What characteristics should the new OMA Imam possess?
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The OMA Mosque has recently announced that Imam Khaled Alazhary will be completing his work term here in Ottawa and that the Mosque will be looking for a new Imam to take his place as of the end of June, 2011. Many members of the community, including myself,  have strong opinions regarding the type of person who they would like to see as the new Imam. I personally would like for the Mosque leadership to take the bold move of appointing a woman Imam but I suspect that they would not be wiling to do this even though I know many people who would rejoice over such a decision. Given that there is no mention barring woman Imams anywhere in the Quran or hadeeth, it is hard for me to understand the justification for not having a woman to lead us in the prayers and be our spiritual guide.  In addition, it is illegal in this country to deny someone employment based on their gender, but I am not sure how many women have actually challenged the Ottawa Mosque on this point.  For me, it would be spiritually uplifting to hear the voice of a woman from the mimbar as such a person would potentially attract many young mosque attendees, especially women and progressively minded Muslims of all ages and genders,  who are currently alienated from the Mosque and the Muslim community in general. This would also send out a very positive message to the wider Non-Muslim society who see us Muslims, sometimes justifiably so, as less than friendly towards women.

I sent out an e-mail asking people what are some of the ideal characteristics that they would like to see in the new Imam. One person responded by writing that, "If knowledge of the text is an essential requirement for an Imam, the knowledge of the context is the one that ought to be given all our attention and looked for as a priority."  In other words the Imam may be very familiar with Islamic texts but may be deficient in understanding the context where his/her congregation lives. This is a weakness because the Imam needs to understand the lived realities of  his or her congregation. If the proper understanding of the context is missing from the Imam's sermons and lectures, then there is a disconnect between the his/her  thinking and the congregation's hearing. Thus, the sensitivity to the context is just as important, if not more important, than all other knowledge, including Islamic knowledge.

So what is meant by knowledge of the context?  What this means is that the Imam has a firm grasp of the history, psychology,  language, politics, legal system and other major issues in the place where the congregation resides. Without this practical knowledge the potential Imam would be incapable of properly connecting with members of the community - especially those who were born and brought up here- no matter how much Islamic knowledge he or she has attained. Importing an Imam from the Middle-East or elsewhere is not a desirable state of affairs as past experience has proven.

Another person wrote me and made similar points. He writes, "It is crucial that the Imam has received most of his education in North America. He must be fluently bilingual (preferably trilingual).

"He must demonstrate deep knowledge of issues related to Islam and Muslims in North America (especially the controversial ones such as terrorism, gender equality, etc).

"This can be done by looking at his past and through questions during the pre-interview screening process.

"I consider every other thing to be minor (Quran memorization, etc)" he concluded.

I personally don't think Mosque selection committees get this point. On paper they have a set of criteria that sounds good, but they continue to recruit people from overseas who possess little or no knowledge of what life is like in this part of the world. In my opinion, it would be better to have someone who has gone through the educational system here, is articulate in at least one of Canada's official languages and, as a bonus, has sound Islamic education which was attained here and not overseas.  I don't think that is an unreasonable request and I am certain that many people agree with me on this point.

It is important that the Mosque's Imam selection committee listens to a wide spectrum of the Muslim community and not just the select few which represents their particular views on things. Some people feel marginalized in the community and are not adequately represented in the Mosque leadership including youths, women and converts.  It is time for the older generation of our community to hand the torch over to the youth  who have been born and educated here as they can better relate to the future needs of a new generation of the Muslim community.

But being born and educated in this part of the world, as well as possessing sound Islamic knowledge, is most certainly not enough to fulfill the requirements of an ideal Imam. If it were only a matter of meeting these criteria then I feel the search committee would have little trouble finding a suitable candidate as there are many individuals who meet these criteria. A person could possess these characteristics, however, and still be an unsuitable choice. But there is another important factor which needs to be taken into account -- the suitable candidate's personality. How does the potential Imam, for example, deal with differences of opinion which most certainly exist in our community? How open is this person to advice from others? Is the candidate oversensitive and gets all worked up when faced with criticism? Is the person flexible and willing to consider other perspectives other than his or her own now matter how bizarre or strange they may seem at first? How good a listener is the potential Imam? Is the candidate able to keep secrets and considers it a sacred duty to do so? How approachable is the candidate? Does the candidate's personality and demeanor drive people away or is he or she warm and engaging as well as patient and responds to questions and critics with a gentle voice?

Any person who does not possess these characteristics will have a difficult time leading our community and will soon be alienated  from the congregation no matter how qualified they are scholastically.

It should be noted that it is not realistic to expect perfection in the new Imam, but priorities must be established and adhered to when making the final selection. Knowledge of Arabic and Islamic texts, although important,must be weighed with deep consideration given the points mentioned above.
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