Introduction
We live in an age where Muslims are beginning to make a true home in America. Generations of young Muslims have known no home other than America, and joining this group of second- and third- generation immigrants is the community of American converts. This new, permanent presence of Muslims in America raises questions of our role in society and governance that have in the past been neglected by the newer immigrants. To address some of these questions, we look to the life of the eleventh Imam, Imam Hasan al-Askari, for guidance. 
Discussion and Results
Now more than ever, different Muslim ethnicities have migrated away from their ancestral homes and are making homes for themselves in Western countries. This older generation of immigrants, like many other immigrant communities, often views this shift as temporary, and thus sees no necessity to make strong interpersonal and societal connections with the greater society in which they live, and so we have two communities that, while living in geographical proximity to each other, exist in ideological isolation from each other. Muslim communities are like small microcosms of the societies which they have emigrated from, embedded but not integrated into American society.   
	All of this isolationism can put Muslims at odds with the wider American society of which they are a part. They exist as a society within a society, so cloistered that meaningful contact between the two is often minimal. As a result, the mind of the American public can become clouded by misunderstandings about Muslims that are not easily dispelled. 
	This misunderstanding can often serve to reinforce the older generation’s feeling that their home in America is temporary; however, it creates an environment full of hatred and pressure for the youth that have known no other home and think of themselves only as Americans. It creates a cycle of negative reinforcement, with the pressure and negativity serving to further isolate young Muslims in their own country, and this isolation then leading to greater misunderstanding and negativity.
	This misunderstanding and negativity is felt not only through contacts with society, but can also be felt from above, as in the form of the government. Much of the legislation passed in recent years by the government has seemed to unfairly target Muslims. Arrests and imprisonments of Muslim leaders have made many communities feel intimidated and embittered. Like all previous waves of immigrants before us, it has come our turn to establish our rights as full and equal citizens. The question is, how? 
The debate on how best to change the system is by no means unique to the Muslim community. It is one that every group throughout history has grappled with and still forms a major part of today’s dialogue. Become a part of the system and change it, some say. Another group says that no change can occur from within the system and strive to change it from without. Asceticism and non-involvement is the correct route, others claim. Some even turn to radicalism as a way to bring about the change they desire to see in government and society. Each of these groups is very outspoken that their philosophy is most likely to bring about a change for the better. 
The debate takes on a unique coloring amongst Muslims, however: in our case, the question is complicated by the dichotomy that exists in the minds of many between Islamic values and the morality of Western society. Some would even say that there is no way to reconcile Islam and the West, viewing the problem of participation as one of a clash of civilizations. 
	How then are we as American Muslims supposed to address these two issues, that of misunderstanding and our role in American democracy? As with anything else, we should allow our din to be our guide. Islam is a religion for the ages, and if we search within it earnestly and knowledgeably, we should be able to find the solution to any of our problems. Let’s look to the example of those best of men, our Imams, for guidance. 
	In order to be able to draw lessons from the lives of our Imams, we first have to see in what way our situations parallel theirs. The life of the 11th Imam, Imam Hasan al-Askari, was tragically short, but speaks very poignantly to the trials of our times. 
	He was born in Medina on the 10th of Rabiul Akhar in the year 232 Hijrah and passed away in Samarrah, Iraq, at the age of 28 years. The total period of his Imamate was six years. This was a time of increasing persecution of the Ahlul Bayt and their followers by the Abbasid caliphs. At three years of age, his father, Imam Ali al-Naghi, was placed under house arrest by the caliph al-Muttawakil in the Abbasid military camp of Samarra in order to keep him under surveillance, and so the Imam lived most of his life in Samarra. His title, al-Askari, even derives from this: Askar, Arabic for army, came to denote one who had lived all his life in a garrison town. 
	He was never permitted to leave Samarra. Despite his geographical confinement and relatively weak position, the Abbasid authorities were still wary of his influence over the hearts and minds of their subjects. Afraid that he would foment rebellion against them, they placed Imam al-Askari under such tight restriction that he was even compelled to report to the Abbasid authorities twice a week. These measures still did not satisfy the caliphate, who routinely summoned the Imam to Baghdad and there imprisoned him. 
	He arrived at the Imamate at age 22 in the year 254 when his father, Imam Ali al-Naghi, was martyred after being poisoned by the Abbasids. His troubles, which were not few even during his father’s life, increased substantially upon his assumption of the role of Imam. From the very outset, his position was challenged by his uncle Jaffer. Jaffer tried to unjustly take the Imamate from Hasan al-Askari, and, when this was denied to him, he became an informant within the Imam’s household to the Abbasids. This served to create further mistrust in an atmosphere already fraught with pressure and tensions. 
The Abbasid caliphs, not content with this persecution of the household of the Imam, became determined to nip the bud of the Imamate. They monitored the women of the Imam’s house closely for signs of pregnancy, having resolved to kill the male children. The situation was such Imam al-Askari dared not even openly name his successor, which created a crisis of succession when he passed away.
	Imam Hasan al-Askari’s reign as Imam of the time ended when he, like his father before him, was poisoned. With a brief Imamate of six years, all of that spent under house arrest, close surveillance, and routine harassment, how was the Imam able to keep the message of the Ahlul Bayt alive? 
	The Imam responded to his situation with patience, gentility, and pliability. Rather than stand in the face of the rulers and have them respond with even more harshness, he quietly disseminated his message to the countless students who could feel the truth in the Imam’s teachings. He was known even by the enemies of the Ahlul Bayt to be a deeply knowledgeable man with a gracious personality. It is recorded that the Imam’s manner was such that he would soften the heart of his jailers during his periodic imprisonments, however brief.  His spiritual insight and knowledge won him many supporters in the Abbasid court itself, and, despite heavy repression, his influence and fame spread across the vast holdings of the Abbasid empire. 
He had numerous eloquent discussions with famous atheists of the time, winning many of them to the cause of Islam. He recorded countless of the hadith of the prophet and expounded on the tafsir of numerous verses of the Quran. Many of those who counted themselves amongst the students of the Imam would later become famous scholars in their own right, continuing to spread the message of the Ahlul Bayt. The teachings of Imam al-Askari, transmitted to us both by the Imam himself and his students, remain to this day an invaluable Islamic resource.
	It is thus that the Imam was able to survive and in some respects even thrive under an atmosphere of incredible pressure and hardship. 
Conclusion 
	From this today’s Muslims can learn an invaluable lesson: in an environment that is so fraught with difficulty, gentleness and patience are some of the highest virtues. Imam al-Askari recognized that if he were to be unbending in decrying the injustice of the Abbasids, he would only bring down on himself harsher opposition. The Imam sought to avoid being like the twig that is firm but snaps under heavy pressure. The Imam did not stand and demand to be heard, did not turn to the people and proclaim the justice of his cause; rather, he brought people to himself by his knowledge and his manner. He did not allow himself to be provoked in the face of heavy persecution, and this simple dignity won him many more followers than had he reacted to the cowardly behavior of the Abbasids. 
	This gentle approach of the Imam was also successful in regards to the governance of the time; just as he captured the hearts and minds of the people, he also won many to his cause amongst the Abbasid court. He showed that the best approach to governance is not to put actively strive to put pressure on it from within or even from without, but rather to remain unaffected by its machinations and continue to act justly regardless of the provocation. He allowed the truth of the Ahlul Bayt to manifest itself to the people through his actions rather than through his words.
	It is this model that Muslims should follow in seeking to create their own space in America. By always speaking Islam rather than acting it, we will not be successful in erasing prejudice and misunderstanding between ourselves and the rest of the society which we are a part of.  Muslims must be pliable and gentle; being reactionary and growing angry in response to anger will only serve to further distance us from our goal of mutual understanding.  Gentility, dignity, and patience will bring us closer to becoming truly established Americans in the eyes of its people and its government. With patience, inshallah this generation can begin to lay down the foundations of tolerance that we hope to enjoy in America. 
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