of the founders of our organization is the relative lack of youth involvement and attendance in the community activities.  English and French activities have been started to tackle this issue, even though at the same time, community elders harbour concerns that the youth are “losing their culture.”  The vast majority of the youth are, by our estimation, second generation Canadians.  As is nearly a universal pattern amongst immigrant communities in Canada, there is a distinctive generation gap between the original immigrant generation, who were born and raised in the “old country,” and their children, who were born, or at least spent most of their formative years in the “new country.”  One of the conflicts is that these youth, though often possessing at least conversational fluency in their parents’ language, and though often involved in some sort of formal part-time study in the home language, operate in school and in their daily lives outside the home and mosque/community centre in English, French, or both.  This, combined with some of the usual conflicts between generations seen here in Canada results in somewhat of a discontent between the parents’ generation and the youth generation in terms of involvement in the religious community. This likely comes from a combination of two factors.  First of all, language, in that community activities take place in the language of the parents, and second, because the community activities, which attempt, to a certain extent, to create a comfort zone by recreating a bubble of the “old country” recreates cultural artifacts that lack relevance for those youth who grew up in an entirely different cultural environment.  

This is not at all to say that action is not being taken at all to address the needs of the youth; indeed, a number of the centers include specifically youth-oriented activities such as summer camps and sporting classes, as well as youth committees or youth organizations within the overall umbrella of the various organizations.  However, the fact remains that there is a tangible need for English and French language activities in Montreal to attract those youth that are not drawn to traditional style Arabic, Persian, or Urdu language programs, and who are in danger of being “lost.”  Community leaders are increasingly recognizing the gravity of the situation, and are increasingly adapting to the needs of the youth as an essential part of preserving and growing the religious community.  Experiments with English and French programs or components at some centers have led to marked increases in youth participation, but much more needs to be done.  Increasing youth engagement is a key aspect of sustaining and growing the community for the future.  And the youth represent an excellent opportunity for growing the communities and filling positions of leadership in the future.  These youth typically come from families where at least one of the parents is highly educated, which correlates with higher performance and education of the children.  (Immigration requirements mean that immigrants tend to be much better educated than the general level of the population.)  As well, particularly in Montreal, many of these youth possess enviable language skills, often possessing fluency in 3 or even four languages.  

There is indeed a core of highly active Shia Muslim youth in Montreal that is working hard to be active in their communities and in the community at large.  Often, these youth, frustrated by what they perceive as too narrow nationalistic and cultural affiliations of their parents’ generation, cross traditional nationalistic, linguistic, and cultural barriers to work together with like-minded youth.  English and French language activities by three organizations, SAMA, the Student Association for Muslim Awareness, a Concordia University student organization, and the United Muslim Women of Canada (Montreal and Ottawa), a women’s organization that is a subsidiary of a larger Canada-wide organization, Islamic Humanitarian Service, and the AJLM (Association des Jeunes Libanais Musulmanes) has been making efforts to address needs of the French speaking Lebanese community.  These organizations have acted as catalysts to draw together active youth of different communities to collaborate and network toward common goals.  But more needs to be done still to truly capture the imagination of the youth, particularly those who are not drawn at all towards community activities, and provide a steady program schedule of English and French language Islamic programming.

3.  Converts to Islam  

Another performance gap in the Montreal community and elsewhere is that of embracing new converts and incorporating them into the greater Muslim community.  As mentioned earlier, efforts of existing communities have focused largely on preserving, supporting, and stabilizing the community of immigrants in Montreal, while building work and financial status, so existing communities cannot be completely blamed for performance gaps in this regard.  Most or all of the energies of existing communities have been directed to preserving identity and giving support for the establishment and cohesion of the communities, with little energy left for outwards focus.  As well, many of those immigrants came to Canada fleeing persecution or conflict, and have operated under the assumption, whether explicitly or implicitly, that their exile from their country of origin was only temporary, with plans to return “home” once situations improve.  This tends to produce, whether intentionally or not, a lack of focus on setting down roots to build the community here in Canada.  The fact that the children of these adults, born and/or raised here in Canada, tend to identify “home” in Canada more than their parent’s countries of origin is tending to counteract this to some extent.   However, the fact remains that there is a lack of an organized structure to share information about Islam to curious outside inquirers, and to facilitate the incorporation of new Muslims of Canadian background into the greater Islamic community in Montreal.  Or, at least this is the case within the Shia Muslim community.  

Structures seem to exist in a more developed form in the greater Muslim community for meeting, educating, and supporting new converts in what is usually a period of significant life change.  However, observations suggest that a significant percentage of these efforts are led by Saudi funded organizations, and as such, tend to indoctrinate people into the relatively narrow-minded and extreme interpretation espoused by that country.  This is being combated to some extent by more moderate Sunni Muslim organizations, which is a positive sign.  However, the fact remains that the Shia community, for whatever reason, is lagging in this regard, which is rather troubling, given the Islamic requirement to propagate, through teaching, dialogue, and discussion, the religion of Islam on a global basis.  Existing organizations mentioned previously, such as SAMA and the United Muslim Women of Canada, have acted to meet new converts referred to them and direct them to information, contacts, and resources.  However, this has been a sadly haphazard affair to date, lacking a structured, organized approach that would be able to handle a heavier stream of people if other educative efforts were to take off.

The language issue also acts as a barrier to increased involvement and engagement in the community by new Muslims.  Existing regular programs in existing centers, tend to be carried out in languages other than English or French.  This tends to lead to a sense of alienation amongst new converts, who often sit through lectures and sermons with only fragmentary grasp of what was being said in order to be part of the community experience of the religion.  This often leads, however, to frustration and eventual withdrawal from participation in activities in the centers, and, a more individualistic approach to religion.  This is a troubling pattern, however, because it is hard enough to maintain a Muslim identity in this society even with a strong social support network.  As well, social involvement plays a key aspect in Islamic theology, with the believers not being simply a set of individuals, but an ummah, a community.

Currently, there exist programs to teach Arabic and other languages, but many new converts lack the time to tackle a brand new language, despite significant intrinsic motivation for the task.  They tend to be overwhelmed as it is with other challenges of learning their new religion.  And even given the time to learn a new language, there still remains a need for English and French activities while this learning process is developing.

4. Negative attitudes about Muslims by Quebecers

While a negative public image is not just a problem in Montreal or Quebec, but rather a problem for Muslims all across Europe and North America, there is something particularly hostile about the environment in Quebec that is qualitatively different from what you see in much of the rest of North America, and which gives a flavor of some of the more hostile environments seen in Europe, particularly in France.  Such attitudes are extremely troubling to the Muslims living in this province, mostly concentrated in Montreal.  The difference in terms of the openness and tolerance shown by the non-Muslim majority towards Muslims in Montreal, particularly from the French Canadian majority, as opposed to say, Toronto, is striking.

There are a number of possible reasons for this.  

First of all are historical reasons: there is the history of the French Canadians and their dealings with the Catholic church, with strong intrusion of the organized church into daily life, as opposed to mostly Protestant background with weaker intrusion into daily life, in English Canada.  In the 1960’s there was the Quiet Revolution, a wide social reform movement which in many ways was a movement against the influence of Catholicism in Quebec society, and more widely, against the influence and even expression of religion in the public sphere in general.  There is a strong emphasis in Quebec on secularism in the public sphere, to the extent of a widespread belief that not only should the state not actively promote a particular religion, but that the state should actively curtail the influence of religion in society, and that religion should be a topic talked about quietly behind closed doors, with no mention in the public sphere.  Whereas in (historically more Protestant) English Canada, while a healthy division of church and state is accepted as an important principle, there is a greater openness to the idea that religion is an important and central part of people’s lives, and is a subject that can and should be talked about in public, given that certain basic human courtesies of respect toward those with different beliefs are practiced.  As long as one does not try to actively force one’s religion on others, it is seen as acceptable for the most part, in English Canada to talk openly about, and openly express and practice one’s religion.  Whereas in Quebec, the mere public expression of religion, for example, a Muslim woman wearing a traditional head covering or hijab, is widely perceived in French Canadian circles in itself as some sort of provocative affront against the secular public sphere.

There is also an element of demographics involved.  Whereas in the rest of Canada, foreign born individuals make up 20% of the population, in Quebec, this figure is much less, about 10%.  The result of this is that Quebecers, on average, have much less contact with foreign immigrants in general, and with Muslims in particular.  Sociologists say that, paradoxically, the best way to overcome the sorts of initial discomfort levels that are usual with the existing majority encountering newcomers is to increase the level of contact.  This is because, while at first the increased contact increases the level of anxiety, eventually, a critical mass of familiarity is reached, and the anxiety fades.  In Montreal, where the population of foreign born groups is higher than in other parts of Quebec, this is a less acute issue for most groups.  With religious groups, however, and particularly Muslims, there is a much higher level of discomfort, due to the religious history of the province, as described above.  Within Quebec as a whole, there is a significant urban-rural split, with rural dwellers having little to no contact with Muslims and foreign born people in general, and therefore tending to have much more xenophobic outlooks.  There is probably some interaction here with the nationalist/sovereignist movement in Quebec, given the need, in advancing this ideology, to encourage the idea of Quebec culture as a distinct, uniform culture that is continually threatened by outside influences.  This underlying cultural current of “siege mentality” certainly doesn’t help things.  The recent electoral successes of the Action Democratique are troubling in this regard, as there are some indications that the party rode this more rural, xenophobic demographic towards greater power.  The question of how the increased political influence of such factions, combined with the weakness of the governing Liberals will affect the political climate remains to be seen.

Overall, in summary, there is a great need to improve attitudes by Quebecers toward Muslims.

Proposed Actions to Address These Problems 

Our organization has been formed with a view to attempting to address these various problems.  Our intention is to form a new community centre in which several specific activities designed to take care of these concerns will take place.  They are outlined below.

1. Regular Programs in English and French

These programs will be organized in French and English to address converts, curious non-Muslims and citizens of Montreal, and Muslim youth.  The other key emphasis, in addition to language, will be a focus on escaping purely cultural rituals and practices to focus on simply presenting the religious principles.  Although sacrifices will not be made in terms of “watering down” what are understood unanimously by qualified scholars to be the key fundamentals of the religious teachings, effort will be made to ensure that these fundamental principles are presented in a way that is relevant to contemporary society, keeping with the Islamic principle that Islam is a religion for all times and places, whose principles, while firmly rooted, contain enough flexibility to adapt to changing patterns of life.

2. Youth Specific Activities

Youth specific activities, again in English and French, will be offered to Muslim youth of all ethnic and nationalistic backgrounds to bring youth in to learn about their religion and participate actively in building the community of which they will be future leaders, and to encourage breaking down of nationalistic and cultural barriers that keep people apart who need to productively work together to solve common problems.

3. Building Support Structures for Converts

Creating and compiling resources, including, but not limited to:

· contact lists of people, stores for Islamic products, clothing, grocers providing food in accordance with dietary law, other Islamic centers, etc.

· Needed materials, be it Qu’rans, prayer mats and beads, hijabs, etc.

· Books, CD’s, CD-ROMs, and useful weblinks for information and education in religious principles

· Organizing efforts to monitor the situation of new converts through maintaining contacts and ensuring that their needs are being met.

4. Providing Non-Muslims with Information and Answering Questions

· Promoting amiable relations with the general Muslim community

· Providing forums for non-Muslims to ask honest questions about the religion and to clear up misconceptions

· To promote a more positive image of the religion through developing ties with the greater Montreal community, including contacts with Montreal charities and humanitarians organizations, leadership of communities and congregations of other religions, and exploring potential areas of mutual support and cooperation toward common goals

· To provide forums for open discussion and debate in a spirit of mutual respect and tolerance with both Muslims and non-Muslims alike

5. Educational Activities and Materials

· Language classes in Arabic 
· Classes in Islamic history, roots and branches of the faith
· Classes in Qu’ran exegesis
· Production of Educational/learning materials
· Collection of materials for an Islamic library
· Knowledge Management activities, including compilation and sharing of best practices and procedures for the benefit of future organizations following a similar path
· Website for the organization to host educational content and possibly provide discussion and knowledge-sharing tools if possible.

