I seek refuge in Allah from the accursed Satan

In the name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful

Assalamu Alaikum, Peace to Upon You.

On behalf of the Muslim Community of New London, I welcome my beloved brothers and sisters in Islam and our honored guests who have been so kind to join us today in this Holy Month of Ramadan to celebrate with us the Open House at our Center and to share with us our food for the breaking of the fast.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank the Muslim community for making this event happen, to our neighbors for their patience and perseverance, to our fellow faith community for their camaraderie, to the press and media for their support, and to our friends and well wishers for their kindness and consideration.  We are indeed fortunate to be part of this community.

I would also like to acknowledge some specific individuals and organizations who have made extraordinary contributions to formation and sustenance of the Islamic Center of New London from within the Muslim community, as well as non-Muslims who have consistently supported us and been as asset for us in both good times and bad.

First, I would like to recognize Br. John Shamsideen, Br. Hamidullah Muhammad, Br. Naim Umrani, and Br. Munir Elahi.  Under the leadership of Br. Shamsideen, this group was largely responsible for laying the framework for what eventually evolved into the Islamic Center of New London.  Next, I would like to acknowledge Br. Mahmoud Mansour, our Imam, and Br. Zahurul Islam, who was pivotal in providing the infrastructure and organization that, enabled the Islamic Center to sustain and flourish.  

Outside our Muslim community, I would like to extend my special thanks to Professor Patrice Brodeur.  Dr. Brodeur has consistently been a friend and consultant to the ICNL.  His contribution and support to manage a difficult environment by promoting dialogue and understanding post 9-11 was exemplary. 

I would also like to thank Father Emmett Jarrett of the St. Francis House for his friendship, … of the Byles Funeral Home for his consideration, The New London Clergy Association their support, and, The New London Day for their balanced reporting.

The Islamic Center of New London is a religious, non-profit organization that was incorporated in 1993.  Its purpose is to serve the best interest of Islam and Muslims in the Greater New London Area and New London County.  Its membership includes over 100 families residing throughout New London County.  It is the only full service Masjid in New London County with infrastructure and organization to support educational services, community outreach, interfaith activities, public relations, arts and entertainment, and social functions.

Our strength is our diversity.  Our slogan is unity through diversity.  We pride ourselves in the fact that we derive our membership from over 20 nations and ethnicities who are bonded by the Islamic faith.  Unlike many other communities, we have not allowed, so far, our differences, rituals and petty grievances to divide us.  Our challenge moving forward will be to maintain this culture of diversity, brotherhood, trust and mutual understanding.

We are fortunate that our Vision and Mission is set forth in the guidance of the Holy Qur’an.  So, we did not have to hold a special off-site meeting to come up with them.  Allah affirmed to us in the Qur’an:  “Khaira kuntum okhrejat lin’naas: To be the best community was raised up for mankind”.  Allah also specified as to how we are to accomplish this mission.

The early history of the New London Muslim community was intimately tied to the Nation of Islam community in Hartford in the early 50’s.  In 1952, the ideas of the nation of Islam began to be taught in New London by a man named John Shamsideen.  Until 1974, Muslims from New London would commute to Hartford on Sundays for ta’lim or instruction.  The first place of worship for Muslims in this County was established in 1974 at the corner of Howard and Shaw Street in New London.

Meanwhile, the inspirational leader of NOI, Elijah Mohammad, died in 1975.  His son, Warith Deen Mohammad, began a transformation to orthodox, Sunni Islam in 1977.  Along with it, the Muslim community in New London started transitioning to orthodox Islam in increasing numbers.  However, the community was losing momentum.  It lacked infrastructure, direction and a solid financial base.  It was in dire need for a booster dose of energy and enthusiasm.

In 1984, the community rented a place of worship in 23 CT Avenue with about 50 members.  By 1989, the membership had dwindled to less than 7 families.  The membership was almost entirely African American.  Most immigrant Muslims preferred to go to Hartford or surrounding areas under the misconception that the New London Masjid was still NOI.

Then, in 1989, things changed.  There was an influx of some very committed, unbiased, immigrant Muslims into the community, primarily via Pfizer.  They started attending the mosque in CT Avenue.  Together, with the legacy members, they put in place the infrastructure and organization that evolved into the ICNL.

From 1989 thorough 2001, the community grew at a dizzying pace but we still did not have a permanent place of worship.  We rented storefronts in New London, and we were constantly required to move due to zoning restrictions.  We bought a piece of land to build a mosque on Reed Street in New London.  However, that plan also fell through.  But through all this harness and tribulations, the energy, enthusiasm and excitement within the community was through the roof.  While in 1989, the community was having difficulty paying a $300 rent, in 2001, the community raised over $250,000 in less than a month from within the ranks to buy the Fort Street property in Groton.  The membership increased 500% from its previous peak during this time period.

So, here we are today, and this is how we got here.  We have created history by just being here on these premises, as these premises have an extraordinary history of its own.  This building has served all the three Abrahamic faiths.  It was a church, then a synagogue, then a church, and now it is a mosque.  It has reached its final destination (see slide).

As a community, we are excited about the future but we are concerned about what is happening to us and around us now.  We are Muslims and we are Americans.  We see no conflict in this dual role and responsibility.  Islam is our way of life.  It is our identity.  It is why we exist.  Creating a just, equitable and sustainable society is our mission.  But, we are deeply troubled and saddened by the way Muslims are being treated in this country and the around the world.  We cannot let misinformation, special interests, stereotyping, and ignorance run rampant in policies, politics and behavior.

Moving forward, our priorities will be inside out.  God willing, we will sustain as a community in the right path led by competent, righteous leaders.  At the same time, we will reach out to the community-at-large to partner with us to build bridges to a just, equitable and sustainable society.  And, we will make sure that we are heard in politics and policy.  We are American and we are here to stay.

So, in parting, I reach out to you in the best manners that Allah has taught us in the Qur’an in the verses He revealed as a guidance to us …… (See last slide)

Thank you.

Assalamu Alaikum.

