Un-American and Un-Civilized

Time and again I find myself wondering where we are headed as a society. Will we EVER learn from history, from our mistakes? Recent events in particular cast a heavy shadow on our communal conscience, and too many of us are embracing the fear-mongering and xenophobic fuming of the far right. This seems especially true in connection with our current Islamophobia as the likes of Sarah Palin, Newt Gingrich, Sean Hannity, and Glenn Beck are misusing the memories of 9/11 for political gains, no matter the costs and consequences. Add to that an individual like Pastor Terry Jones from Gainesville, Florida, who is planning to burn copies of the Qur’an on 9/11, and you have to ask yourself: “Are we completely loosing our minds?” 

I know that the American society can be one of the most generous, enlightened and awe inspiring societies on the planet, but if we keep going the way we currently are, we might just as well start wearing brown shirts and burn our cherished constitution. Why? Let’s take a brief historical detour before we come to the real “ground zero” of today’s American society:
If there are two images intertwined with Nazi Germany, it is the burning of books and people, and they are connected. The former began on May 10, 1933, when in cities like Berlin, Dresden, Bonn and Nuremberg hundreds of thousands of books were burned and fiery speeches held, all in the spirit of “saving the German soul” from un-German influences. The latter is forever connected with the Wannsee Conference of 1942, when the Nazis decided on the Final Solution and when camps throughout Germany began killing millions of Jews, political dissidents, dissenting clergy, Gypsies, homosexuals, etc.

The German novelist Heinrich Heine foresaw these events a century before they unfolded. As he wrote in his novel Almansor of 1821: “That was mere foreplay. Where they have burned books, they too will burn people.” Heine was actually referring to the Spanish Inquisition when those, who called themselves Christians, began burning books, including the Qur’an. We all know what followed. The ashes of books were soon joined with ashes of people who were burned alive at the stake as a populace watched, perhaps applauding and cheering, but perhaps stunned and in horror. 

The sport of a spectator has not changed much through the centuries, but I sure would hope that we have learned the lessons of the past so that we can more critically analyze the intentions of those claiming to speak for Christianity, to speak for America. Thus, in the following some simple facts to reflect on: 

1. The United States of America was built on the foundation of religious freedom. No matter what denomination you may belong to, it is your constitutional right to practice your religion. 
2. Since the US is built on the foundation of religious freedom, it follows that every denomination has the right to build a center of worship, whether that is called a church, a synagogue, a temple or a mosque.

3. To oppose the construction of a mosque two blocks away from “ground zero”, because the attackers on 9/11 were Muslims, is nothing other than religious prejudice. The Muslims who are planning the community center in an old Burlington Coat Factory in Lower Manhattan have as little to do with the attacks on the World Trade Center as, say, Christians have with the actions of Timothy McVeigh, George Hennard, Eric Rudolph, and other psychopaths in our midst.

4. In case you missed it, we are actually not talking about a mosque per se near “ground zero”, but the construction of a community center which, in addition to a place of worship for Muslims, would also include art galleries, sports facilities, and room for cooking classes, conferences, etc.

5. Aside from the fact that among the victims of 9/11 were also Muslims, are we now going to close already existing mosques in or near Lower Manhattan because Fox News and its demagogues have discovered the “sensitivity issue”? Where does that “sensitivity” stop? 
It seems to me that the actual “ground zero” of our nation is to be found somewhere else completely. It is found within the very fabric of our society, of our soul. The question is, will we be able to stand up for the constitutional rights of those who happen to not belong to our religion, who do not have our skin color, who do not have our sexual orientation, etc.?

“Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that. Hate multiplies hate, violence multiplies violence, and toughness multiplies toughness in a descending spiral of destruction.” (Martin Luther King, Jr., 1963)
