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	A crowd of 10 to 15 Christians gathered during Sunday school to listen to a speaker, that just so happened to be Islamic. Salim Salam was that speaker. The speech seemed to be going fine until the Christian preacher interrupted Salam. “He stopped me from talking to his class before I could even get started good,” Salam said. 
	Salam approached the church official afterward to seek answers. “You was about to take my flock,” the man said to him. The preacher worried that the audience was too attentive to Salam, and feared potential conversions. 
	These kind of fears and prejudices are the leading factors of religious discrimination. Salam, a 72-year-old Vietnam veteran loves basketball, his family, his country,and he still has to deal with discrimination. He is not alone nearly four out of 10 Americans have unfavorable views of Muslims. 
	Salam told a story he read to illustrate these fears and misunderstandings. A youth in California happened to be named Jihad. His custom license plate read “4 Jihad.”
	The neighbors were outraged, and demanded he remove it. He was allowed to keep his license plate, after it was determined that was his name.
	Religions of all kind deal with the brunt of misunderstandings and prejudices. The Islamic community may be the religious sect under the most public scrutiny.
	The Pew Research Center conducted a 2014 study to examine political feelings toward Muslims. “Asked to rate religious groups on a feeling thermometer from zero (the coldest) to 100 (the warmest) republicans gave Muslims an average of 33, comparable to the average rating for atheists of 34.” 
	Democrats gave Muslims a higher rating of 47, but even that is lower than all other religious groups.
	The ACLU has officially recognized the problem. “Most recently, Muslim communities in the U.S. have faced a disturbing wave of bigotry and outright hostility. From religiously motivated discrimination and attacks on existing and proposed Islamic centers to misguided congressional hearings, Muslim in America are being unfairly targeted simply for exercising their basic constitutional right to religious liberty,” according the ACLU website. 
	Salam was not always a Muslim, in fact that would not come until much later in his life. 
	Salim Salam was born in Danville,Virginia,and raised Baptist. He attended Trinity Baptist Church as a child until his grandmother gave him the choice of not attending.
 Salam and a friend enlisted in the army as a way out of Danville. He received six weeks of medic training before finding himself on a ship headed to Germany. 
Salam’s athletic prowess helped him a great deal in the military. He then risked his life and volunteered to be sent to Vietnam.
“After Germany I volunteered for Vietnam. I wanted to help fight for my country, and save the Vietnamese from Communism. It didn't help,” Salam said. 
	Once his Vietnam service was over,he came back to begin his career with American Airlines. He worked there 32 years before he retired from the company.	
	Salam would not attend any kind religious services again until after his divorce from his high school sweetheart. He did not find the answers he was seeking in Christianity. 
	The majority of Salam’s friends were Muslim, and this led to him getting a Quran of his own. “What Islam had to offer resonated a little easier with me than what Christianity had to offer,” Salam said.  
	His conversion was not overnight, in fact it would take from 1976 until 1984. “ It took me eight years because I didn’t want to leave my wine, my women and my marijuana,” Salam said. 
	Salam left for Egypt to study Arabic for over a decade, after his retirement.  The uprisings in Egypt forced Salam to return home to the states, where he would go on to settle in Charlotte. 
Salam made his choice in 1984, and now 30 years later he is still a member of the Muslim community. As a veteran member of the Islamic faith Salam is well aware of Islamophobia.
	“Islamophobia is because we are being led by a creature we know existed but cannot see. People don’t realize that,” Salam said. The creature he referred to is Satan. 
	He puts some of the blame on the media. “Islamophobia is everywhere you go. They talk about ISIS cutting heads off but that’s all they point to. It takes courage for someone to even come sit and hear about Islam,” Salam said. 
	Ibrahim Hooper, The National Communications Director of The Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR), seconds the feelings of Salam. “There is an entire Islamophobia industry to promote Islamophobia,” Hooper said. 
	David Mitchell, Winthrop Professor of American History , has studied everything from civil rights to anti-Catholicism. He compared the term anti-Catholicism to Islamophobia.
	“Anti-Catholicism stemmed from very real power struggles over who controlled public spaces. Schools, saloons and political offices were the battlegrounds between Protestants and Catholics. Anti-Muslim concerns are more similar to anti-Asian sentiments during World War II,” Mitchell said. 
	Salam compared racial and religious discrimination. They both come from a place of “ignorance” according to Salam. 
	“ In racial discrimination no human being said God make me a black man or god make me a white man, or God make me Hispanic or God make me Asian. We popped out that way. No one had a prescription that says I want to be this. Religious discrimination is the same thing,” he said. 
	Salam cites racism in the army as one of the the things that “drove” him to Islam.
	Martha Nussbaum, lawyer and philosopher, discussed two incidents of Islamophobia. In Murfreesboro, Tennessee, equipment was burned during the construction of an Islamic center.
	A similar incident occurred at the Islamic Center of America in Dearborn, Michigan. Roger Stockham, a 63-year-old army veteran, attempted to bomb the center on January 11 2011. According to Nussbaum the man had a past history of Islamophobia.  
	Salam pointed out a divide amongst Muslims themselves. “We are divided within the community ourselves,” he said. The mosque is usually divided by nationality. The Americans sit in one area, the Egyptians in one area, Palestinians in one area and Moroccans in their own area. 
	He also added Muslim women have a harder time then men, because of their head- to-toe dressing. These women “show up” those who flaunt themselves as sex symbols, according to Salam. 
	Several nations have banned Muslim headscarves. “ Three European nations- France, Belgium, and Italy have now passed laws banning the wearing of the Muslim burka and niqab in any public place,” Nussbaum wrote in her book “The New Religious Intolerance: Overcoming the Politics of Fear in an anxious age.”
	She acknowledges the attire is rare in those countries, but still considers it an attempt to stifle religious freedom. “ Despite the acknowledged fact that only a minority of Muslims in these countries actually wear garments, these laws certainly impose a heavy burden on people’s conscientious exercise of religious-freedom,” Nussbaum said. 
	Salam told of a social experiment in Virginia. A group of non-Muslim women wore headscarves to support Muslim co-workers in the wake of 9/11. Some of the women actually converted to Islam, because of the treatment they received. 
	Despite the facts there are some who claim that anti-Muslim feelings do not exist.
	Robert Spencer, director of the right wing Jihad Watch, is one of those people.     “ The claim that they’re being discriminated against is a tool that they and their useful idiots wield in order to intimidate people into thinking there is something wrong with opposing Jihad terror,” Spencer said. 
	Spencer also points out that “hate crimes against Jews are eight times more common than those against Muslims.” 
	“The specter of anti-Muslim backlash, once again, is used to intimidate people into thinking it wrong to oppose jihad terror,” Spencer said. 
	Religious discrimination does not just create problems for Muslims, but all religious groups. It is a problem that more times than not could be solved with understanding. 
	Salam’s mother was skeptical of his conversion. He taught her the principles of Islam over the course of years.
	“Wouldn’t you prefer to die a Muslim,” Salam asked his mother on her deathbed. She agreed to conversion, and passed away two days later  from a kidney ailment. 
	Certain people will hate, sometimes with no merit behind their hate. There is no amount of information that would change their mind. “There are people out there who don't like us and have no reason,” Salam said. 
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

