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Abstract

Hazel Gomez is a board member for Rabata, a network of
female Muslim scholars dedicated to educating Muslim women
around the world. Gomez, who is also a community organizer, has been
involved with Rabata for many years, studying with various scholars
through the organization s academic institute. In this interview, Gomez
highlights how her faith plays a central role in the philanthropic and
civic work she does, especially as it pertains to integrating Islamic
principles and teachings into her community organizing. Gomez
specifically cites a saying of the Prophet Muhammad that highlights
the importance of ensuring people have basic rights such as a home,
clothing, food, and water as well as a Quranic injunction that different
people, from different places should “get to know one another.” This
interview was conducted by Ken Chitwood via Zoom on December 2,
2022. It has been edited for clarity and length.
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Interview

Chitwood: Thank you so very much for being willing to speak today and share
a little bit about Latino Muslim philanthropy in the US. Why don’t you start by
telling us a bit more about you and your work?

Gomez: ’'m a Chicagoan living in Detroit, as 1 like to say. My community
organizing actually started in Chicago over 15 years ago at the Inner-city Muslim
Action Network (IMAN)—a community organization that fosters health, wellness,
and healing in the inner city by organizing for social change, cultivating the arts,
and operating a holistic health center.

When I moved to Detroit, I discovered Rabata, an organization of female
Muslim scholars educating Muslim women around the world. I have been involved
with Rabata since before it was Rabata. I was part of the initial cohort of students
with Shaykha Dr. Tamara Gray. Now, [’'m a board member after all these years.
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For me, Rabata is more than its Ribaat academic institute [offering courses,
workshops, and retreats focused on training women in Islamic sciences]. But that’s
where I began to study and establish myself in the foundations of Islam as a Muslim
woman, learning from other Muslim women. It is really phenomenal to have
studied with various scholars and to hear the perspective of Muslim women, their
scholarship, and their interpretation. It’s a different route than is usually offered in
Islamic education.

But Rabata has many different branches. We have a convert care coordinator
who helps new Muslims bring their whole selves to Islam. In one year, she talked to
over 100 women around the world. Through mentorship we help new and veteran
converts who might feel isolated, lonely, or down and out to feel connected to a
community and be comforted by the Quran.

We also have various chapters across the world, from Malaysia to London,
to here in Michigan and Toronto. Our sisters are just all over, subhan Allah. Last
year, early last year, we were connected to a sister named Dawn who is building a
masjid all on her own. A Muslim woman building a masjid on her own! And her
community is mainly women. She has around 50 women who have converted to
Islam already. Rabata is a space for empowering Muslim women like Dawn.

I’'m really grateful our work is faith-driven, very faith-rooted. That means
when [ work in organizing, even outside the Muslim community, my foundations
are in Islam. My foundations in the Islamic sciences really come to the forefront in
all T do. I would describe myself as a “faith-rooted community organizer.” Those
foundations come from Rabata, which means they come from Muslim women, who
have so much experience as scholars and professionals and mothers and wives. We
carry all these different hijabs and I’m grateful to be able to learn from them and
know that I can do it too. It’s possible.

Chitwood: You mentioned how your training in Islamic studies directly influences
the community organizing you do. Could you give a couple of examples of
principles that inspire you to do the particular work that you’re involved in?
Gomez: Just two weeks ago, the organization that I work for—Dream of Detroit [a
mosque-based nonprofit aiming to revitalize its community |—hosted a community
organizing workshop called “Muslim Lead.” Our goal is to promote housing justice as
well as provide community organizing trainings, support the arts, and bring together
Muslims from the metro Detroit area as well as the residents of our neighborhood.
The executive director built the program, but asked me to revamp it, specifically
wanting me to add more teaching based on Islamic principles that highlight different
aspects of political advocacy and principles of community organizing. For example,
there’s this saying of the Prophet (peace be upon him, PBUH), where Uthman ibn
Affan reported that the Prophet (PBUH) said, “There is no right for the son of
Adam other than these things: a house in which he lives, a garment to cover his
nakedness, a piece of bread, and water” (Sunan al-Tirmidhi 2341).

That’s a prophetic saying that speaks directly about dignity. So, as we’re doing
this organizing training, we’re talking about moving from services to organizing to
political advocacy, really emphasizing how it all builds toward guaranteeing human
dignity—in the community where I live. It’s all grounded in an Islamic framework.
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As we organize our training, and do our work, we are constantly asking
ourselves, “What does our faith say about this? What are the rights of people in our
neighborhood according to Islamic tradition?”” Here, we emphasize how we cannot
get people to organize unless their basic needs are met. These are their human rights,
right? These are the rights of the sons and daughters of Adam. When we share that
at our trainings, some people share how they’d never heard that prophetic saying
before. That’s what we are there to do, to build strength and resources for people to
see themselves in justice work from an Islamic—a faith—perspective.

I also share my own experiences. When I moved from Chicago to Detroit,
I saw a lot of grassroots, but also a lot of “mud roots.” What I mean by mud roots
is people don’t even have the resources. When I tried organizing here, I had to start
by fostering basic human rights for individuals in my neighborhood. One of their
rights is a home to live in. In this country, and particularly around Detroit, there
have been so many illegal foreclosures on predominantly Black homes. So, we start
by providing a home to live in for individuals who have lost theirs.

And that’s when another prophetic principle comes into play: Abu Sa'eed
al-Khudree (may Allah be pleased with him, RA) said: I heard the Messenger of
Allah say, “Whosoever of you sees an evil, let him change it with his hand; and
if he is not able to do so, then [let him change it] with his tongue; and if he is not
able to do so, then with his heart—and that is the weakest of faith” (Hadith 34,
40 Hadith an-Nawaw). Essentially, that means that we all have a role to play in
forbidding wrong and pursuing the good. Some people just want to live comfortable
lives, because “Hey, capitalism!” They want to pursue the American dream. But as
Muslims we are called so much deeper than that. We have a responsibility to do
something—with our hands, our tongues, or at least with our hearts.

These are just two examples of principles that we incorporate within our
curricula for community organizers—specifically when I train Muslim women. One
of the places I do that is with Muslim Women'’s Institute [a faith-based, community
service organization, working within a multi-faith frame, focused on the following
areas hunger relief and food security, health education, transitional needs of new
immigrants], which is really phenomenal. I was one of the trainers during their last
cohort and had the opportunity to meet Muslim women: young Muslim women,
early 20s, you know, late teens who are starting their organizing, who may not have
foundations in their faith, to show them that our faith has these principles. It can be
eye-opening for them.

Too often Muslim activists try to substitute their religion with activism. If
that makes sense, great. They feel compelled, like they have to do something. I get
it. But maybe they haven’t been shown how their faith can speak to this injustice.
How their faith can fuel their drive to do something. And so, they go out and seek
to do good, but they neglect their religion. I say to them, you still have to pray. You
still have to fast. You still have to do all these things as a Muslim, that’s not going
to substitute your activism. It’s going to support it. You can’t spend your whole day
doing this work and missing your prayers. You’re doing it wrong. I’'m very candid
with young women who I mentor, to make sure that they’re doing their five pillars so
that they can stand up against injustice, not in spite of standing up against injustice.
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Chitwood: You’ve brought up how Islamic principles as well as sayings, sources,
and traditions from the Quran and the Sunnah motivate Muslims to contribute to
civil society. But would you say there’s a particular “Muslim philanthropy?” Or do
you not really think in those terms when it comes to the work you do and that you
see others doing?

Gomez: When I hear the term “philanthropy,” 1 think of Muslims with access.
Muslims who are able to give to projects. And by Muslims with access, I think of
established South Asian and Arab communities and their access to social, financial,
and institutional power and resources. When I think of philanthropy within the
Latino community, I don’t think there is enough of it, but it is also because we don’t
have access to the same resources.

At the same time, when I think of philanthropy within the Latino Muslim
community, I think of charity and not solidarity. As a community organizer, I try
to encourage people to move beyond charity into solidarity. Money is important.
Money keeps the ball going. Money allows us to build these houses and rehab these
houses for people without housing in Detroit. We need the money and the resources
to do that. Don’t get me wrong. But if it’s only out of pity or some sense of required
charity, then I don’t need your money. As Muslims, we should have higher purpose
with why—and what—we give.

My brothers Imam Wesley AbdurRazzaq Abu Sumayyah Lebron, Imam
Jose “Yusuf” Rios, and Imam Daniel Abdullah Hernandez, when they started the
Three Puerto Rican Imams project (https://3puertoricanimams.org ) raising funds
after Hurricane Maria in 2017 [a devastating storm that killed some 3,000 people
on the archipelago], they found it really difficult. There were Muslims who were
sharing this sentiment, like, “There aren’t any Muslims in Puerto Rico!” But there
are humans, right? There aren’t too many Muslims in Puerto Rico, okay, but there
are human beings. Allah (subhana wa tala, SWT) says in the Quran that he made us
into nations and tribes so that we may get to know one another (Q 49:13). But the
way that this country is set up, we’re automatically segmented and segregated. The
Muslim community kind of unfortunately follows that segregation too. We need
each other. We need each other’s support. We need each other’s solidarity. Not only
because we are Muslims.

That applies on our side too. Latinos are not always in community with the
broader Muslim community. We could also do more to connect with South Asians
and Arabs and give to their projects. But, of course, we’re going to give to our
own first because we know each other. And, we know, the “powers that be”” don’t
understand our lack of resources.

So, in the end, it’s like, okay, broader Muslim community, get to know us so
that you can love us so that you can know that we are brothers and sisters not only
in faith but in humanity—because we are people. Our pain is your pain. So yes,
you should give to hurricane victims in Puerto Rico, you should give to earthquake
victims in Mexico. Solidarity through philanthropy is a way to get out of our bubbles
to genuinely get to know one another. The question is how do we get the broader
community to see us? Do we have to wave our hands so that they can see our people
are hurting? How can we inspire them to allocate resources to help our people in
Puerto Rico and Mexico? We need more awareness so that we can have more access.
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Chitwood: How do you think Muslims in the US can start to build that kind of
solidarity with one another?

Gomez: Building relationships is one of the hardest things to do in philanthropy. It
has to start as people genuinely getting to know each other. And that includes getting
to know each other’s backgrounds and stories. How many times do people within
the community assume I’'m Mexican (because all Latinos are Mexican, right?!) and
then they find out I’m Puerto Rican. But I am also Mexican. I’'m very Puerto Rican.
I’'m very Mexican. I’'m very Muslim. I want to be known as a whole person.

One thing I’ve been very grateful for is there have been a few conferences
where there’s a segment for Latino Muslims to share these kinds of stories and
experiences. I think that is a starting point for us to build relationships, to connect.
When people come to these panels, some of them are shocked, like, “Oh my God,
there’s Latino Muslims!” And we’re like, “Yeah, there are third generation Latino
Muslims, born and raised in the faith. Not everyone’s a convert!” But it’s good,
even so, that it opens people’s eyes.

Not everyone has access to diversity. Not everyone leans into the diversity
they have access to. But these kinds of conversations allow people to lean in. To
ask questions. To get to know us. To check your negative stereotypes about Latinos
(yes, even Muslims have them) at the door. Because they know what it is to be a
minority, so they can understand how we are treated as minorities. Like, we’re not
all the same just like you’re not all the same. You get it. You’ve been there. You’ve
been mistreated. So have we. That’s where solidarity begins.

It sounds so simple, but we have to start with the question how do we get
people in a room together? Well, having these conferences, really investing in
Latino Muslims and having these panels, having time for one-on-ones is good. But
also, our local communities can do better, making space and creating opportunities
for connection on a more regular basis. Here in Detroit, for example, the Latino
community lives in one part of the city. We can feel somewhat segregated from
other communities (Black, South Asian, White, etc.). As Muslims, we should be
breaking out of those segregated bubbles, have conversations with one another—
Muslim-to-Muslim, Muslim-to-non-Muslim. Just listen and learn.

It sounds so simple, but like I said before, it’s actually a lot more difficult
than it seems because we have to take the time to be with each other and really
listen to the issues that people have. For example, right after Hurricane Maria I
posted something on Facebook about how my family was affected by it. And I was
grateful to the three Puerto Rican Imams who called from Puerto Rico, checking in
on my family. They got food for them and everything. And then my cousin Manuel
calls me back and he was like, “You know, Dios te bendiga, or may Allah, may God
bless you.” And I was like, “No, I’'m just I’'m glad you are there. That you’re okay.”
That’s the kind of thing I am talking about. Caring for one another. Caring for each
other’s families. Caring for the other’s concerns and problems.

God bless Imams, but when you’re going down a list of countries at the end
of your khutbah, maybe you can just add that we should love Mexico, Puerto Rico,
the Dominican Republic, Paraguay, Panama, Brazil, Colombia, Venezuela, Costa
Rica, El Salvador, and not just Pakistan, Palestine, or places like that. If you can just
add these countries to the end of your khutbah or when you’re making an appeal to
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give. There was one imam, may Allah bless him, from Naperville, who messaged
me and told me that after my Facebook post about this he added Puerto Rico to the
end of his khutbah. That meant a lot. Because, you don’t know who was sitting in
that crowd that just needed to hear a religious figure on the minbar acknowledge
that Latinos exist. It’s little moments like that, could just open the door to so much
conversation and understanding. Where Allah has placed each and every one of us
is absolutely important, because we’re meant not only to learn where everybody is
at right now, but where they are from.

Chitwood: How do terms and concepts like dawah, zakat, or waqf take on flesh
among Latino Muslims? How are they related to the philanthropy and solidarity
you spoke of?

Gomez: Let’s start with dawah. Dawah within the Latino Muslim community is
strong. Depending on where you are in the country, it’s stronger than other places:
like New York, New Jersey, Houston, Chicago. But in general, it’s strong wherever
you find Latino Muslims.

Now, some people have asked me whether we should move beyond dawah,
to add community organizing and political advocacy—so that we can get Latino
Muslims more politically active. But I’ve spoken to some of these dawah leaders
and, I get it, but they see that as mission creep. And I understand that. But all that
means is that we need new organizations. We’ve a lot of organizations doing online
dawah. Great. We need more organizations in the community. Then you learn,
people don’t just need dawah. Like, I don’t go into neighborhoods with pamphlets.
I’d rather sit and have coffee with someone, get to know them. That way I can better
serve them and meet their needs. That’s just the way that [ am. So, I think depending
on where you are in the country there’s a lot more opportunity to make those kinds
of community connections.

That will then give more purpose to our sadaga. It would help us move
beyond charity to solidarity, like I mentioned earlier. Sadaga is not just about
crowdfunding for a particular project or initiative. Some of these efforts fail because
we haven’t built the relationships yet. If we can build connections, then we can
build more of a base for giving.

Now, when it comes to a wagf, I don’t think we’re anywhere near that. I was
in conversation with this Puerto Rican brother who is involved in philanthropy, and
we asked ourselves, “where, or who, would even start this? Where would it go?”
I would love to have conversations with someone about what is needed to build a
Latino Muslim legacy here in the US, or down on the US/Mexico border, or beyond
the borders to other Latin American Muslims. But we’re not even there yet. If we’re
barely on the sadaga train, if we’re barely able to rase $1,000 out of a $10,000
project we are nowhere close to being able to set up a trust. You know what [ mean?

And then zakat. What I love about zakat is that this is money ordained by
God. It is God’s money, right? It’s not your money. It’s meant for God’s purposes.
The thing today is that most zakat is being geared toward institutions: building a
mosque, fixing a mosque, furnishing a mosque. Now, okay, but this is just one of the
eight requirements listed in the Quran. We have to remember that you not only have
to meet certain requirements to receive zakat, but you also need to meet requirements
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to give zakat. And these requirements include people who are destitute, people who
are seekers of knowledge. These are also God’s purposes for zakat.

I may sound like a broken record, but this returns us once again to the
need to be in relationship with people to know if they qualify according to these
requirements. The fact that so many zakat initiatives focus on buildings and
institutions is a sign that they are disconnected from the needs of the people in their
neighborhood, in their city.

I myself have been a recipient of zakat, subhan Allah. Allah knows I needed
that one time. It was a divine blessing. I remember, my grandmother asked me, “Why
did someone give you that money?”” And I told her, “because God inspired them to.”
That made an impact on her. Then she told me, “then go buy some groceries!” But
more than God’s inspiration, it was because this person personally knew me. We
were friends. They were in a relationship with me. That’s how they knew I needed
zakat. There have been a lot of other Latino Muslims that have been the recipients
of zakat. 1t’s told them they are loved. It’s been a blessing. It’s a beautiful feeling to
be seen. When it comes to dawah, sadaqa, a future wagqf, or zakat, they all require
relationships to know how best to put them to use.

And it’s not just money. It’s time as well. Sadaga is not just about money,
it’s about giving your time. For Latino Muslims who maybe don’t have money,
they can give their time. Muslims with more financial resources have to remember
this. Like, I’ve seen wealthy Muslims ask a Latina Muslim who is a housekeeper
or something why she isn’t giving more money. Giving more time. How do you
have the audacity? Probably because you don’t know her. You don’t know her
circumstances. You don’t know her story and how much she has to work for what
money she has.

Chitwood: On that note, are there any particular elements of Muslim women’s
philanthropy that you want to highlight in our conversation?

Gomez: Yes, there is! Shaykha Dr. Tamara Gray always reminds us at Rabata
that women in general, but Muslim women in particular, need to work toward our
financial freedom. This is an area where I’'m pushing myself to learn more and
pushing myself to understand better. That way, I can give more and focus on sharing
funds that benefit women—Muslim women, non-Muslim women—directly. That
can be especially powerful for Latina women, for Latina Muslim women.

Chitwood: How might different Latino Muslim organizations, or Latino-led
Muslim organizations, do more together?

Gomez: | think that there’s a lot of people who are doing things on their own. There
are lots of people across the country who are doing things locally. That is very
important to me. But I think it’s just letting people know what you’re doing on a
local level. Maybe then it can pique someone’s interested and they will say, “Hey, |
know I know someone who can provide the resources for you to continue to move
forward.” Maybe that means being a part of the larger organizations in order to be
heard. But a lot of people are just kind of doing things on their own. That’s just been
my observation. I could totally wrong. But people are just trying to get things done.
Chitwood: What does the future hold for Muslim philanthropy in the United States
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and among Latino Muslims in particular? What should the future look like, from
your perspective?

Gomez: I think that Muslim philanthropists, the people who have access, need to go
to the communities where the individuals are—where Latino Muslims are getting
work done. Go to them, see the work that is being done. See what’s happening on
the ground, the things that are happening, the things that they’re working on, see
where their soles walk every day.

That way, when they feel inspired to give, they have been in a relationship
with those individuals, they are seeing the effects of the hard work and the hard
work that they’re putting on the ground in order to what the benefit of $20,000 can
do for a particular organization, a particular community.

It’s also not just the nonprofit sector. A lot of the stuff that’s getting done is
not always under a 501(c)3. That’s because when you want to start a 501, you have
to pay the $700 application. Do I pay the $700 application, or do I use this money
for a program? Most people will choose to use the money for a program if they have
limited resources.

And I understand, like I said about sadaga, you can also give your time if
you don’t have the money. Building a nonprofit takes time. It sounds so cliché, but
good work can start with just one person giving their time, their money. Then, there
could be a ripple effect. This really just reminds me of the importance of being
present and really genuinely getting to know one another. We are not saviors. But
God has placed us here for a reason, to just do our part.

As a broader Muslim community, we have to ask ourselves how we can
follow that Quranic injunction to get to know one another. Right? Like, what does
that mean? How can we really put that into practice? That’s the overarching goal
for me. If we do that...oh, man, I could just imagine how much we can move from
charity into solidarity. And genuinely care and genuinely love each other.
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