THE STORY OF A

THINKING IMAM
Imam Dr Mufti Abduljalil Sajid
Imam of Brighton’s Islamic Centre & Mosque
1976 to 2011, and Director of Sussex Muslim Society,
who has devoted his life to building bridges
between people of different faiths, and those who have none.
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A

bduljalil Sajid has travelled a long way since his birth in
Pakistan in November 1947, three months after the
country’s creation. ‘I’m a pure Pakistani,’ he says. ‘I don’t
carry the past baggage of hate between Hindus and Muslims.’
The sitting room of his home in Brighton, where he tells me
about his life journey, is lined with books. There used to be even
more, until his wife put her foot down and he sent 35,000 to the AlHijrah Trust in Birmingham, where they have opened a section in his
name. Yet when he was a child the only light he had to read by was
the moon.
He was born in the remote village of Rajanpur, in an area which
the British Raj had left undeveloped. ‘There were no roads, no electricity and all the buildings were made of mud.’ He was one of 14
brothers and sisters, in a shared multigenerational home of 47
people.
The house had a well, and food
came from the family farm just a few
hundred yards from the house. His
father, who had a cloth shop, was the
only member of the family to have left
the farm, and he was determined that
his sons should be educated.
A devout Sufi (Muslim mystic),
Sajid’s father believed ‘that the difference between Islam and non-Islam is
knowledge.’ He used to wake
Abduljalil at 2.30 am for prayers, to
study the Qur’an and to hear stories
about his heroes, who were not all
Muslims.
Sajid was one of the first graduates of Rajanpur’s primary and midSajid with his father, Haji Jan
dle schools and then, at the age of 11,
Mohammed, at their home 1972
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his father sent him to study at an Islamic University
in Multan in the Punjab. The Madrassa Jameluloom
combined Islamic religious education with optional
secular subjects such as English, history and political science.
He left in 1965 with a BA with distinction in
Arabic and Islamic Studies, the rank of Alim
(religious scholar) and Mufti (the highest degree in
traditional religious studies) and a secular BA in
Political Sciences. Within four months the Punjab
University in Lahore had granted him a first class
MA—a course which normally took two years. He
was only 18. When I suggest he must have been brilliant, he maintains
he simply worked hard. ‘I never believed in wasting time.’
When he went on to study in Dhaka (now capital of Bangladesh),
his village turned out in force to see him off. One of his mother’s
friends asked him why he had to go so far to study when he already
had his MA and the President of Pakistan hadn’t even got a BA. ‘Can’t
you replace him now?’

I

T was in Lahore that Sajid made his first step towards people
of other faiths. He was set an essay on what different faiths
believed about honesty. He had never met a Christian or a Jew
before, but he set out round the city’s churches, synagogues and temples to ask for quotations from the different scriptures. Only the
Christians failed to come up with anything.
Finally, he tried the library of the British Council, where he was
given the writings of Frank Buchman, a Christian, who initiated Moral
Re-Armament, now Initiatives of Change. He found Buchman’s emphasis on absolute moral standards of honesty, purity, unselfishness and
love familiar. ‘It struck me that this was what the Prophet, peace be
upon him, had said in his last sermon—that the human being cannot
become a proper human being unless he is honest with himself.’
The process continued in Dhaka, where Sajid found himself in a
multicultural community. He learnt Bengali and began to get to know
Hindus and people of other faiths. When India invaded in 1971, he
returned to West Pakistan and married Jamila.
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Sajid arrived in Britain in September 1972 to start
a PhD at the London School of Economics (LSE).
His first impression was of ‘absolute loneliness’.
Throughout his life he had been surrounded by
people. He had left Jamila with his family and he
was now alone in a country where no one seemed
to bother about anyone else.
‘In the trains people picked up their newspapers
Jamila Sajid
and hid their faces. In the library it was silent. In
the university I knew nobody and everybody was rushing. The nights
were long and dark. Those three months were really hell.’
As Christmas approached Sajid saw a notice in a students’ hostel
inviting overseas students to stay with local families over the break.
He applied, and found himself in the home of a Christian minister in
Reigate, Revd Carr, who had 11 children, no TV and would not allow
alcohol in his house. ‘This was very contrary to my stereotyping of the
British that they love dogs and hate children. The prejudices I was beginning to build up went out of the window. I realized that my misconceptions and in-built stereotypes were grossly inaccurate.’

S

ajid describes those days in the Carr home as a ‘turning
point’. He decided to stay on in Britain and bring Jamila to
join him. ‘Carr helped me to understand Christianity as a
faith, a commitment, a way of life—he was a man of God himself. He
opened a door for me to make my own life straighter. I was an angry
and prejudiced man at that time and those days helped me to make
my decision to respect others as they are rather than putting them in
boxes. I made up my mind that if I was allowed to stay in this country
I would make education and bridgebuilding between faiths my priorities.’
In Dhaka, Sajid had served as an imam, leading prayers at the
university. The term, which often confuses non-Muslims, does not refer to an ordained profession. ‘Anyone can become an imam provided
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the community are satisfied that you can recite the Qur’an correctly,
give a sermon and lead prayer.’
Sajid continued in this role in London. In 1976 a Muslim from
Brighton spotted him at the East London Mosque and realized that his
language skills would be an asset in a cosmopolitan city where Muslims spoke Urdu, Bengali, Arabic and English. He started working
there part-time, and in 1980 moved there with his family. The community bought him a house, and with them he raised £300,000 to
build and run the mosque.
By deciding to take on the Brighton mosque, Sajid was finally
turning his back on his ambitions to work in the Education Ministry in
Pakistan. Twice before—after he left university in Lahore and after he
returned from Dhaka—he had turned down an invitation to become a
professional imam. ‘This time I could not refuse God,’ he says. He
traces the decision back to his encounter with Revd Carr. ‘A Christian
helped me to help Muslims.’
The post, where he remained for 20 years, was not without its

Jamila & Imam Sajid with Amina (on Sajid’s lap)
Jamil (his youngest brother), & Fatima (on Jamila's
lap) in Lahore in July 1976, before leaving for the UK.
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conflicts. Sajid had to see
off a takeover bid by an extremist group and twice
took legal action against
individuals who were
inflaming feelings against
other communities. In 1998
he moved on to a national
role, training imams to work
in prisons and hospitals
over the UK.
His decision to become
a local magistrate in 1981
raised opposition from
those who believed a man
of God should not serve a
secular state. He argued
Sajid with his mother Sharam Khatun at
back with a statement from
Lahore in 1966, before leaving for Dhaka
the Prophet: ‘When you live
University for his Masters degrees in Politiin a community, if you don’t
cal Science and Journalism.
work for the common good
you are not a Muslim.’
The war in 1971 which led to the birth of Bangladesh had left
the Muslim community in Brighton fragmented. ‘The Indians, Pakistanis and Bengalis were not on speaking terms,’ says Sajid. He went
to visit them in their businesses and urged them to find a common
voice in the face of their difficulties in Brighton. They set up the Ethnic Minorities Representatives Council (EMRC), whose first project was
to tackle racial harassment by the police. ‘It brought the whole community together,’ says Sajid. ‘They forgot their origins, their past,
their hatred for each other.’ The council now comprises 58 ethnic
groups.
The division between Brighton’s different religious groups was
another concern. In 1985 Sajid helped to set up the Brighton and
Hove Interfaith Contact Group (IFCG). Members started by visiting
each other’s places of worship and discussing common issues—their
view of death, or heaven, for instance—with the aim of understanding
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what each other thought. Sajid invited a rabbi to address the mosque
and, in his turn, was invited to all the synagogues. The organization
continues to flourish.

T

HESE local beginnings have led Sajid into innumerable national offices, both religious and secular. He is chair of a
committee of the Muslim Council of Britain, Vice-Chair of
the UK chapter of the World Conference of Religions for Peace, Treasurer of the National Association of Pakistanis and a member of the
Commission on British Muslims and Islamophobia. He has held
positions with the Joint Council for the Welfare of Immigrants, the
National Association of Citizens’ Advice Bureaux, the Union of Muslim
Organizations and, on the international level, the World Congress of
Faiths. He has also been called in to advise the British Prime Minister,
Tony Blair, and many statutory agencies.
Imam Sajid does not buy into the theory of a ‘clash of civilizations’ between the West and Islam and was glad world leaders distanced themselves from the idea immediately after 11 September.
‘We’re not talking about a clash between faiths, but a few individuals
who committed a heinous evil crime.’
The events of 11 September, he believes, were ‘based on hurt

Sajid with Prof Hassan Zaman of Dhaka University
(who survived being shot for allegedly supporting
the Pakistan army in the 1971 war) and Khalid
Farooq, Advocate Supreme Court, 1977
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and hate’, and any response must go to the root causes. He is concerned about the poverty and the powerlessness of so many in the
world, and about the double standards in the West which mean that
people from ethnic minorities are treated differently from host communities. He sees ‘deep racism, Islamophobia and hatred’ in Britain, in
spite of laws to the contrary.
Generously, he shows me a passage from the Qur’an which gives
a ‘certificate of approval’ for Christians who believe in God, do good
deeds and are actively involved in charitable work. He believes that
the faiths must work together. ‘We all have ugly pasts. We must learn
from our mistakes, apologise and move on to build a better future
based on mutuality, dignity and respect.’
After all, he points out, we went through a clash of civilizations
in the Middle Ages. We ought to be beyond that by now.

The family group photo of all five children, taken in 1990.
L to R: Sajid, Mohsin, Fatima, Hassan, Amina, Zahrah & Jamila
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At the entrance to the
Brighton Islamic Centre & Mosque the first
donor who helped to
buy the Centre was
Shaykh Abdul-Aziz ElDukair, with Imam
Sajid, November 1980.

Imam Sajid with Shaykh Abdul Aziz Al-Muttawa of Kuwait
at Caburn Road, Hove
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AND NOW, IMAM SAJID’S
LIFE & WORK
IS BEST TOLD IN PICTURES

Dr Ahmad Bahafzullah leads Imam Sajid to
the sixth International Assembly of Musliim
Youth, Riyad, 1986

Imam Sajid received the
highest Islamic degrees
of Alim, Fazil,
Kamil and Mufti from
Jameul-Uloom University
Multan (Pakistan) in
1958-1964; Master
of Oriental Learning
(MOL) from Punjab University Lahore (Pakistan)
(1967); MSc in Muslim
Philosophy & Thoughts
from Dhaka University
then East Pakistan
(1968).

He also studied at
the London School of
Economics and Kent University at Canterbury (1974-1978) and received a PhD from the International Islamic University, Islamabad (Pakistan) in 1988.
Imam Sajid acted as Muslim Chaplain at Brighton's two universities and at the Royal Sussex County Hospitals until 2011. He was the
founding Chair of the Brighton & Hove Interfaith Contact Group and
was Hon Secretary of the Ethnic Minorities Representatives Council.
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He was Imam of Brighton Islamic Centre and Mosque and Director of
Sussex Muslim Society from 23 September 1976 to 11 April 2011. With
him, above on his right, was Sir Herbert Spencer (Solicitor General in
Thatcher’s government) and Sir Iqbal Sacranie, Sir Herman Ousely and
Cllr Tehmtan Framroze.
In January 1986 Imam Sajid was invited by Dr Ahmed and Dr Hassan Ba-Hafzallah, President of World Assembly of Muslim Youth
(WAMY), to perform Umrah as Guest of the King of Saudi Arabia, HE
King Fahd bin Abdul-Aziz. He was also invited by the Governor of Riyadh, Salman bin Abdul-Aziz, to join the Sixth International Conference
of the World Assembly of Muslim Youth in Riyadh.
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Imam Sajid participated in the first Imams and Rabbis
International Conference in Paris in 1992

I November 1999 with
Indonesian President
Dr Abdul Rahman Wahid,
whom he met again at the
World Summit of Muslim
Leaders in Jakarta, in
December 2001.
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An Interfaith gathering at the House of Lords in January 2000, with
Imam Sajid and other faith leaders.

Imam Sajid attended the Vienna OSCE / ECRL meeting held on
6—8 May 2013 in Austria.
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"Dr Shuja Shafi, Secretary General, of the Muslim Council of
Britain, with Imam Sajid, who both addressed the Kiev-UKREN
International Interfaith Conference, in July 2010 (below)"
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At the House of Lords with Lord Nazir Ahmad, December 2011..

Imam Sajid speaking at the International Conference of the
Office of Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) at Cordoba,
Spain, June 2005.
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The Bishop of Rochester,
Michael Nazir Ali,
interviewed Imam Sajid
for a special BBC
Christmas programme at
his home in Brighton in
2009

With Chris Eubank (famous boxer), and Lord Bhiku Parekh at the
20th anniversary of the Ethnic Minorities Representatives Council
(EMRC) at Hove Town Hall, September 1998.
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With the Chief Rabbi,
Sir Jonathan Sacks,
2010

Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth receives the Interfaith ‘Peace
through Dialogue’ Gold Medallion from Sir Sigmund Sternberg,
watched by Chief Rabbi, Sir Jonathan Sacks (right) and Imam
Sajid (out of picture), February 2010.
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Brighton Islamic Centre
The Thinking Person’s
Mosque

A

SK to be taken to the local mosque in an average British shire
town and few cabbies would know what an Imam was or know his
name. Imagine my surprise when the taxi-driver who took me to
the Brighton Islamic Centre told me to “say hello to Imam Sajid for me”.
The Centre is often talked of as a model institution: a lively, pro-active
mosque - not afraid to take the initiative on contemporary issues; one that
is known and respected among non-Muslims as much as Muslims.
“Brighton Islamic Centre is not just a mosque,” Imam Sajid reminded
me, as we sat in his office. “It is a community centre, an advice centre, a
meeting place, a Muslim school, a library and reading room, a training and
consultancy service for local authorities”
“When we set up in 1977,“ he explained, “unlike many mosques that
were starting out, we had a plan of action with twin objectives. We wanted
to provide a mosque for the community and we wanted to put Islam on
the Brighton map. Staffed by eight part-time workers and 24 committed
volunteers, the Centre’s most noteworthy achievement in 16 years of operation is its liaison work with non-Muslims.
The Centre receives 150 letters daily, mostly from non-Muslims. Reciprocal visits are arranged with practically all of the County’s schools, hospitals and prisons. New Police recruits undertake cultural orientation courses at the mosque. Every three months the Centre hosts a day-long session
for midwives and health workers.
Perhaps the Centre’s most important pioneering work is in its daily
monitoring and analysis of local and national media events, especially
those with implications for Muslims. Mosques are often the first place a
journalist will ring when following a story about Islam. “Imams need to
have done their homework and need to be ready before the journalists
start ringing,” Imam Sajid believes fervently.
Ehsan Masood, Q News, 9 July 1993
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Gerald Henderson had travelled widely in Europe with Imam Sajid:
he and his wife Judith visited Sajid at his Crawley home in 2016.

With Rabbi Marc Schneider and other World Religion leaders meeting
with the President of the European Council in Brussels, December 2011.
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Imam Sajid & Jamila with Rajmohan Gandhi (grandson of the Mahatma)
and his wife Usha, in Caux, the world centre of Moral Re-Armament,
(now Initiatives of Change) Switzerland, 2002
And now, in Imam Sajid’s own words:
In 1985 after an interview I gave on local radio I received a letter
from a Mr Richard Pearce, who was working not far from my mosque.
He had been struck by the interview, he said, and would like to meet
me. Not wanting to offend I asked to be excused on account of the pressure of work. However when he persisted I said , “Look, if you can come
at 6am, I could spare half an hour.” I was confidant that no Englishman
would agree to an appointment at that hour. But my bluff was called he and his friend David Young agreed to come!
For me the great surprise was that both these men were familiar with
Dr Frank Buchman and involved in the work of Moral Re-Armament
(now Initiatives of Change), which Buchman had initiated. To cut a long
story short they invited me to meet other friends and attend some
meetings of Moral Re-Armament locally. Then they suggested I might
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like to go to a conference at the World Centre for Moral ReArmament at Caux, Switzerland. My first visit was in 1990 and I
have been a number of times since.
I warmed immediately to what I found in Caux. There were echoes
there of the world community of common humanity - the UMMAH which every Muslim believes in and aspires to being part of creating.
I discovered Buchman was a man of faith who deeply believed
that God would guide people who listened and were ready to obey.
But his faith was not exclusive. He would have endorsed what Mother Theresa said: ‘What we are all trying to do by our work is to come
closer to God. We become a better Hindu, a better Muslim, a better
Catholic, a better whatever we are, and by being better we become
closer and closer to Him.
I left Caux after that first visit feeling that here was an action I
felt called to participate in, something which encapsulated the
dream every Muslim would want to be part of. Later I would meet so
many different people that I began to get the full picture of what Dr
Buchman had created through this international team of people,
which in 1938 was launched with the name Moral Re-Armament. I
learned the way in which they worked, namely through identifying
the needs in the world and then setting out to change the people involved so that solutions resulted.
In Caux I learned the importance attached to the principle and
practice of forgiveness, which Muslims also consider vital. The Holy
Qur’an enjoins us Muslims to ‘pardon and forbear’ in all our doings.
Personally I also have some experience of this business of facing criticism and setbacks. In 1996 some events at the Dyke Road
Mosque and Islamic Centre in Brighton tested my own practice of
forgiveness to the limit. I was Director/Imam of that Mosque at the
time. I had tried to help some people to gain British citizenship and
given them training in Islam. Later they seemed to come under the
spell of some radical preacher and began veering towards violence.
They disapproved of my policy of trying to work with all sorts of
people. Finally they challenged my leadership and took over the
Mosque by force in 1998. What, I wondered, should I do? How
should I respond to this challenge? I discussed various options with
the Trustees of the Mosque and, having made all possible legal
moves, finally the only way forward seemed forgiveness. It was not
easy as the temptation to try and hit out was strong. I resisted that
way.
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With Prof Akbar Ahmad, Lord Nazir Ahmad, and Bashir Maan
of Scotland, August 1977.

Imam Sajid has met Her Majesty the Queen and Prime
Minister Tony Blair and has
been recognized and appreciated for his community
work. He and Jamila have
been invited twice to Buckingham Palace for lunch and
an award. The theme of the
Queen's Christmas broadcast
in 2004 was "Tolerance and
respect in the changing world." The Imam's conversation with
Her Majesty was on inter-faith harmony.
AUSTRALIA
From October to December 2006 Imam Sajid and Jamila visited
all six states and two territories of Australia and New Zealand
and addressed various gatherings including national and
regional Parliament Houses. These programmes were organised
by the Centre for Muslim States and Societies, together with
Initiatives of Change and the Abrahamic Alliance, and hosted
an Interfaith Evening with them both.
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With world religious leaders in Paris at the Third World Congress of
Imams and Rabbis that took place on 15-17 December, 2008.

At the Third World Congress—with Rabbi Farman and Dr Abdullah
Omar Naseef, former Secretary General of Rabita Tul Alame Islami –
World Muslim League of Makkah Al Mukkramah (Saudi Arabia).
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John Battle MP, Special Faiths Adviser to Tony Blair, British Prime
Minister (1997-2006), speaking to staff & workers of IofC, with
Imam Sajid (chairing the meeting) at 24 Greencoat Place, London
SW1, August 2004.

With Rajmohan Gandhi, grandson of the Mahatma, leading an
Interfaith prayer meeting in Caux, Switzerland, the HQ of
Initiatives of Change (IofC), July 2002.
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LIFETIME AWARDS
On 21 December 2000 at the Millennium Dome in East London
Imam Sajid was given the “Millennium Community Diversity
Award” as the “Best Exceptional Volunteer for the UK”, nationally administrated by the Millennium Community Diversity
Award Enterprise and sponsored by the Ethnic Business Development Agency – EBDC, London.
Imam Sajid was recognised by the Muslim Sharia (law) Council
UK for his ‘Life-long service towards marriage and family legal
issues of the British Muslim community'. The Secretary of the UK
Board of Ulema (Islamic Jurists) gave this award at the Annual
General meeting of British Muslim Jurists on 30 June 2001.

With the Mayor of Brighton, Cllr Francis Tonks, at an
Interfaith meeting in August 2002.
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With British envoy, Terry Waite (appointed by British Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher). Behind is Dr Abdur Rashid of
Bradford University Hospital, September 1995.

Imam Sajid receiving from the UK Speaker of the House of Commons a shield of recognition for his interfaith work in the presence
of Home Secretary Jack Straw, Sir Sigmund Sternberg and Sidney
Shipton.
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Mohammad Muslim MBE, President of Sussex Muslim Society UK,
with Imam Sajid and three visitors from Malaysia on 1 September
1979, in front of the Brighton Islamic Centre and Mosque..

On 4th August 1979 Imam Sajid was with his religious teacher and
leader Mowlana Syed Abul Ala Mawdudi (1903-1979)
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With three former Presidents of Brighton Islamic Centre and
Mosque, left to right: Mahmud Hosain; Dr Hassan Al-Safadi;
Imam Sajid, and Abdul Goffar Choudhury, on 30 July 1977

With Cllr Tehmtan Framroze, Mayor of Brighton (East Sussex-UK),
in 1995
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With Tony Blair, British Prime Minister, at St Peter’s Church,
Brighton, where he was invited to pray and read the Holy Qur’an
for the opening of the Labour Party Conference, August 1980.

Imam Sajid leading prayers at
the Second World Congress of
Imams & Rabbis for Peace, at
Seville, Spain, March 2006.
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With Bryan Hamlin (right) and Rabbi Maclean (left) at the
Wailing Wall, Jerusalem, July 1988.

Imam & Mrs Jamila Sajid with Cllr Tehmtan Framroze (Mayor of
Brighton) and Mrs Marian Framroze at the Mayor’s office in
August 1995
30

With Chief Rabbi David Rosen of United States and Israel, Jerusalem, July 2000

With colleagues of Brighton & Hove & Sussex Magistrates Association, when
they honoured him by attending the wedding of his daughter Amina at Hove
Town Hall, August 1996.
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With Bryan Hamlin in Caux (Switzerland) in 2000.

With Peter Riddell in Caux at an International Conference of
Initiatives of Change, August 2002.
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The Islamophobia Commission’s First Report was launched by
Jack Straw, Home Secretary, on 1st November 1997 at the
House of Commons Committee Room Number 14.

Imam Sajid, as International Secretary of the World Congress
of Faiths (WCF) with the President, Revd Dr Marcus Braybrooke,
and Revd Alan Race, WCF Insight Editor, November 2003.
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With HRH Prince Hassan Bin Talal of Jordan
(Middle-East) 11 July
2000 at Al-Hijrah Trust
Birmingham (UK)

Prince Charles with the Vicar of St Peter’s, Brighton, and Imam
Sajid with Dr Amrut Shah (Guajarati Cultural Society, Brighton)
and others, November 2001.
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An Interfaith gathering on 3 January 2000 at Westminster Hall
at the House of Lords, London. The Archbishop of Canterbury is
leading the prayers with Imam Sajid and others.

With the President of the European Commission and President of
the European Council, on 30 May 2008 at Brussels.
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Imam Sajid has spoken and written against terrorists, fanatics
and hatred. His writings were used in many countries of the world
as texts for students.

On 17 September 2006 Imam Sajid received a shield of recognition for his interfaith and humanitarian work for Britain in
particular and the world in general, from Hamish Daniel, Deputy
High Commissioner, British Council, Pakistan
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After the meeting of the Executive Committee of the European
Council of Religious Leaders (ECRC) at Oslo University,
December 2009.

Prof Akbar S Ahmad with Sayyed Sharif Uddin Pirzada and
Imam Sajid at the House of Commons, London
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Participants in the Caux Dialogue, Switzerland, 2002, to discuss
the impact of 9/11/2001

On the occasion of the marriage of their second son Mohsin, this
photo shows all Imam Sajid’s five children, with their partners and
one grandchild at the time (26 May 2006).
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Mrs Jamila Sajid speaking
about “Honour Killing” at
an interfaith meeting at
Karachi (Pakistan) organised by the British Council,
Pakistan, in September
2006.

On Eidul Fitr Day, Friday 15 June 2018, at his son Mohsin’s home Sitting (L to R): Imam Sajid and Dr Rafique
Standing: Elijah and Mathew Gurr: Zahrah Gurr; Mrs Jamila Sajid; Mrs
Farhat Rafique; Mrs Yasmin Kamran; Mrs Sadia Rafiqye; Mohsin Sajid;
Kamran Rafique and children Noah: Elijah; with their mother Zahrah and
Kamran, children Zack and Jasmin Kamran.
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Jamila prepared a fine celebration for
IMAM SAJID’S
7 0 th B I RT HDAY!
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