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Although I am one of 
Eugene Robinson’s biggest 
fans, as a black man who 
adopted Islam as my religious 
faith more than 30 years 
ago while in law school, I 
am deeply disappointed in 
his recent column about the 

terrorist attack 
on the French 
publication 
Charlie Hebdo, 
because it 
reflects the 
double-standard 
thinking that 
only exacerbates 
animosity 
towards 
Muslims.  

On the one 
hand, he argues 
that “lampooning 

the Prophet Muhammad” is 
permissible because “the right 
to free speech must encompass 
the right to offend without fear 
or fervor,” while on the other 
hand he rightly and correctly 
argued that radio host Don 
Imus was not entitled to any 
free speech protection – or 
his job – for his racist words. 
Robinson argued that Imus 
should be taken off the air for 
his racists remarks, yet argued 
that Charlie Hebdo’s offensive 
portrayal of Muhammad was 
protected speech because 
“obnoxiousness is grounds 
for denunciation but not for 
censorship.” 

As a Pulitzer Prize winner, 
he certainly knows that there is 

no such thing as absolute free 
speech, and that speech that is 
hateful can constitute a crime 
in this country. Consequently, 
I am left to wonder why he 

thinks that speech vilifying 
Muslims is acceptable free 
speech, while speech vilifying 
African Americans is not. 

It seems that this stems 
from ignorance – the breeding 
ground of hate – about Islam, 
as reflected in his statement 
that “many mainstream 
Muslims consider comic 
portrayals of their prophet 

to be offensive.” Actually, 
every Muslim on the planet 
– all 1.2 billion – considers 
any portrayal of Muhammad 
offensive. Islam prohibits any 

picture or image of the Prophet 
because it violates the basic 
tenet of the faith that no human 
being, including Muhammad, is 
to be deified and worshiped.

Thus Robinson needs to 
understand that an attack on 
Muhammad is an attack on the 
sensibilities of one-fifth of the 
world’s population, and that 
while condemning terrorist 

attacks made in retaliation for 
hate speech directed at him is 
a no-brainer for the Muslim 
community, there are, and 
always will be, those Muslims 
who consider themselves 
guardians of the faith.  

And despite the Muslim 
world’s condemnation of 
their terrorist means and the 
Qur’an’s explicit teaching 
that Muslims are to “argue 
with them [critics] in the most 
kindly manner,” they will, 
unfortunately, use any means 
necessary to guard against 
Muhammad being ridiculed. 
If we want to live in a world 
of harmony between the races 
and religions, then we cannot 
condone either prejudice or 
bigotry under the guise of free 
speech.   
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Bigotry, Islam and free speech
I once believed the finding 

one’s way to salvation was 
a lifelong struggle filled 
with pitfalls and potholes 
strategically placed to trip 
you up in an effort to deny 
you your rightful place in 
heaven and insure permanent 
residence in hell. My 
confusion about this had me 
questioning, if true, then how 
should one live a “Christian” 
life? You’re not supposed to 
be able to earn your way into 
God’s presence. Faith dictates 
that you accept the fact that 
Jesus secured that for 
the faithful when He 
died on the cross. 

So since faith 
without works is 
supposed to be bogus 
and simple faith alone 
won’t get you into the 
kingdom, how should 
you approach living 
your life? The best 
anyone can do is to 
try to live a life that 
honors God – a life that, by 
example, can be seen from 
afar as one trying to emulate 
that of Christ Jesus. “

Each one should use 
whatever gift he has to 
serve others, faithfully 
administering God’s grace 
in its various forms.” 1 Peter 
4:10. 

Now I know that sounds 
simple enough, but my 
experience says it’s far from 
easy, sort of like knowing the 
difference between owning 
a home and renting an 
apartment. People take care 
of something they own much 
differently than something 
they’ll walk away from one 
day or return or pass along to 
someone else. Hence to take 
ownership of one’s own soul 
demands a different approach 
to life than someone who 
mindlessly abdicates any 

responsibility for where he or 
she will spend eternity. 

Until you realize that 
throughout history, men and 
women of God have been 
persecuted and murdered, 
you will not understand how 
dangerous it is to live a life 
of peace, mercy, forgiveness, 
charity and justice. “He 
showed you, O man, what 
is good. And what does the 
Lord require of you; to act 
justly and to love mercy and 
to walk humbly with your 
God.” Micah: 6-8. 

This walk 
although rewarding, 
is still treacherous, 
fraught with perils 
unimaginable to the 
innocent eye. 

Is this really living 
dangerously or is it 
so radical a concept 
that we ignore it, 
preferring a life of 
gossip, revenge, 
cynicism and pride? 

So at the risk of ridicule 
and criticism, a life built 
around belief in God should 
be the ultimate goal. It should 
be okay to turn the other 
cheek, give the benefit of the 
doubt and respect another’s 
right to be different. God’s 
purpose, albeit difficult at 
times, is easily understood.

Remember, you are 
responsible for your 
own soul. You are your 
own landlord. Building 
maintenance and cleanup 
is up to you. You are not a 
renter here. Anyone who you 
invite in should leave your 
presence, your home, with 
the knowledge that an honest 
attempt is being made by you 
to be truthful in the effort to 
claim your own salvation. 
This is imperative and 
answers the question of how 
you should live. 
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Lassana Bathily, a Muslim, saved the lives of people trapped at the kosher market 
where he worked in Paris after the terrorist attacks on January 9.

n Actually, every Muslim on the planet - all 1.2 

billion - considers any portrayal of Muhammad 

offensive.  


