Our Visit to the Mosque.
Sarah Pelling and I visited the Kettering Mosque today, which is something I have wanted to do for a long while now but up until recently work and family commitments got in the way. It was good to have Sarah in tow as she had been there before and could show me the ropes so to speak.

So equipped with head scarf, and the Koran downloaded on my phone, just in case, we were welcomed in. We took off our shoes and entered the prayer room. Our hosts were extremely hospitable offering drinks and explaining the protocol. Every person we encountered today greeted us with a big warm smile and made us feel very much at ease.
After a brief explanation of events, we went upstairs to meet a couple of the women who advised us that we were free to ask any questions we liked. My knowledge of Islam I’m sad to say is very limited as I only learnt Christianity and not much else in RE in school centuries ago, so I didn’t know where to start at first as I had so many questions. However, Sarah and I were quickly engrossed in conversation. 
Before long we heard the call to prayer and went downstairs to join the prayers with the men, this was a privilege as they went beyond normal custom to accommodate us which we really appreciated. I was relieved to hear that we were welcome to go back upstairs afterwards to join them as I still had plenty of questions to ask, as did Sarah.

I found the whole experience of praying with the others deeply spiritual. I felt surprisingly comfortable in my headscarf, without my shoes on, being respectful in a holy place filled with Allah. It was very peaceful and interesting to watch how the men engaged their whole body in their prayer ritual. There were few words and I really liked that as I found it a more meditative experience to what I’m used to. We can be very ‘wordy’ with our prayers sometimes and I don’t really pray with words myself, so I found it very fulfilling. Sarah and I also loved the fact that prayer is an essential part of their daily lives and I must admit that sometimes when I’m busy it tends to be an afterthought. It made me think I could do a lot better in that department.
It was this whole sense of engagement that struck me also later on when we were back upstairs with the women while talking about Ramadan. I told them that I greatly admired how they could fast for so long as I knew I’d be useless. They explained that Ramadan was not only about fasting but engaging with others through solidarity. By going hungry they could appreciate how others in the world who starve and suffer must feel all the time and Muslims give a great deal to charity during Ramadan and help others though this is the norm for them anyway. It made me think of what lengths I go to in understanding what others go through and I really could do a lot better. 
On a theological level I was really interested in what the Koran says about similar stories we have in the Bible, eg. when Mary was visited by the angel who announced that she was pregnant with Jesus. In the Koran it goes into detail about how Mary felt and how the angel showed concern for her wellbeing advising her on how best to look after herself. Yasmin, a scholar of Islam, gave me a book of the Prophets to borrow as I was eager to read more of the Koran’s perspective on the Bible stories that we share.
Although Sarah and I knew that the letters from which the word Islam is derived give the meaning of “peace” it was apparent that this was very central to their faith. The myths that sometimes we hear from some regarding the degradation of women and the encouragement of terrorism are simply not true and the complete opposite of what Islam stands for. I find it really upsetting that this should be obvious but, in some cases, its not the case. I also found it appalling that a woman who dresses in her own way which is her choice as an expression of her faith doesn’t like to go into our town centre for fear of prejudice. What does that say about our town!

I will always treasure this day and there will be plenty more as I’m definitely going back. What Sarah and I experienced today was a wonderful welcome into a deeply spiritual place where we were treated with compassion and respect. Our friends at the Mosque welcome all and I strongly urge anyone who hasn’t been there to go. We share our God and in sharing our prayers and our experiences Sarah and I felt all the richer for it. 
On the way home Sarah and I were discussing how if only our whole town could be like the afternoon we spent, and how we could all feel part of a loving environment based on that kind of respect and compassion it would be a far better place.
