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On Sunday evening, November 30, at Saint Gabriel Catholic Church in Chesterfield, 

Virginia, Christians and Muslims gathered for three hours of dinner, prayer, fellowship 

and talk. Despite the rain and the Thanksgiving weekend, close to 250 adults and 

teenagers attended from the parish, nearby mosques, churches and schools and other 

institutions in the surrounding area.  

The evening began with a light dinner in the parish multi-purpose worship center. As the 

meal concluded, one of the participants filled the room with the sounds of the traditional 

“Athan”, a series of chanted faith exclamations that call Muslims to “hasten to prayer”. 

The Muslim guests went into a side room for their fifth prayer of the day, the daily prayer 

at nightfall. Other guests joined in as observers. They heard an explanation of Islamic 

prayer rituals and were able to ask questions.  

After the prayer, participants heard presentations by a panel of three speakers:  

�  Mrs. Mona Siddiqui, an attorney practicing disability law and president of the 

Pakistan American Society of Central Virginia, spoke on the role and rights of 

women in Islamic law, the experience of Muslim youth and Muslim holidays and 

celebrations. 

�  Mr. Salah Asad, representing the recently established Islamic Masjid of Richmond 

and former president of the Islamic Center of Virginia and member of the board of 
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the Virginia Interfaith Council for Public Policy, spoke about Islamic religious beliefs 

and practices. 

�  Mr. Malik Kahn, who has served two terms as president of the Islamic Center of 

Virginia, is a member of the executive board of the Asian American Society of 

Central Virginia and a newly elected board member for the Richmond Peace Center, 

gave a brief overview of Islam, with a chronology of its development and current 

worldwide population demographics.  

Mrs. Annette Khan, who is administrator for the Islamic Center of Virginia, moderated 

the panel presentations and the question-and-answer period that followed. Mrs. Khan, 

who teaches at the Iqra Academy of Virginia, also serves as board member for the 

Interfaith Council of Greater Richmond and for the Richmond Peace Center. She is also 

co-chair of the annual Family Peace Festival in Richmond. 

Panel members emphasized that Islam is a religion of peace that promotes the dignity 

and equality of human persons. Mrs. Mona Siddiqui explained that Muslim women are 

not forced into arranged marriages. They have the right, under Islamic law, to reject any 

potential husband. Also, while it is always a last resort for Muslims, a woman, as well as 

a man, can initiate a divorce. Describing dating as a “family affair”, she noted that pre-

marital chastity is an affirmation of self-esteem. Panel members noted that within the 

same household there might be women who do or do not wear the “hijab”, or head 

scarf. Mr. Salah Asad characterized dress codes as mainly about modesty. He 

underscored that cultural customs are often confused for religious practices.  

Mr. Malik Khan noted that the word “Islam” has as its root in the Arabic word for peace. 

He also explained that the term “jihad” is rooted in the Arabic term “to strive”. He 

remarked on how “jihad” is so frequently misused to portray an exclusively physical 

struggle. He pointed out that “jihad” actually has many applications to include spiritual or 

internal efforts. Mr. Kahn mentioned a saying from Mohammad that the “greatest jihad” 

is “to speak a word of truth”. He also noted the popular misconception that all Muslims 

are Arabs, and vice-versa. He pointed to statistics that show Muslims living in 50 

countries, with Arabs comprising only 18% of all Muslims worldwide.  
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A good number of questions, following the presentations, pointed to what participants 

viewed as contradictions between peaceful beliefs and violent actions on the part of 

Muslims. Mr. Khan, in keeping with similar comments from other panelists, pointed to 

fanatics or radicals who “cut and paste” Muslim doctrine to concoct their own 

“teachings”. He noted parallels with fundamentalist movements in other mainstream 

religions, and talked about the need for Muslim scholars to initiate a reform of how 

doctrine is interpreted and communicate. Mr. Salah Asad asked participants not to 

confuse the “Three R’s” of “Religion”, “Relationship” and “Real Estate”. He suggested 

that while most violent conflicts pertain to land disputes or personal grudges, religion is 

frequently the target of blame. 

The evening concluded with the presentation of a Peace Pole recently acquired by Saint 

Gabriel Parish. Four individuals, two adults and two youth, one each from the Muslim 

and Christian communities, walked the pole through the assembly. The procession was 

accompanied by the song “Wide Angle” by John Fischer and Rob Frazier (Wide angle, 

more than what I used to see; Wide angle, more than what is near to me; Where I once was 

afraid to open up my eyes, now this wide angle has turned my fear into surprise). Used 

internationally, a Peace Pole is a four-sided post with the phrase “Let peace prevail on 

the earth” written on each side in four different languages. The Saint Gabriel Peace 

Pole has the phrase in English, Spanish, Haitian Creole and Arabic. It will be used in 

various prayer contexts throughout the winter, and will be installed in its own garden 

during the annual parish picnic this coming June. 

When asked about the reasons for the gathering, Father Pat Apuzzo, pastor of Saint 

Gabriel Catholic Church, characterized the effort as “bridge building”. “The first step is to 

befriend each other”, he said. “Next, we need to partner in doing what is central for both 

of us – service to others. Friendship brings us together. The partnership will bind us 

together”. Fr. Pat mentioned conversations between teens and parents after the 

gathering. “The kids are telling their parents: ‘Muslim people aren’t what I thought – 

they’re lots like us, how we think and what we believe’”. The priest said that result is all 

the reason that is needed. 
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Fr. Pat Apuzzo and Mr. Malik Khan 

�

Peace Pole with Adult and Teen Representatives from Christian and Muslim Communities 
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Panelists at the Peace Pole: (left to right – [Fr. Pat Apuzzo], Mr. Malik Khan, Mrs. Annette Khan, Mrs. 

Mona Siddiqui, Mrs. Bobbie Gerold (organizer for Saint Gabriel Parish) and Mr. Salah Asad 

 

[PHOTOS courtesy of Mrs. Janet Joyce, Saint Gabriel Catholic Church] 


