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UK mosques open their doors to the public
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

“V 

isit my mosque and 
you’ll get to know me 
better,” one smiling 
Muslim worshipper 
said, inviting non-

Muslims to his mosque. With the 
Islamic State (ISIS) dominating the 
headlines and anti-Islam Pegida 
protests being organised in the 
United Kingdom, it is a simple but 
powerful message.

More than 80 mosques across 
Britain opened their doors to visi-
tors on February 7th as part of the 
Visit My Mosque Day initiative, 
which aims to demystify Islam at a 
time when there are more Muslims 
in the United Kingdom — 3 million 
and climbing — than ever before.

The initiative has become some-
thing of an annual event and is facil-
itated by the Muslim Council of Brit-
ain, the country’s largest Muslim 
umbrella body with more than 500 
affiliated national, regional and lo-
cal mosques, charities and schools.

Writing in the Guardian newspa-
per, Remona Aly, director of com-
munications for the Exploring Islam 
Foundation, clarified the central 
place that mosques hold in Islamic 

life. “In Arabic, mosque or masjid 
means a place of prostration and is 
essentially a place for worship. But 
historically a mosque encompassed 
much more than this, providing 
health services and education, an 
epicentre for community life, a 
venue for performing marriages, as 
well as a social halal knees-up,” she 
wrote.

“I’ve driven for many years past 
London Central Mosque wonder-
ing what is inside but when I got an 
email telling me there was an open 
day I decided to come today and 
visit,” David from Hendon in North 
London said.

London Central Mosque, per-
haps better known as Regents Park 
Mosque, is one of the British capi-
tal’s largest mosques thanks to its 
central London position and iconic 
golden dome. It can accommodate 
as many as 5,000 worshippers. It is 
only outstripped by the mammoth 
East London mosque, which can 
hold about 7,000 worshippers and 
is the largest mosque in Europe.

Hundreds of people attended the 
open day at east London, which has 
one of the most diverse populations 
in the country. Visitors were invited 
to observe prayers and participate 
in a question-and-answer session 
with mosque officials.

Despite the media obsession with 
ISIS, questions focused on more 
general aspects of Islam, “In terms 
of Islam practice-wise, there are 
five pillars… This is something you 
may have heard elsewhere,” Shafiur 
Rahman, director of the Jibreel In-
stitute at the East London mosque 
told visitors.

Why do Muslims grow their 
beards? Why do Muslim women 
wear the hijab? What is the differ-
ence between Sunnis and Shias? 
These were the types of questions 
visitors asked, alongside more pen-
etrative queries regarding terrorism 
and the poor image of Islam in the 
media.

“It was a very interesting place. I 
went along more to see the building 
and how the mosque factors into 

the lives of the local community. 
It was good to hear from the imam 
and some of the people who know 
the mosque well,” visitor David 
Chalk said.

“I like the idea of the open days as 
a way of throwing open the doors to 
the community but it’s a shame that 
there has to be a kind of defensive 
aspect to it on account of how Mus-
lims and Islam are inaccurately per-
ceived around the world right now.”

Mosque officials were keen to 
stress that their doors are always 
open. “The majority of mosques 
have open doors so you can walk in 
at any time. Today, we’re just mak-
ing that extra-special effort by put-
ting on an event but we welcome 
visitors throughout the year,” Tan-
vier Ahmed of the outreach team at 
Darul Isra Mosque in Cardiff, which 
was also taking part in Visit My 
Mosque Day.

Visitors listen to a talk during a tour of the Birmingham Central Mosque.

Hundreds of people 
attended the open 
day at east London.

Obama and the mosque

S
toked by ugly rhetoric 
from the presidential 
campaign trail, anti-
Muslim sentiment in 
the United States is 
running so high that US 

President Barack Obama felt 
compelled to make his first visit 
to a US mosque and speak up for 
the country’s Muslims.

Sadly, that’s not likely to change 
the minds of Americans who con-
flate Islam and terrorism.

Though Muslims are a reli-
gious minority, they number in 
the millions in the United States. 
According to a string of polls over 
several years, more than one-third 
of adult Americans asked said that 
Islam is more prone to encourage 
violence than other religions. A 
poll released in January by the 
Pew Research Center found that 
14% said that about half the US 
Muslim population is anti-Amer-
ican.

In the race for the Republican 
Party’s presidential nomination, 
leading candidates have been try-
ing to exploit such views to win 
votes.

Which is why Obama con-
demned “inexcusable political 
rhetoric against Muslim Ameri-
cans that have no place in our 
country” in a February 3rd speech 
at a Baltimore mosque. There was 
no need to elaborate. Pointing to 
the terrorist attacks in Paris and 
California, billionaire business-

man Donald Trump, the Republi-
can front runner, made headlines 
around the world by calling for a 
ban on Muslims travelling to the 
United States.

Ben Carson, a retired neurosur-
geon and presidential candidate, 
has described Islam as incompat-
ible with the US Constitution and 
held that, therefore, no Muslim 
should be president.

Not so, Obama said at the Bal-
timore mosque: “When enshrin-
ing the freedom of religion in our 
constitution and our Bill of Rights, 
our founders meant what they 
said when they said it applied to 
all religions.”

But facts matter little on a 
subject as controversial as Islam 
and Obama’s plea for tolerance did 
little to convince Islamophobes 
that Muslims in the United States 
are full-fledged members of “one 

American family”, as he put it.
Playing to the 43% of Repub-

licans who, according to polls, 
say Obama is a Muslim, Trump 
remarked that the president had 
chosen to go to a mosque because 
“maybe he feels comfortable 
there”. Trump has long ques-
tioned Obama’s religion and was 
a leading voice of the “birther 
movement” of Americans who 
insist the president was born in 
Kenya.

In a bizarre leap of logic, US 
Senator Marco Rubio, R-Florida, 
who had been gaining in Republi-
can presidential polls, saw the visit 
to the mosque as evidence that the 
president was dividing the country 
along “religious lines”.

Obama’s speech drew praise 
from Muslim community lead-
ers and editorials in mainstream 
newspapers. Even the Wall Street 

Journal, generally not a fan of the 
Democratic president, described 
it as “one of Mr Obama’s best 
attempts to fulfil the promise he 
made in 2008 to promote racial 
and political comity”.

But there have also been 
pointed questions from American 
Muslims as to why Obama waited 
until his final year in office to visit 
a mosque at home. The president 
has visited mosques abroad — in 
Indonesia and Egypt — where 
he called for “a new beginning 
between the United States and 
Muslims around the world: one 
based on mutual interest and 
mutual respect”.

For years he shrugged off 
suggestions to visit a mosque in 
America, apparently because he 
feared that would give currency 
to the claims from conservative 
detractors that he is a Muslim, 
a perception that could have 
dimmed his prospects for re-elec-
tion in 2012. Now that he is on the 
final stretch of his presidency, he 
is tackling sensitive issues — from 
race to religion — more forcefully 
than before.

In his address to the Islamic So-
ciety of Baltimore, Obama made a 
point that deserves wider debate: 
most Americans have never met a 
Muslim (the community accounts 
for about 1% of the population) 
and only hear about Muslims and 
Islam from news accounts of ter-
rorist attacks.

That gives a distorted impres-
sion and spurs the stubborn 
tendency to blame an entire 
community for the violent acts of 
a very few.
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President Barack Obama greets children during his visit to the Islamic Society of 
Baltimore, on February 3rd.
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