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As noted previously,

the “official” portion of
the trip was organized
expressly for a group

of Arab representatives
from countries including
Tunisia, Yemen, Egypt,
Jordan, Palestine, Sudan,
Algeria, UAE, Bahrain,
Morocco, Mauritania,
Libya and Kuwait. As an
appendix to his travelogue,
Sheikh al-Hajj added a
chapter titled /n the Midst
of the Arab Spring: Letters
to My Trip Mates. In that

v

section, he expresses

his views as a Lebanese
citizen regarding the events
or non-events (whatever
the case may be) to each
country representative.
And while it was perhaps
coincidental that those

to whom Sheikh al-Hayjj
addresses his comments
met on the eve of the
“Arab Spring,” it was
certainly serendipitous
that they encountered each
other while being hosted
by the “Great Satan!”



of the September 11
attacks. His narrative on
this experience, which
sometimes borders on
confession, describes his
indecision about wearing
traditional clerical dress
or “hiding” in a typically
anonymous trouser and
shirt combination to avoid
appearing “provocative”
to the public. Ultimately,
he opted for his religious
attire after deciding to

“be himself,” an action
motivated by his desire

to emphasize that being

a Muslim in no way
implies association

with, or sympathy for
those responsible for

the slaughter that has
prejudiced the relationship
between the US and Islamic
world. Indeed, his narrative
acknowledges one of the
primary conclusions he
drew from the trip: only

a joint Muslim-American
effort can bring about a

III

truly peaceful relationship
between these two worlds.
Sheikh al-Hajj refers
clearly to the Muslim side
when he highlights the
consequent responsibility
of the Muslim-American
“community” with respect
to the way Muslim culture
is viewed within the
American landscape.

Owing to his desire to
learn more about the Shia
community in the United
States, Sheikh al-Hajj
made a three-day trip to
Dearborn. Along with
Lokman Slim, a colleague
and fellow IVLP alumni,
he met notables of the
community and engaged
with its members. In his
account, Sheikh al-Hajj
explains that the heart of
the message he hoped to
impart to his American
counterparts was to “Be
as proud of being Shia as
you are of your freedom as
American citizens.”



groundbreaking, then
taking a plane to the United
States represented yet

another monumental hurdle.

Clearly, such a visit flew in
the face of the taboo that
typically compels people to
avoid visiting the country
often termed by certain
members of his community
as the “Great Satan.”

From a reader’s
perspective, this travelogue
1s indeed unique.
Employing the same
frankness that enables him
to admit his fears of flying
and heights, Sheikh al-Hayjj
expresses himself with
clarity and freshness as he
compares two remarkably
different worlds: the one
from which he hails and
the one he is discovering.
Indeed, he is well-equipped
to make this comparison
since the trip involved two
primary elements. The first,
orchestrated entirely by the

II

IVLP and shepherded by its
representatives, consisted
of a group of men and
women from various parts
of the Arab world visiting
Washington, DC, San
Francisco, Missouri and
New York. The second took
Sheikh al-Hajj to Dearborn,
Michigan, the “hub” of the
Lebanese Shia diaspora in
the US.

Sheikh al-Hajj has
organized his travelogue
chronologically, nearly
on a day-by-day basis,
rendering his experiences
with surprising details and
subjective anecdotes. He
makes no attempt to hide
what he liked or disliked,
what excited him or what
he considered bizarre and
repulsive.

As fate would have it,
Sheikh al-Hajj found
himself at “Ground Zero”
on the ninth anniversary



As a participant in the
International Visitor
Leadership Program
(IVLP), a professional
exchange program
sponsored by the U.S.
Department of State,
Sheikh Mohammad Ali
al-Hajj spent almost a
month in the United States
(August 28 — September 24,
2010). Sheikh al-Hajj is a
Lebanese Shia cleric and
the director of a religious
seminary (or hawza)
located in Beirut’s southern
suburbs. Recognized by his
peers in the Shia clerical
milieu as one of its most
prolific researchers and

writers, the Sheikh has
written his observations
and impressions about this
unique experience in the
form of a travelogue.

The extraordinary nature
of his trip involved both
individual and societal
risks. As he states in the
brief introduction, Sheikh
al-Hajj had never before
been able to overcome his
fear of flying despite the
many warm invitations

he has received from
people and organizations
worldwide. And if his
decision to finally ride in an
aircraft wasn’t sufficiently
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(Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion
and expression; this right includes freedom
to hold opinions without interference and to
seek, receive and impart information and ideas
through any media and regardless of frontiers.)

Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights

Hayya Bina's Log

A periodical dealing with matters concerning the
res publica, temporarily published as a log or other.



